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ABSTRACT 
 

A growing body of literature argues that schooling is not the great equalizer; 

rather, it reproduces inequality. Most of these theories concur that schools are not neutral 

enterprises, but sites of conflict. Educational inequality can be observed in the differences 

in approach and quality among public schools located in different socioeconomic 

districts. These differences in educational experience are reflected in the curriculum, 

resources, achievement rates, drop-out rates, and teacher qualifications, among other 

factors. Given that the current decentralized educational policies in the U.S. have not 

reduced the expanding achievement gap, my thesis project examines whether more 

centralized educational policies, such as a national curriculum, minimizes the difference 

in educational experience and academic achievement among the different social sectors. 

Therefore, I study the schooling system in Argentina and compare it with the US 

experience. According to the Argentinean National Education Law of 2006, establishing 

a common curricular structure and content guarantees high educational quality for all 

students. Thus, my study explores whether the law’s aims are observable in practice. To 

answer this question, I conducted content analysis of educational material, observed the 

classroom process, and interviewed teachers in three public schools within the same 

jurisdiction but located in districts of different socioeconomic statuses (low, middle, and 

high). The results reveal differences in the educational experience of children from each 
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socioeconomic status, but particularly those of low-income in comparison with the other 

two areas. The national curriculum does not prevent differences in the academic needs of 

students and the educational approaches of teachers. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction        

Throughout the last fifty years, the wealthy and dominant nation of the United 

States of America has exhibited a progressive trend of social inequalities. According to 

the 2009 Current Population Report, the number of people living in poverty in the United 

States was around 43.6 million— about fifteen percent of the population (DeNavas-Walt 

et al., 2010), the largest percentage of the fifty-one years for which poverty estimates 

have been published.  On an international scale, the United States is also shown to have 

profound social inequalities. For instance, in a UNICEF report on “child poverty rates in 

rich countries,” the U.S. has the second highest poverty rate among the twenty-six 

wealthiest nations (UNICEF, 2005).  

Based on the persistent and exacerbating inequality in distribution of wealth, 

numerous scholars argue that schools in the United States evolved not in pursuit of 

equality, but rather to reproduce the social division of labor in order to meet the needs of 

a capitalist system (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Carnoy, 1982; Douglas & Denton, 1993; 

Jencks, 1972; Jencks, 1979; Spring 1976). According to this argument, the purpose of 

public education in the United States is used to control the socialization of masses and to 

allocate individuals to a fixed set of positions in society. Other school critics suggest that 

this argument reduces the school to an economic apparatus, when it is also a cultural and 

political apparatus (Anyon, 1979; Apple, 1979; 1982; Berstein 1971; Beyer & Apple, 

1998; Wexler, 1976; Young, 1971). Despite the different theories on the mechanisms of 

educational stratification, scholars concur that schools in the U.S. are not neutral 

enterprises but sites of conflict. Educational inequality can be observed in the notable 

differences in approach and quality among public schools located in different 
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socioeconomic districts. These differences in educational experience can be noticed in the 

curriculum, resources, achievement rates, drop-out rates, and teacher qualification among 

others.  

Given that the current decentralized educational policies in the U.S. have not 

reduced the expanding achievement gap, my thesis project examines whether more 

centralized educational policies are an effective approach to achieving greater equality. 

More specifically, my project explores whether establishing a national curriculum 

minimizes the differences in educational experience and academic achievement among 

the different social sectors.  

1.1. Procedures of the study   

The approach I take to answer this question is to compare the role of the school in 

the United States to the role of the school in a country that had an established national 

curriculum. By first identifying the mechanisms that lead to education inequality in the 

U.S. and then examining the educational experiences in a nation that employs a national 

curriculum, I can contrast them and observe what the implications of having a national 

curriculum are. I chose to compare the school system of the U.S. to the one in Argentina. 

According to the Argentinean National Education Law of 2006, establishing a common 

curricular structure and content guarantees high educational quality for all students. Thus, 

my study explores whether the law’s aims are observable in practice.    

I chose Argentina because the social structure of the country resembles that of the 

U.S.: in terms of the GINI coefficient, which measures inequality in the distribution of 

wealth (0 expressing total equality and 1 total inequality), the index for the U.S in 2007 

was .45 and the index for Argentina in 2009 was .45 as well (U. S. Central Intelligence 
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Agency, 2010); therefore, the two countries have similar levels of income inequality. 

Furthermore, it is pertinent to use the case of Argentina because its educational policies 

have important similarities with the ones in the United States: since the 1980’s, the public 

sector in Argentina has been highly influenced by neoliberal economic policies based on 

the Washington Consensus and the “recommendations” of international finance 

institutions. Currently, both nations have educational policies that are market-driven and 

that decentralize the educational system. The fundamental difference is that one nation 

establishes a national curriculum and the other does not.   

 To examine the role of the school in Argentina, I conducted a study in three 

public schools within the same jurisdiction but located in districts of different 

socioeconomic statuses (one low, one middle, and one high).  By comparing three public 

schools located in the same jurisdiction— the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires— the 

amount of funds received by the government should be the same in all institutions.  

The study has one independent variable— social class—and a dependent variable 

that incorporates various variables within itself—the classroom experience. With each 

school, I chose to focus on the sixth-grade social studies classes as a way to evaluate how 

the same curriculum is implemented at each school. By conducting classroom 

observations, teacher interviews, and content analysis of educational material, I analyze if 

and how the educational experience of the students differs by their socioeconomic status.  

1.2. Significance of project 

Carrying out this study is valuable because it serves as a frame of reference for 

both the United States and Argentina. On one hand, the educational system in the U.S. is 

still facing the problems that many researchers and social scientists have written about for 
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forty years. Therefore, a comparative study examining the effects of a centralized policy 

that establishes national curriculum can indicate if educational policies in the U.S. need 

to move in another direction. In addition, given that both nations have similar market-

driven educational policies, the study serves to show what implications these policies 

have.  

On the other hand, this study serves as a frame for Argentinean education. 

Existing research on educational inequality in Argentina shows that there is educational 

inequality among the twenty-four jurisdictions that divide the country. This inequality is 

caused, in part, because the per-student budget varies between jurisdictions. However, 

there is limited research on how social inequalities within one jurisdiction affect 

education; unlike the U.S., there are few studies that correlate the residential segregation 

problems of a city to educational inequality. In addition, existing research focuses on the 

external mechanism causing educational inequality, instead of also looking at the internal 

order of schools.  

1.3. Structure of project 
 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters, each presenting relevant material to 

answer the research question. The chapter subsequent to this introduction, chapter two, 

covers the most important theories on the role of the school in society. This chapter is 

divided between the theories that suggest that schools promote equality and the theories 

that suggest that schools promote inequality. Chapter three examines how the educational 

inequalities theories presented in chapter two apply to the educational system in the 

United States. The purpose of this chapter is to show, through the findings of existing 

research, that the role of the schools in the U.S. is to produce and reproduce the positions 
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of the social hierarchy. The chapter concludes by presenting how the current educational 

policies in the U.S. perpetuate and exacerbate the issues causing educational inequality. 

 Chapter four gives the reader the context in which the study takes place: it begins 

by covering the formation of the educational system in Argentina and the economic, 

political, and social occurrences that shaped it over time. It also presents the current 

structure of the school system and existing research that suggests that the school system 

is unequal. This chapter shows the significance of my study by presenting the limits of 

the existing research in Argentina on the role of the school. Chapter five explains the 

methodology used to conduct the study. Furthermore, it explains how the sample was 

chosen and what variables are being examined.     

 Chapter six presents the findings of the study conducted in Argentina. The chapter 

is divided into four parts: parts one and two deal with the central agents in the educational 

process: the teachers and the students; parts three and four deal with the objects that 

shape the classroom interactions between these agents: educational resources and the 

curriculum. As the data is being presented, I analyze the key findings. This chapter 

demonstrates how the educational experiences of the students differ based on the school 

they attend.  

 The last chapter examines how the theories on educational inequality presented in 

chapter two apply to the findings of my study. In addition, it compares the mechanisms 

that cause educational inequality in the U.S. to the mechanisms found in the Argentinean 

schools. Using the comparison to the U.S. as a frame of reference, I examine the impact 

of having a national curriculum in terms of equality. The project concludes by providing 
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an overview to the problems found in the school structures of both nations and alternative 

solutions.  
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CHAPTER 2: Theories of education 
 

Understanding the role of schools and education is fundamental to understanding 

the large structure of society. The school’s compulsory and universal character has made 

it one of the largest institutions in society; in addition, schools are highly valued            

because they hold a monopolistic power of distributing institutionalized cultural              

capital –academic credentials/degrees. As the educational enrollment and attainment in 

the United States increased vastly over the past century, the question of what role schools 

play has become more prominent and debated.  On one hand, it is believed that education 

is capable of redressing social inequalities, creating social mobility. On the other hand, it 

is argued that despite offering equality in access, schools maintain social inequalities. 

Both of these theories will be expanded and refined throughout this chapter.   

2.1. Theories of educational equality 
  

The beliefs that education is correlated to social equality hold that education is a 

crucial source for social mobility. This social mobility theory conveys that schools 

themselves have the power to change the nature of the society we live in, making it fairer 

and more equal (Apple, 1979); based on this logic, all children have equal access and 

receive the same quality of education. These notions reflect a liberal ideology that has 

been present in the political arena of the United States for over a century; for instance, 

Horace Mann, an American education reformer and secretary of Massachusetts State 

Board of Education in 1848, called education “the great equalizer”(Glennerster, 1980, p. 

45). During the 1960’s, the concept of education as an “equalizer” was manifested in 

President’s Lyndon B. Johnson War on Poverty; part of the approach to eliminate poverty 

was to establish and strengthen programs of compensatory education.  
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The idea that education allows for upward social mobility rests on meritocratic 

ideology which indicates that the educational system is designed in an objective manner 

so that a student’s educational achievement depends on his/her ability and effort. Thus, 

“the educational system becomes the key mechanism of social selection, to the benefit of 

both society and the individual” (Roger Dale as cited in Apple, 1979, p. 17). Supporting 

this concept, it is also argued that academic accreditations, such as degrees or diplomas, 

fix the unfair distribution of life chances. It is believed that the institutionalized cultural 

capital that schools provide through certification can make-up for discrepancies in other 

types of cultural and human capital (Tenti, 1995).  

In addition to this idea that education contributes to an equal society, it has been 

suggested that schools in the United States help create a tolerant and progressive nation. 

According to John Dewey (1916) in Democracy and Education: 

The intermingling in the school of youth of different races, differing religions, and 
unlike customs creates for all a new and broader environment. Common subject 
matter accustoms all to a unity of outlook upon a broader horizon than is visible 
to the members of any group while it is isolated. The assimilative force of the 
American public school is eloquent testimony to the efficacy of the common and 
balanced appeal. (p. 22)  
 

Along this same line, it is argued that schools contribute to gender equity; according to 

this view, education –especially higher education– provides women with access and 

opportunities for social inclusion (Dubet & Martuccelli, 1998).  In contrast to views of 

education as the great equalizer, however, some scholars argue education perpetuates 

inequality. 

2.2. Theories of educational inequality 
 
 The theories on educational inequality are rooted on the notion that there is 

stratification in educational opportunities. These scholars argue that schools cannot 
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establish equality in an unequal society: “we cannot view education without also 

considering its societal context” (Persell, 1997, p. 7). For instance, when it is argued that 

education has promoted gender equality, one can see that having equal access to 

education or equal accreditations does not mean that women receive the same salary, 

jobs, and positions as men. Michael Apple (1995) further notes that there is an 

“overproduction of credentialed individuals at a time when the economy no longer 

‘requires’ as many high salaried personnel” (p. 15). Therefore, rather than schooling 

giving equal opportunities through accreditations, it in fact does not prevent 

unemployment and leads to disappointment. 

 There are multiple theories about the reasons and mechanisms in which schools 

reproduce inequalities –these will be explained later; however, most of them concur with 

the idea that schools do not provide the same opportunities to all students and that this is 

reflected in the unequal structures of society (Apple, 1979, 1982; Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Carnoy, 1982; Gamoran, 2001; Lipman, 1998; McCarthy 

& Apple, 1988; Persell, 1977; Weis, 1988). These theories view schools as “contested 

terrains,” in which “the struggle over ideas, values, and power in society are acted out” 

(Lipman, 1998, p. 6); therefore, the structures of dominance in society are reflected in the 

educational arena. Max Weber (1946) was the first to use the term “structure of 

domination” in the context of education, to indicate that powerful and privileged groups 

use their resources to develop policies that maintain them in power (p.426). Supporting 

this idea, Michael Apple (1979) argued that educational institutions provide one of the 

major mechanisms through which power is preserved and challenged.  
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This notion that schooling is a major sorting mechanism congruent with the 

interests of dominant groups in society is prevalent in the theories of educational 

inequality; nonetheless, “postulating the importance of educational structures and 

ideologies does not explain how they affect educational outcomes. To do this, we need a 

theory of process, including a theory of how consciousness is socialized” (Persell, 1977, 

p. 6). In the following sections, I discuss the different theories on how schools reproduce 

and produce inequalities.  

2.2.1. Economic reproduction theory  
 

Early critiques of schooling were characterized by focusing on the role that 

schools play on the reproduction and maintenance of the capitalist economy and its 

division of labor (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Carnoy, 1982; Jencks, 1972, 1979; Spring 

1976). This theory, known as the economic reproduction theory, views schools as part of 

a system of social control; it is rooted in Marxist ideology, which suggests that the 

educational apparatus has to be examined historically and in relation to economic 

changes: “it is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the 

contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness” (Marx, 1904, p. 11).  

 The economic reproduction theory is presented in depth in Schooling in Capitalist 

America (1976) by Bowles and Gintis. Based on the notion that schools are shaped by 

society’s structure of dominance, the authors claim that schools replicate the relationships 

of dominance of the economic sector: “the social relations of education—the 

relationships between administrators and teachers, teachers and students, students and 

students, and students and their work—replicate the hierarchal division of labor” (p.131). 
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This theory suggests that schools reproduce the class division of labor and the relations of 

production by socializing students into accepting their position as directed by the 

schooling meritocracy (some succeeding in the struggle for social mobility, most not) – 

“a position which the school claims is fairly and equitably determined, and by inculcating 

youth with profound belief in the perfection and justice of bourgeois democracy” 

(Carnoy, 1982, p. 117).   

The Marxist educational critics and the economic reproduction theory have been 

criticized because of their tendency to “reduce all activities of schooling and society to 

the singular operations and requirements of the economy…and define class in narrow and 

restrictive economic terms” (McCarthy & Apple, 1988, p. 19). Although the critics agree 

with the premise that education acts as a system of reproduction, they argue economic 

reproduction theory treats the school as a black box by ignoring that it is also a cultural 

apparatus which has an internal order and social relations within (Apple, 1995; Bernstein, 

1977; McCarthy & Apple, 1988; Persell, 1997).  

What the investigators who dealt almost totally with the problem of economic 
reproduction were neglecting was the culture preserved, transmitted, and rejected 
within the institution. The way the curriculum was organized, the principles upon 
which it was built and evaluated, and, finally, the very knowledge itself, all of 
these were critically important if we were to understand how power was 
reproduced. (McCarthy & Apple, 1988, p. 21) 
 

Therefore, they develop a keener analysis of the process of reproduction. 

2.2.2 Cultural reproduction theory  
 
The cultural reproduction theory arises as another approach in explaining how 

schools reproduce inequality. In comparison to the economic reproduction theory, this 

approach leans more heavily on a cultural and ideological orientation, arguing that 

schools are both economic and cultural apparatus. This theory suggests that schools use 
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culture as a mechanism of dominance because schools are strategically designed to 

legitimate the dominant culture and benefit those who possess it.  

The cultural reproduction theory suggests that students belonging to the dominant 

groups are advantaged in school because they possess dominant cultural forms. To 

understand this relationship, it is necessary to examine how economic capital is linked to 

the cultural capital that gives certain students advantages in the educational field. 

According to Bourdieu (1986), economic capital is the root of all the other types of 

capital, including cultural capital: “every type of capital is reducible in the last analysis to 

economic capital” (p. 252). The economic capital of a person can be converted into 

cultural capital through various ways:  for instance, owning a car gives parents the 

opportunity to drive their children across town to attend a ‘better’ school; additionally, 

economic capital allows parents to provide their children with cultural resources, such as 

extracurricular activities or camps. Cultural capital exists in three main forms: in the 

embodied state (long lasting habits of mind and body); in the objectified form (cultural 

goods and resources, such as art work or literature); and in the institutionalized state 

(degrees and credentials of the cultural capital held by a person) (Perez, 2009). Although 

the institutionalized cultural capital, such as possessing a high school degree, is the 

easiest to convert to economic capital, the other two forms are also linked to economic 

control and distribution. To comprehend how cultural capital is transformed into 

economic capital, one must understand what Bourdieu referred as the “habitus.” The 

notion of habitus stresses the set of dispositions and taste toward culture, society, and 

one’s future that the individual generally learns at home and then takes for granted: 

“Bourdieu suggests that differences in habitus give individuals varying cultural skills, 
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social connections, educational practices, and other cultural resources, which then can be 

translated into different forms of value as individuals move out into the world” (Lareau, 

2003, p. 276).  

The relation between cultural experiences and educational inequality arises from 

the fact that schools are institutions that store and distribute culture. The cultural 

experiences in the home facilitate the students’ adjustment to school and academic 

achievement, thereby transforming cultural resources into cultural capital (Lareau, 1987). 

According to Bourdieu, schools take the cultural capital, “the habitus,” of the dominant 

groups as natural and employ it as if all children have had equal access to it. This gives 

children who possess the cultural forms of the dominant groups an advantage in school, 

while the children whose parents have lower levels find themselves at a disadvantage. 

Therefore, “the cultural capital stored in schools acts as an effective filtering device in the 

reproduction of a hierarchical society” (Apple, 1979, p. 31).  The students belonging to 

the dominant social groups find themselves at an advantage because educators tend to 

perceive their cultural capital as the “natural and proper sort” (Perez, 2009).  For 

instance, when children from higher social locations enter schools, they are familiar with 

the linguistic structures, authority patterns, and types of curricula employed in these 

institutions (Lareau, 1987). 

The meritocratic system employed in schools serves the interests of those students 

who have access to the prominent cultural capital, since educational achievement is 

determined by the ability to demonstrate a command for some of the skills which the 

cultural capital provides (Hogan, 1982). The reproduction of class relations occurs as the 

school’s system of teaching and communication is based on the dominant group’s 
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“cultural arbitrary”: those differences in habits, tastes, attitudes, preferences, values, 

norms, and languages are among “the many cultural conditions that make it more difficult 

for students from disadvantaged families to succeed in school” (Gamoran, 2001, p. 139).  

 Overall, the cultural reproduction theory suggests that through the use of 

“symbolic violence,” schools create and internalize forms of consciousness that 

reproduces class relations without having to resort to overt mechanisms of domination: 

“School is seen as part of increased domination with a reduction of physical violence—

the internalization of repression and substitution of symbolic for real violence” (Carnoy, 

1982, p. 105). In response to these cultural and economic determinist theories, some 

scholars presented post-structural views that enhance our understanding of the processes 

through which inequality is reproduced. These post-structural theories bring back the 

importance of economic and cultural structures, but move beyond them into institutional 

analysis; thus, they highlight the active role of schools in social reproduction. 

2.2.3. Active force theory: schools as producers and reproducers of inequalities  
 
 Post-structural scholars argue that while one must not disregard the school’s role 

in the economic and cultural reproduction of the dominant social structure, one also has 

to consider schools as an apparatus of production.    

Education is both a “cause” and “effect” here. The school is not a passive mirror, 
but an active force, one that also serves to give legitimacy to economic and social 
forms and ideologies so intimately connected to it. As it is just this action which 
needs to be unpacked. (Apple, 1979, p. 39) 

 

The notion that schools are an active force suggests that education not only reflects class 

dynamics, but helps to form them (Hogan 1982). Thus, school can be viewed as a 

“double-sided mirror” which takes the class forces outside of it and produces them as 
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well.  This theory suggests that cultural distribution and economic power are intimately 

intertwined in the formal corpus of school knowledge (Apple, 1979). Based on this idea, 

it is argued that, to understand the mechanism of dominance employed in schooling, 

instead of input-output studies of school achievement, one must examine the complex 

interactions that occur in classrooms.  Within the school, culture is produced and 

reproduced, making culture a commodity rather than a lived experience; this way, schools 

become sites that produce ideologies and control knowledge.  

This “active force theory” maintains that schools, in addition to being institutions 

of cultural and economic reproduction, contribute to the creation of ideological 

hegemony (Apple, 1979; Berstein, 1971).  

Hegemony acts to “saturate” our very consciousness, so that the educational, 
economic and social world we see and interact with, and the commonsense 
interpretations we put on it, becomes the tout court, the only world. (Apple, 1979, 
p. 4) 
 

Therefore, schools are structured so that within the institution they create and recreate the 

ideological hegemony of the dominant classes and class segments of our society. 

Based on this idea, it is argued that “there are grounds for proposing that the U.S. relies 

heavily upon the educational system to recreate and legitimate structures of dominance in 

society” (Persell, 1977, p. 6).  

The theory of school as a system of production and reproduction centered its ideas 

on the fact that schools have a certain degree of autonomy. It is believed that while 

school is shaped by the dominant structures of society, its relative autonomy is “the basic 

means whereby the consciousness of the agents of symbolic control is legitimatized and 

maintained and, in cooperation with the family, reproduced” (Bernstein, 1977, p. 190). 

Thus, the educational system not only reflects a social order, but on the contrary, by 
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ensuring its relative autonomy, it is in a position to use its internal functioning for social 

reproduction. Furthermore, the school’s pedagogical authority allows it to inculcate a 

hegemonic ideology without putting into question the social authority on which it rests 

(Dubet & Martuccelli, 1998). The conditions that allow for this ideology to be maintained 

need to be continuously rebuilt during the day-to-day school interactions. 

 Yet, thinking of schools as the producers and reproducers of society’s dominant 

social relations does not answer how hegemony comes about and how is it produced 

through the day-to-day occurrences at schools. Therefore, based on the theory that 

schools are relatively autonomous institutions that produce ideological hegemony, a 

theory on the production of knowledge was developed. This theory examines the 

mechanisms within the school setting that maintain the hegemony and legitimate 

inequality.  

 To understand fully how schools function as “producers,” we must view them as 

institutions that process knowledge and serve an ideological function (Apple, 1979). We 

first have to reject the notion that knowledge is a neutral “artifact,” given that the 

knowledge distributed and inculcated in classrooms represents selections from a much 

larger universe of possible knowledge. Therefore, we must question what should count as 

knowledge, and who shall control the selection and distribution of knowledge? Scholars 

suggest that social interests are embodied in the knowledge form and that the distribution 

of knowledge reflects the dominant structures of society (Anyon, 1979; Apple, 1979; 

1982; Beyer & Apple, 1998; Wexler, 1976; Young, 1971). 

Those in positions of power will attempt to define what is taken as knowledge, 
how accessible to different groups any knowledge is, and what are accepted 
relationships between different knowledge areas and between those who have 
access to them and make them available. (Young, 1971, pp. 31-32) 
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  By perceiving schools to be an apparatus that processes both people and 

knowledge, we can comprehend how they function as both a productive and a 

reproductive tool. The “processing” of knowledge in schools implies two mechanisms: on 

one hand, schools unevenly distribute knowledge among social and economic classes and 

groups of different power, thus reproducing inequalities. On the other hand, schools 

produce particular kinds of knowledge forms that are necessary to legitimate and 

maintain the structures of an unequal society. 

On the matter of schools reproducing social inequalities, it is suggested the 

unequal distribution of knowledge is achieved through the employment of curricula that 

differs by the social class of the students. According to this idea, schools employ a hidden 

curriculum in everyday classroom interactions and through living in, and coping with, 

institutional expectations; such curriculum serves to inculcate norms, values, and 

dispositions in accordance to the students’ social class (Apple, 1979). For instance, a 

number of scholars “argue that this differential hidden curriculum can be seen in the fact 

that working-class students are taught punctuality, neatness, respect for authority, and 

other elements of habit formation” (Apple, 1982, p. 67). In contrast, high-income 

students are taught to think independently and critically and to develop their analytical 

skills (Anyon, 1981). Thus, by implementing a covert curriculum, schools maintain the 

ideological hegemony of the dominant groups. 

Furthermore, other critical theorists consider both the hidden and the official 

curriculum significant, not because of their explicit teachings, but “because of the 

knowledge it legitimizes and delegitimizes, the effects of this process, and the manner in 
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which it distributes this knowledge differently to different classes of students” (Posner, 

1998, p. 95). According to this notion, schools produce a “lived curriculum” (also known 

as “in-use-curriculum”) through the “bodily and linguistic interactions among texts, 

students, and teachers in educational institutions and between these institutions and other 

sites” (Apple, 2003, p. 26). Since schools control meaning, the teaching of different 

dispositions and values to different school populations contributed to shaping this “lived 

curriculum.” For instance, “the categories educators employ to think about, plan, and 

evaluate school life are consistently biased towards extant and unequal social 

regularities” (Apple, 1982, p. 41). However, according to Michael Apple (1979), 

educators do not necessary intend to produce this inequality, but rather, they are unaware 

of it.  For many of them these are “naturally” generated and commonsense assumptions 

that shape their practices about teaching and learning, what is normal and abnormal 

behavior, and what is important and unimportant knowledge. We can also see that the 

structure of the school give teachers the autonomy and authority to produce this “in-use-

curriculum”; the most important pedagogic, curricular, and evaluative activities are 

designed in such a way that students only interact with the teacher on a one to one level, 

and rarely with each other  (Apple, 1982).  

 Another way in which a “lived curriculum” and knowledge are produced in 

schools is through the interaction with textbooks and other curriculum material. These 

also play a critical role in the production of inequalities because they are representations 

of what powerful groups have defined as legitimate knowledge and they speak to ongoing 

struggles over cultural legitimacy (Apple, 2003). It is important to understand that 

textbooks are not objective; they are the results of political, economic, and cultural 
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battles. Textbooks portray the interests of the people who wrote and publish them; they 

embody what Raymond Williams (1958) called “selective tradition”: someone’s selection 

of knowledge and culture. Therefore, these tools help maintain privilege in cultural ways 

by taking the form and content of the cultural and knowledge of powerful groups and 

defining it as legitimate knowledge to be preserved and passed on. 

  Given that culture is a lived experience, schools produce knowledge and 

meanings that contribute to inequality. However, since culture is also a commodified 

experience, this production contributes to the reproduction of inequalities. Schools 

produce important technical/mechanical knowledge that is accompanied by ideologies; 

this knowledge is commodified and accumulated as a form of cultural capital which 

advantages the most powerful groups. Therefore, the school’s creation, organization, and 

distribution of meanings contributes to a process of capital accumulation and legitimating 

ideologies (Apple, 1982). The capital formed in schools is distributed differently in 

accordance to the social position of the students; the knowledge a student received serves 

to legitimate his or her position in the social hierarchy. This leads to a continuous cycle, 

in which students leave the schools with certain technical/mechanical knowledge and 

accumulated cultural capital that was created in it; these acquisitions define their place in 

their workplace and in society; each of these sites transforms knowledge until it reenters 

the schools and is reproduced and produced again.  

Conclusion 

 Throughout this chapter I explained that theories on the role of education in 

society can be divided into two positions: those that view schools as institutions that 

create social mobility and those that view schools as reproducers of inequality. The 
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educational inequality discourse is further subdivided into various theories, each of which 

suggests a mechanism employed in schools that creates inequality. The economic 

reproduction theory suggests that schools are economic apparatus that are configured to 

satisfy the needs of the economic sphere of a nation; thus, schools reproduce the 

economic hierarchy and its inequalities by socializing and educating students with 

particular skills and values according to their social class.  Cultural reproduction theory 

deepens our understanding of this process, by noting how schools are cultural apparatus 

that reproduces inequalities by rewarding the dominant groups’ cultural capital. This 

theory suggests that schools take the cultural forms of the dominant groups and apply it 

as natural; therefore, the students who already possess them are advantaged. Many 

scholars, however, argue that schools not only reproduce inequalities through economic 

and cultural mechanisms, but also produce them by creating knowledge and distributing 

it unequally. Based on this theory, similarly to wealth, knowledge is controlled by 

powerful groups; the dominant groups retain their status by distributing knowledge 

unevenly. In addition, this theory suggests that the production of knowledge that 

reinforces and legitimates a students’ social position is possible because schools have a 

degree of autonomy.  In the following chapter, I will examine how these theories are 

applied in empirical studies conducted in American schools; thus, I will determine 

whether the role of the schools in the U.S. is to produce and reproduce inequalities.  
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CHAPTER 3: The role of schools in the United States 
  

It is revealed by census and other demographic data, that throughout the last fifty 

years, the unequal distribution of wealth in the United States has been increasing. As 

reported by the GINI coefficient, which measures inequality of distribution (0 expressing 

total equality and 1 total inequality), the index in 2009 was 0.47; it can be observed that 

twelve years before, in 1997, the GINI coefficient indicated more equality and the index 

was 0.40 (U. S. Central Intelligence Agency, 2010). Furthermore, the share of aggregate 

income received by the bottom quintile was 3.4 percent, while the highest quintile was 

around fifteen times greater –50.3 percent. The inequality in income has also been 

expanding over time: In 1967 the income of the highest quintile was about eleven times 

greater than the bottom quintile –$17,820 versus $1,600 (DeNavas-Walt et al., 2010).  

 Given that social disparities in the U.S. have increased over time, it is important 

to understand the role that schools have had in the formation and preservation of this 

unequal society. While it is evident that since the Second World War, the U.S. 

educational system has expanded vastly in size and there has been a striking overall 

equalization access to education, there has been no comparable equalization of incomes 

(Glennerster, 1980). Therefore, by combining the theoretical framework on school 

inequality presented in the previous section, I will analyze the mechanisms of social class 

production and reproduction that take place in the American educational system. Those 

theories argued that schools simultaneously produced and reproduced the dominant social 

structures of society.  

The employment of mechanisms that produce and reproduce the social hierarchy 

is possible because schools are stratified by social class. Therefore, the first part of this 
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chapter will examine how schools in the U.S. are segregated by social class; in addition, I 

will examine the economic mechanisms used in the structure of schools that serve to 

reproduce economic inequalities. In the second section, I will demonstrate how schools 

employ cultural mechanism to benefit the dominant groups and reproduce the ideology of 

the dominant culture. The third section will examine how the structure of the U.S. 

educational system benefits the parents who have the most social capital. The fourth 

section will present the knowledge creation and distribution mechanisms used in schools 

which serve to produce and reproduce social inequalities. After analyzing all of the 

mechanisms suggested by the educational inequality theories, I will show how the current 

educational policies further segregate schools and allow for the employment of these 

mechanisms.  

3.1. Educational segregation and economic reproduction 
 

The socioeconomic status of the student is determinative of his/her educational 

experience; school placement, possession of cultural capital, and classroom experiences 

are directly correlated to the student’s socioeconomic background. This section will 

examine the economic factors that contribute to educational inequality and the 

reproduction of social class.          

 Prior to analyzing the impact that the student’s socioeconomic status (SES) has in 

the classroom, it is necessary to acknowledge that for various centuries schools in the 

United States have been characterized for being significantly homogeneous in terms of 

SES: 

The economic composition of most schools tends to be relatively 
homogeneous…In older suburbs or cities, children of higher-income families are 
more likely to attend homogeneous neighborhood schools, selective public 
schools, or private schools, and to be in higher tracks, while lower-income and 
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ethnic-minority children are most likely to attend schools together (Persell, 1977, 
p. 34). 

 
This homogeneity, which enables the successful employment of production and 

reproduction mechanisms, is attributed to residential segregation and school policies.   

3.1.1. Residential and educational segregation 

 Residential segregation in the U.S. has been a prevalent and persisting issue 

throughout the last century; federal and state policies have favored suburban sprawl, 

concentrated urban poverty, and economic segregation (Anyon, 2005; Dreier et al., 2004; 

Fruchter, 2007; Massey & Denton, 1993; Sagalyn & Frieden 1992). However, American 

cities have not always been segregated and sprawled; in the 1920s, they were twice as 

dense as they are now (Dreier et al, 2004, p. 59). The drastic transformation of the urban 

scene occurred when World War II ended; as soldiers were returning to the United States 

in search of housing, a new housing market was waiting for them. To satisfy the housing 

demands of the middle- and upper-classes, the government implemented federal policies 

which encouraged suburban migration; these policies included: transportation, military 

spending, and federal programs promoting homeownership. These policies also promoted 

suburbanization, urban sprawl and economic segregation in cities (Dreier et al., 2004, pp. 

116 & 120; Fruchter, 2007).  

Ethnic minorities and underprivileged socioeconomic groups were disadvantaged 

by these policies, and government policies “favored concentrating the poor in central 

cities” (Dreier et al., 2004, p. 104). The resulting residential segregation caused 

innumerable problems in the economic, political, and social spheres of the city. Once the 

middle- and upper-class moved out, the city faced social and economical deterioration, 
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including high rates of crime and unemployment, poor health care and public services, 

and decline in the quality of education (Massey & Denton, 1993, p. 13).  

 The social class homogeneity of American schools is the result of the combination 

of socioeconomic and racial residential segregation and educational policies. The most 

vital educational policy relating to segregation is that of assigning students by geographic 

catchment area. Based on this ruling, students are assigned to public schools based on 

their region of residence (Lauen, 2007). In 2003, about 73 percent of students in grades 1-

12 attended a geographically assigned public school (Dumas, 2009, p. 92). Under the 

mandate of this policy, public schools in the United States reflect its social hierarchies: 

the mechanisms of residential segregation result in schools that are relatively 

homogeneous with respect to race, income, and occupation (Persell, 1977; Ball, 2003, 

Anyon, 2005). The American population is aware of the school segregation caused by 

residential patters and the policy of assigning schools by place of residence; therefore, 

better positioned families try to avoid certain institutions by strategically choosing their 

place of residence based on the assigned schools for that region (Andre-Bechely, 2005; 

Gamoran, 2001; Lauen, 2007): “National estimates suggest that about one-quarter of 

parents report moving to their current neighborhood for the school” (Lauen, 2007, p. 

483). 

3.1.2. Segregated school system and educational inequalities 

 One crucial consequence of having schools segregated economically is that 

funding policies tend to favor the schools located in the wealthier regions. Schools 

located in the poor urban centers are inadequately funded because school tax tends to be 

based on property tax, hence low-income neighborhoods are not able to support the 
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schools within their borders (Fruchter, 2007). Cordon &  Roscigno (2003) show that “the 

wealthiest districts spend as much as three times the per-pupil amount of the most 

economically disadvantaged districts” (p.18). Discrepancies in spending are driven by the 

fact that schools are dependent on federal, state, and local sources of revenue. Therefore, 

the policies of school placement and education funding have allowed for the middle- and 

upper-class communities to exercise their social and political influence to garner more 

than their fair share of education dollars (Anyon 1997; Apple 2001; Cordon & Roscigno, 

2003; Dumas 2009; Herriott & St. John, 1996):  

School systems do not distribute their resources equitably, but favor middle-class 
schools in the assignment of staff, as well as in the building and maintenance of 
plant and in the allocation of teaching materials and special resources. (Herriott & 
St. John, p. 1996, p. 10)                                               

  
 Although funding is not a determining factor in providing a good-quality 

education, several financially driven factors do shape a school’s social and learning 

environment. Since a student’s academic achievement is correlated to class size and 

quality of teachers, one of the most important functions of school funding is covering 

instructional materials and teachers’ salaries. As the per-pupil expenditures increase, the 

teacher-student ratios decrease and teachers’ credentials are higher: “the most highly 

credentialed teachers are not randomly distributed within a district, but are concentrated 

in high-SES schools with higher per-pupil expenditures” (Cordon & Roscigno, 2003, p. 

22). Funding contributes to the physical conditions that construct the learning and social 

environment. According to Frankenberg, Orfield, and Lee (2002), the socioeconomic 

composition of schools is strongly linked numerous factors that influence educational 

opportunity, including: “test scores, graduation rates, the ability to attract and retain 

talented and experienced teachers, the range of course offerings, student health, and 
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parental involvement” (p. 18). Michael J. Dumas (2009) shows the economic and 

political mechanisms contributing to educational maldistribution between districts in 

Seattle. This study compares a school located in a segregated region of Seattle, in which 

half of the student population qualifies for free or reduced lunch,1 to a school located in a 

wealthier region of the city, in which twenty percent of its students qualify for free or 

reduced lunch. Dumas observes that the wealthier school has substantially more 

dictionaries than the poorer school; therefore, his study aims to find out why they have 

more resources and why this maldistribution has not been corrected. He finds that 

Washington state schools are not adequately funded, yet some schools in the wealthy 

north region established endorsements to raise funds; these establishments attract students 

who would go to private school, and family cooperation enhances the socially segregated 

schools. Meanwhile, in the south, the middle-class increasingly chooses private schools 

due to the deteriorating conditions of their public schools; this leaves a high 

concentration of poor students in those decaying schools.   

Parents and caregivers of these poor students are the most politically and 
economically disenfranchised in the city, which makes it more challenging to 
mobilize for political action. It is not that parent and community organizing does 
not occur; however, this population has minimal access to the kind of social 
capital needed to make demands for educational justice. (Dumas, 2009, p. 85) 
  

Dumas finds that even when school districts have made some effort to direct more dollars 

to poor and working-class communities, affluent communities have been able to ensure 

that a range of federal, state, and local policies serves their interest.   

 Another study on educational maldistribution demonstrates that the 

socioeconomic, cultural, and political power of certain groups allows for inequalities 

within the same school district. This study, conducted by Dennis J. Cordon and Vincent J. 
                                                 
1Qualification for reduced and free lunch is a common indicator of low socioeconomic status. 
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Roscigno (2003), examines how funding varied based on the socioeconomic composition 

of eighty-nine public elementary schools in the Columbus, Ohio school district. 

Cordon and Roscigno find that, within a given district, the per-pupil spending in public 

elementary schools ranges from $3,045 to $8,165. Instructional per-pupil expenditure 

(the amount spent on actual classroom instruction) ranges from $1,330 to $4,920. The 

results also show that those schools that spend more exhibit higher levels of academic 

achievement. Cordon and Roscigno explain that the discrepancies in funding arise 

because schools are dependent on federal, state, and local sources of revenue; the 

decisions taken at the local level by the local school boards are responsible for the 

disparities in funding within the school district. Given that school board members in most 

locales are elected officials, their decision making is likely to be shaped with a voting 

constituency in mind:           

Since poor and minority communities are more likely to be alienated from the 

policies process and less likely to participate in it, school board decision is 

arguably shaped more by concerns and issues that are of relevance to the more 

affluent, voting public. (Cordon & Roscigno, 2003, p. 21)     

However, this bias in decision making can occur without the pressure from voters; 

Cordon and Roscigno argue that parents and parent-teacher organizations from high SES 

institutions are the most active and resourceful when it comes to pressing local school 

boards for resources.          

 Other empirical research has found that the socioeconomic composition of the 

student body also determines the amount of behavior control in the schools, with lower-

class schools showing more control (Nolan, 2009). According to Loic Wacquant (2001), 
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marginalized public schools “have deteriorated to the point where they operate in the 

manner of institutions of confinement whose primary mission is not to educate but to 

ensure ‘custody and control’—to borrow the motto of many department of corrections” 

(as quoted in Nolan, 2009, p. 40). Similarly, Kathleen Nolan (2009) conducts a study at 

an inner-city high school located at a low-income neighborhood. At this school, eighty 

percent of its students qualify for free lunch, and the dropout rate is approximately sixty 

percent. Given that the school faced high rates of violence, a disciplinary system which 

consisted of moving “problematic” students to detention centers was employed. Nolan’s 

research question is centered on the notion that punishment is used as a political strategy 

of power and the fact that there seems to be a strong correlation between concentrated 

poverty and increased incarceration rates; therefore, she examines the significance of 

social class reproduction in the context of high unemployment, the mass incarceration of 

people of color in the US, and school-based penal management. Nolan finds that during 

one school year, 239 court summons were issued; over half were for “disorderly 

conduct,” which is ambiguously defined as activities ranging from fights to disruptive 

behavior (Nolan, 2009). Although it is not possible to see whether the school’s order-

maintenance policies in 2007 reproduce those students’ social position, Nolan finds that 

these policies did not serve to reduce crime. 

3.1.3. School as an apparatus of economic reproduction 

Educational segregation by socioeconomic status, which results in inequalities in 

resources and quality of education, is a mechanism to reproduce the social positions of 

the students. Empirical research on American schools has found that the disadvantaged 

groups are segregated in schools that have fewer resources and poorer educational 
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quality, in comparison to middle- and high-class establishments. By placing the most 

disadvantaged students in the most disadvantaged schools, problems such as low-

academic achievement, school failure, and high dropout rates emerge. 

Because poverty is associated with poor educational performance, segregation 
also concentrates educational disadvantage. The organization of public schools 
around geographical catchment areas, in other words, reinforces and exacerbates 
the social isolation that segregation creates in neighborhoods. By concentrating 
low-achieving students in certain schools, segregation created a social context 
within which poor performance is standard and low expectations predominate. 
(Massey & Denton, 1992, p. 141) 

 
Various studies comparing academic achievement by income and economic status reveal 

that impoverished students do not perform as well in schools as students from better 

positioned families: “the average scores for the schools with less than 50% of their 

students in poverty exceeded the US average score, while the scores for the schools with 

greater than 50% of their students in poverty fell below the US average score” (Berliner, 

2007, p. 495). More specifically, a study on reading knowledge of fifth grade students by 

family income shows that the percentage of students living above poverty who can 

“evaluate nonfiction” is about fifteen times greater than the percentage of students living 

below poverty –10.6 percent versus 0.7 percent (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). 

According to Michael Apple (1996), every year a child spends living in poverty increases 

the likelihood that he/she will be below the usual school grade level for his/her age; “low-

income children average nine points lower on IQ tests given at age 5, and are 1.3 times 

more likely to have learning disabilities” (p. 75). The highly economic segregated schools 

of Chicago were denominated as “the worst in the nation” by the former Secretary of 

Education in Regan’s administration –William Bennett (Lauen, 2007). Despite some 

efforts to reform the Chicago schools, the majority of schools are considered under-
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performing by local and federal standards and continue to be on academic probation 

(Lauen, 2007). 

While academic achievement is also determined by cultural and social factors, 

one of the economic reasons that low-income students have a lower performance in 

school is that income matters for cognitive development:     

Income allows parents to provide their children with safer, more stimulating  
 home environments; to live in communities with better schools, parks, and 
 libraries and more challenging peers; to afford tuition and other expenses 
 associated with higher education; to purchase or otherwise gain access to higher-
 quality health care; and in many other ways to buy the things that promote the
 health and development of their children. (Anyon, 2005, p. 73) 

  
Furthermore, low-academic achievement also results from self-fulfilling prophesy caused 

by placing children in disadvantaged institutions and labeling them as being problematic. 

In the past decades, public policy has often denominated low-income children as “at-risk” 

in reference to their likelihood of experiencing poor academic achievement, drug use, 

dropping out, etc. The use of the “at-risk” label is extremely problematic since it operates 

as if school failure is a natural consequence of the students’ characteristics; “in popular 

use, ‘at risk’ has become a signifier for race and class and a badge of deviance to be 

pinned on urban youth” (Lipman, 1998, p. 13). In addition, the argument that American 

society is stratified by cognitive ability is also problematic. For instance, in Herrnstein 

and Murray’s The Bell Curve (1996), the authors suggest that it is better to be born 

“smart” than rich: “…almost no one with an IQ in the top quarter of the distribution fails 

to get a high school education, no matter how poor their families” (p. 143). Instead of 

focusing on the segregating and discriminatory institutional practices and policies that 

contribute to school failure, the tendency to blame the victim results in the perpetuation 

of these issues. 
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School dropout is another recurring issue, resulting in the further disadvantage of 

disadvantaged students. According to the 2009 Current Population Survey, the status 

dropout rate of students belonging to the lowest family income quartile was about seven-

and-one-half times greater than the status dropout rate of the students in the highest 

family income quartile in 2008 –16.4 percent versus 2.2 percent (U. S. Census Bureau, 

2009a). Status dropout refers to people in the 16- to 24- age group who are not enrolled in 

school and have not completed a high school program.  The 2009 Current Population 

Survey also reveals that the discrepancy between dropout rates for the lowest family 

income quartile and the highest has been increasing over time. In 1970, the status dropout 

rate of students belonging to the lowest family income quartile was about five times 

greater than the rate of students in the highest quartile –28 percent versus 5.2 (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2009a). Thus, it can be observed that the status dropout rate has been 

decreasing at a faster rate for the wealthier group. As stated in The Condition of 

Education 2010 report, in 2007-2008, approximately 68 percent of twelfth graders in 

high-poverty schools graduated with a diploma, compared to 91 percent of twelfth 

graders in low-poverty (Aud et al., 2010). This discrepancy is at its historical maximum, 

since in 1999-2000, the average percentage of seniors in high-poverty schools who 

graduated with a diploma was 86 percent. While the percentage for the high-poverty 

schools students has declined from 86 to 68 percent, there in no measurable difference 

between the 1999-2000 graduation rate in low-poverty schools and the 2007-2008 rate in 

low-poverty schools (Aud et al., 2010). For some inner-city high schools, dropout rates in 

2009 were as high as 80 percent (Nolan, 2009). As of 2005, relatively few low SES urban 
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students went beyond the ninth grade; for instance, in fourteen schools in New York City, 

only 10 to 20 percent of ninth graders graduated four years later (Berliner, 2007).  

 The segregated American schools system reproduces the inequalities of the 

nation. Educational inequality and poverty become a cycle in which the neediest are 

marginalized and receive the worst education; their academic experience is weak, 

resulting in the stagnation of their socioeconomic position. This cycle has been recorded 

by the 2009 American Community Survey, which indicated that the percentage of people 

living below the poverty line between 2005 and 2009 varied drastically depending on the 

educational attainment of the householder: while 25% of the people who earned less than 

a high school diploma live below the poverty line, 2.4% of the people with a bachelor’s 

degree or higher lives below the poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009b). 

Despite the fact that low-income individuals desperately need a college degree to 
find decent employment, only 7 percent obtain a bachelors degree by age twenty-
six. So, in relation to the needs of low-income students, urban districts fail their 
students with more egregious consequences now than in the early twentieth 
century. (Anyon, 2005, p. 69) 
 

As an economic apparatus, schools reproduce class, status, and racial relations through a 

system of urban segregation and through their integration into a marketplace of 

credentials. However, to understand the role of schools, we must also understand their 

relationship to cultural power. 

3.2. Cultural reproduction  
 

As noted in the previous chapter, many scholars argue that the use of particular 

cultural patterns in schooling perpetuates inequality (Apple, 1979; Bourdieu, 1986; 

Bourdieu & Passeron 1977; Carnoy, 1982; Hogan, 1982; Lareau, 1987). Based on this 

theory of cultural reproduction, various scholars have examined how dominant cultural 
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relations in Unites States are reflected in schools. For instance, Basil Bernstein (1977) 

shows that classroom learning in the U.S. is reflexive and interactive, and that language 

in the classroom draws unevenly from the sociolinguistic experiences of children at 

home.  Along these lines, Pauline Lipman (1998) suggests that most teachers are 

unprepared to teach children whose racial, ethnic, linguistic, and cultural background is 

different from their own. In addition, advantages for educational success also result from 

the possession of cultural resources at home; students whose families own more reading 

material, attend educational events or visit libraries, and have similar enrichment 

opportunities perform better on cognitive tests, receive higher grades, and stay in school 

longer than do students whose families lack these resources (Gamoran, 2001). It is 

suggested that these differences in family background and cultural capital account for 

about one-third of the test score gap in American schools (Hedges & Nowell 1999; 

Jencks & Phillips 1998).  

Empirical research on the relation of exposure to high status cultural resources 

and school success began to appear in the United States during the 1980’s. Paul 

DiMaggio was one of the first scholars to examine the relation of cultural capital and 

academic achievement in American education (1982; DiMaggio & Mohr 1985). 

DiMaggio and Morh (1985) claimed that Bourdieu had argued that participation in a 

prestigious status culture is most strongly rewarded in the school, “yet not a single study 

on the U.S. educational attainment process has ever attempted…to distinguish 

operationally cultural factors from measures of class position” (p. 1233). Therefore, these 

authors examined students’ attitudes toward cultural activities and knowledge about high 

culture, as well as their educational achievement over a period of eleven years.  The 
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results of this study reveal that cultural capital has a strong significant effect on both 

educational attainment and college attendance (DiMaggio & Morh, 1985, p. 1241). 

DiMaggio’s and Morh’s data indicates that the variation of levels of cultural capital in 

high school students affects the likelihood of obtaining a higher education degree; those 

possessing more cultural capital are more likely to obtain it. 

According to Teachman (1987), most studies about the relation of social class and 

schooling have focused on socioeconomic indicators, such as income. In contrast, his 

study suggests that parents use objectified and embodied cultural capitals to create a 

home environment conducive to higher attainment in education. Using the data from the 

National Longitudinal Study of the high school class of 1972 enrolled in public, private, 

and church-affiliated institutions in the U.S., Teachman analyzed the impact that material 

and nonmaterial cultural resources have on educational achievement.  The results support 

the notion that a home atmosphere that fosters academic skills, motivation, and 

orientation, through the use of embodied and objectified cultural artifacts, plays a 

significant role in determining educational attainment for both males and females; the 

people with the most resources and nourishing home environments reach the highest 

levels of schooling.   

 While these studies demonstrate a correlation between socioeconomic status, 

cultural forms, and educational achievement, they do not present the specific cultural 

factors that benefit those belonging to the dominant social groups in school. Annette 

Lareau’s ethnography, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life (2003), 

examines the critical aspects of family life that give certain children an advantage when 

they move from the home into the world of social institutions. This ethnography is based 
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on a study which consisted of home and classroom observations of twelve children and 

their families; the twelve children observed varied in gender, race, and social class.  The 

fundamental difference found among the households, based on social class, is that the 

middle-class parents were engaged in concerned cultivation and lower-class parents were 

engaged in accomplishment of natural growth. Concerned cultivation means the fostering 

of the child’s growth through involvement in terms of both financial aspects and time. 

Parents in middle-class families have the time, money, and educational background to 

stimulate their children’s development and to cultivate their cognitive and social skills. 

On the other hand, the working-class and poor parents viewed children’s development as 

unfolding spontaneously, “as long as they were provided with comfort, food, shelter, and 

other basic support” (Lareau, 2003, p. 238). The different childrearing practices among 

families of different social classes were reflected in terms of enrollment of organized 

activities, language use, social connections, and interventions in social institutions. For 

instance, children from middle-class households were enrolled in several extracurricular 

activities; their parents promoted reasoning through conversation and extended 

negotiation between themselves and their child. In contrast, in the lower-class household, 

the parents drew strong boundaries between adults and children; adults gave directions to 

children and gave them freedom to spend their free time playing.   

Lareau’s study shows that those children whose cultural practices were associated 

with concerned cultivation possessed an advantage in school. This advantage resulted 

from schools’ valuing the cultural capital of the dominant groups, therefore, benefiting 

those who possessed it. For instance, the study’s findings reveal that schools rewarded 

those who possessed the values of individualism; however, mostly middle-class children 
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developed and valued an individualized sense of self, which resulted from the way they 

were raised and their access to coveted activities (Lareau, 2003). Similarly to Teachman’s 

study (1987), Lareau’s study (2003) also found that educational resources at home 

determined academic success: “Middle class parents’ superior levels of education gave 

them [the students] larger vocabularies and more knowledge” (Lareau, 2003, p. 237). 

Furthermore, research on the relation of cultural capital and education reveals that 

the cultural capital stored in schools not only determines the expectations that educators 

had for their students, but also for parents. According to this idea, teachers assumed and 

expected all parents to participate in the same ways and degrees in their children’s 

education.  However, it is suggested that the involvement of parents in their children’s 

education differs by their social class and level of cultural capital. The level of parental 

monitoring and collaboration –such as the number of school events they attend, 

assistance with school work, and enrollment in other educational activities– is a 

determinant of educational outcomes (Gamoran, 2001). Studies centered on American 

schools reveal that those belonging to well-positioned socioeconomic groups, who 

possess the dominant cultural capital, have higher educational attainment (Coleman & 

Hoffer, 1987; Lareau, 1987; Teachman et al., 1996). 

Annette Lareau (1987) explains why different level of cultural capital leads to 

different parental involvement and demonstrates how this involvement is linked to school 

success. This study examined two first-grade classrooms located in two communities –an 

upper middle-class one and a working-class one; Lareau interviewed the parents, 

teachers, and principals of both schools.  The study shows that social class and cultural 

capital have a powerful influence on parental involvement patterns; the variation on 
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involvement is based on factors such as parents' educational attainment, occupational 

status, and ways in which they promoted educational success. Since the parents in both 

communities possessed different types of cultural capital, their views on how to promote 

educational success differed. While both groups wanted their children to be successful in 

school, the working-class parents believed that academic success is achieved by turning 

over the responsibility for education to the teacher; in contrast, the middle-class parents 

saw education as a shared enterprise and scrutinized, monitored, and supplemented the 

school experience of their children (Lareau, 1987). In addition, the higher cultural capital 

of upper-middle class parents allowed them to understand and handle the diagnostic and 

instructional language used by teachers. Also, material resources played a role in 

facilitating family-school relationships: while the working-class parents could not attend 

school events because of their jobs or lack of material resources, upper middle-class 

parents rarely faced their problem. As a result of all these differences, the cultural capital 

of the upper middle-class group allowed them to take a more active role in schooling 

compared to the lower status group; this included: “promoting verbal development, 

reading to children, taking children to the library, attending school events, enrolling 

children in summer school, and making complaints to the principal” (Lareau, 2000, p. 3). 

Lareau’s empirical work also shows that since schools embody the cultural capital 

of the dominant groups, the students from those groups, whose parents were more 

involved, were the most benefited. For instance, “the teachers’ methods of  presenting, 

teaching, and  assessing subject matter were  based on a structure that presumed parents 

would help children at home” (Lareau, 1987, p. 75). Therefore, the teachers’ expectations 

were based on the notion that all students and their parents’ possessed the same level of 
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cultural capital. In addition, teachers believed that parental participation was fundamental 

and that “their requests of parents are reasonable and that all parents, regardless of social 

position, can help their children in first and second grade” (Lareau 1987, p. 76). Again, 

the expectations that the teachers held reflect the idea that all parents possessed the same 

cultural capital and the same values. Aside from being more distant from the schools, 

when working-class and poor parents did try to intervene in their children’s educational 

experiences, they often felt ineffectual and baffled. As a result, “even as early as second 

grade, the children’s positions in the educational system seemed destined to re-create               

–rather than challenge– the social position of their own parents” (Lareau, 1987, p. 82). 

Cultural capital, while playing an important role in the way schooling perpetuates 

inequalities, does not work alone; social capital is also an important intervening factor 

contributing to the schools reproductive role. 

3.3. Social capital and education 
 

Social capital, which is determined by economic capital and socioeconomic 

status, is another factor that shapes educational success and outcomes. Pierre Bourdieu 

(1986) defined social capital as: 

the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to    possession 
of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognitions—or in other words, to membership in a groups— 
which provides each of its members with the backing of collectively-owned 
capital, a “credential” which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the 
word. (pp. 248-249) 

 

Research on this topic suggests that social capital determines how much information 

parents have about schools’ qualities, how to apply to these institutions, and how to 

obtain financial aid and other resources: “Parents who know other parents, especially 
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parents who are knowledgeable about maneuvering through the academic landscape, can 

affect student outcomes” (Kao, 2004, p. 173).  According to Stephen J. Ball, Richard 

Bowe, and Sharon Gewirtz (1994), the social capital of middle-class parents allows them 

to decode and manipulate the systems of school choice and recruitment, because they 

possess the knowledge, skills, and contacts to do so. Furthermore, parents’ social capital 

plays a role in producing high achievement of children, because it shapes the 

relationships between institutions, teachers, and families (Noguera 2004; Perez, 2009). 

 Empirical works on schools in the United States reveal the significance that social 

capital has on educational opportunities and achievement (Brantlinger, 2003; Kao, 2004; 

Lareau, 2000; Lipman, 1997; Noguera, 2004). For instance, Annette Lareau (2000) 

examined how social networks linked to social class position provide parents with 

different amounts of general information about schooling. Her comparative study on a 

working-class and a upper middle-class school reveals that “upper-middle-class parents 

had teachers, resource specialists, principals, counselors, and special education teachers” 

within their social circle (Lareau, 2000, p. 173). The findings also show that upper-

middle-class mothers also had close ties with other mothers whose children attended the 

school; “as a result, upper-middle class parents had much more information about the 

educational process in general and about the specifics of their children’s school-site 

experience than did working-class parents” (Lareau, 2000, p. 9). In addition, Lareau 

found that social capital influences the resources that parents have available to access and 

challenge social institutions. Her data shows that a factor determining upper-middle-class 

children’s acceptance to higher education institutions was that they know how to comply 

with the standards of application; “social class influences this process, in part because of 
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the different levels of information and economic resources at the family’s disposal” 

(Lareau, 2000, p. 183).  

 Empirical research also shows that parents’ social capital also influences 

educational policies in the United States (Brantlinger 2003; Lipman, 1997). Ellen 

Brantlinger’s (2003) study found that within a district, middle-class parents’ social capital 

allows them to mobilize to ensure that school choice programs exclude lower-income 

families of color. The significance that the dominant groups’ social capital has on 

education is also exemplified by Pauline Lipman (1997) in a study examining teacher 

participation in restructuring at a junior high school composed of thirty-six percent of 

affluent White students and sixty-four percent of low-income and working-class African-

American students. Lipman’s study took place when this urban school was in the 

beginning stages of restructuring; the need to restructure arose because the school had 

disparities in academic achievement based on social class and race, which was 

perpetuated by the tendency for affluent White students to be concentrated in honors-

track classes and poor African-American students in regular-track  classes (Lipman, 

1997, p. 8). Therefore, the objective of Lipman’s study was to observe how teachers’ 

collaboration and decisions during the restructuring was influenced by the interplay of 

relations of power in the school, its district, and its city.      

 The results show that upper middle-class families’ influence and power allowed 

them to control and structure the school’s practices in subtle and overt ways. For 

instance, “they called the superintendent directly at home and at the office, paid visits to 

district officials to press their positions,  and had two  representatives on  the  elected  

school board” (Lipman, 1997, p. 20). By raising a significant amount of money for the 
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school, and through their support of the principal, they gave him power in his own battles 

with the superintendent and the Board of Education; in return, the principal “ensured a 

place for their children in honors classes or with particular teachers, transferred teachers 

they disliked, and maintained policies they insisted on” (Lipman, 1997, p. 22).   

Furthermore, the power of the upper middle-class White parents at the district 

level was illustrated when they opposed a new, experimental, untracked Study and 

Research Methods class. The study finds that the control that the families with the most 

social capital had on the school shaped the teachers’ decisions, thus reinforcing the 

privilege of the wealthier students. For instance, the power of the upper middle-class 

group influenced the teachers’ “reluctance to tamper with academic tracking and 

undergirded their concern with controlling African-American children's behavior” 

(Lipman, 1997, p. 29). Thus, a family’s social capital is a factor of educational outcomes 

because it determines the students’ access to educational institutions and the power they 

have in them. Schools in the United States are designed to benefit those with the most 

social capital, thereby reproducing social class inequalities, “while at the same time begin 

an important agency for the production of the technical/administrative knowledge needed 

for capital accumulation (Apple, 1982, p. 7). 

3.4. The production of inequalities: Unequal distribution of knowledge 
 

As noted earlier, post-modern theories on educational inequality suggest that 

schools need to be seen in a more complex manner than simple social class and cultural 

reproduction (Apple, 1979, 1982, 2003). Viewing schools as only reproducing 

inequalities implies that students passively internalize what is taught; they take in the 

dominant social messages without modifying them by their class cultures and class. 
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Therefore, post-modern theories suggest another approach, seeing schools as not only 

institutions that reproduce cultural capital, but as producing knowledge and cultural 

capital that contribute to maintaining and legitimating an unequal society. 

The production and reproduction of social positions through the unequal 

distribution of knowledge assumes that the dominant groups control knowledge. To 

understand how knowledge gets legitimized and into schools, it is important to examine 

how the normative conceptions of legitimate culture and values entered historically into 

the schools’ curriculums in the United States. This analysis permits a keener 

understanding of the way internal political forces, and larger social structures of 

inequality, prevent schools from playing the role of great equalizers. 

In 1850’s, when public schools in New York City became solidified, schools were 

seen as a tool to preserve the community life, values, and norms of the “natives”; this 

way the powerful groups protected their advantages against the minorities and 

immigrants. “The schools reflected the attitude of the general native public, who wished 

to Americanize the habits, not the status, of the immigrant” (Carl Kastle as quoted in 

Apple, 1979, p. 64). As the population in American cities increased, so did the problems; 

thus, the school began to be perceived as the “solution” to deal with the rising population. 

Schools were structured to acculturate the vast increasing number of “minority children” 

by becoming standardized in terms of procedures and curriculum.    

Between 1870-1920, the school was pronounced as the fundamental institution 
that would solve the problems of the city, the impoverishment and moral decay of 
the masses, and, increasingly, would adjust individuals to their respective places 
in an industrial economy. (Apple, 1979, p. 64) 
 
The contemporary curriculum field is influenced by the field’s founders– Franklin 

Bobbitt, W.W. Charters, Edward L. Thorndike, Ross L. Finney, Charles C. Peters, and 
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David Snedden (Apple, 1979). These men defined that curriculum construction had to be 

shaped by community power and control; their main concern was to overcome the threat 

to the “unitary” U.S. culture and community posed by immigrants and other diverse 

groups. Thus, the purpose of the curriculum was to acculturate the immigrant into 

middle-class values, beliefs, and standards of behavior (Apple, 1979). Additionally, the 

early construction of the curriculum was concerned with serving the needs of 

industrialization and division of labor. Also, it promoted the idea that the curriculum 

needed to be differentiated to prepare individuals of differing intelligences and ability for 

a variety of different but specific adult life functions (Apple, 1979). “The mass of the 

population was to be taught to accept these beliefs and stands whether or not they 

understood them or agreed with them” (Apple, 1979, p. 72). Therefore, we can see that 

the knowledge getting into schools since their formation was determined and served the 

interest of the dominant groups.  

Contemporary empirical works on U.S. schools validate the idea that the official 

curriculum and its materials, the hidden curriculum, the social organization of the 

classroom, and the authority relationships between teachers and students contribute to 

social production and reproduction (Anyon, 1981; Apple, 1979; Erickson & Mohatt, 

1982;  Gearing & Epstein, 1982; Gaskell, 1985; Taylor, 1984; Valli, 1985; Wilcox, 

1982). 

Before evaluating the findings of such studies in detail, it is necessary to examine 

how the schools in the United States have the autonomy that allows them to create and 

distribute knowledge. Brian Rowan (1990) finds that the local political control of the 

curriculum in the American educational system allows for the infiltration of dominant 
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influences. Given the influence that the local level has on structuring schools, there is no 

standard rule on what teachers should teach and there is a greater diversity in the 

textbooks that are available for teachers to use and in the types of training available for 

teachers (Rowan, 1990). Based on a nationally representative sample of high school 

teachers, Rowan (1990) finds that seventy-six percent of teachers in the U.S. had to 

report and be observed on what they taught one time during the school year.  

 Another study on five U.S. states explains that American schools are responsive 

to local influences because they rely on local funding and community support; this 

“dependency” leads to the variability in the content of the implemented curriculum 

between schools.  The results of this study revealed that seventy percent of the school 

districts had their own official curriculum. Therefore, “teachers in the decentralized 

American educational system have considerable autonomy and discretion in how they 

handle classroom instruction and learning” (Stevenson & Baker, 1991). This autonomy 

results in teachers who often modify the official curriculum according to their or their 

students’ needs (Cohen et al., 1990). The adaptation of the curriculum and expectations to 

the students’ “needs” often results in the creation of a knowledge gap, in which the 

students move to a higher level without having acquired the necessary knowledge to 

succeed—which results in an achievement gap.  

 The schools’ relative autonomy contributes to educational inequality because their 

autonomy allows them to construct a curriculum that is frequently shaped by the 

students’ social class. For instance, numerous studies reveal that the tracking system 

employed in the majority of American schools helps maintain and perpetuate social class 

inequalities (Alexander & McDill, 1976; Alexander et al., 1978; Breton, 1970; Eder, 



 45

1981; Jones et al., 1987; Oakes, 1982; Oakes, 2007; Persell, 1977; Rosenbaum, 1975; 

Schafer & Olexa, 1971). This system consists of sorting students into different curricular 

programs based on the idea of meritocracy and ability: “Many  believe  that  teaching  

and learning  are  facilitated  if  students  of  similar performance potential  are  grouped  

together  so that  teachers can focus on their particular  needs” (Jones et al., 1987, p. 115). 

Yet, studies show that performance in not the only factor that determines a student’s 

placement into track location. The tracking system allows for inter-school and intra-

school social class inequalities. For instance, a study done by James D. Jones, Joan Z. 

Spade, and Beth E. Vanfossen (1987) shows that there is a strong correlation between 

socio-economic  origin and track location: “a very good  student  from a lower-SES 

background has only a 52/48 chance of ending up in an academic track” (Jones et al., 

1987, p. 115). Therefore, the tracking system results in social class inequalities within the 

same institution: the students of higher socioeconomic status are grouped in the advanced 

tracks and they are taught different knowledge and at different pace than students of 

lower socioeconomic status within the same school.  

 In addition, the relative autonomy that each school has to develop its own 

curricula and a tracking system allows for inter-school social inequalities. For instance, a 

study by Joan Z. Spade, Lynn Columba, and Beth E. Vanfossen (1997) shows that the 

courses offered at each schools varied by the social class of the students. The study 

examined the levels of mathematics and science courses offered at different schools, as 

well as the processes of how a student was placed into these courses. Using a series of 

regression analyses, the researchers selected three pairs of schools from low, middle, and 

high class districts. In each pair, there was a school rated “excellent” and another 
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“average”; this categorization was based on the students’ performance on statewide 

examinations in math and science. The results of this study show that the number of 

advanced mathematics and science courses offered in each institution increased in 

accordance with its socioeconomic status. The process of placing students in advanced 

courses also differed among the socioeconomic status of the school and its “excellence.”  

The authors found that school personnel in working-class communities were less active in 

the selection process of courses, and more emphasis was placed on parents’ and students’ 

choices in course-placement decisions. In contrast, school personnel in middle and upper-

class schools were “more central in the process, both in the use of objective measures and 

in how actively they were involved” (Spade et al., 1997, p.273). The variation of course 

offering based on the socioeconomic status of the school is another way in which schools 

control knowledge and distribute it unevenly. As students get grouped together in classes 

based on socioeconomic status, they receive the knowledge necessary to maintain their 

position and legitimize it.  

Having established how schools in the U.S. are partially autonomous institutions 

and how they vary in curricula, we can examine how knowledge that legitimizes and 

reproduces social inequalities are produced in classrooms. In a study on school curricula 

in the U.S., Jean Anyon (1981) shows how the autonomy of schools and their hidden 

curriculum allows students in different schools to receive different educational 

experiences based on their socioeconomic status. The author mentions Apple’s argument 

that the curriculum is taught accordingly to the social level of the students; however, she 

argues that there has been little attempt to investigate this idea empirically. Anyon’s 

study observed five elementary schools over the course of a school year; the five schools 
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were chosen based on the criterion of the social characteristics of the students attending 

and their parents, including social-class designation, income, and occupation. Three 

schools were located in urban areas and two in the suburbs. Based on these factors, the 

author labeled two schools “working-class schools,” one “middle-class school,” one 

“affluent-professional school,” and one “executive elite school.”    

 The working-class schools were characterized by a mechanical procedure, where 

the significance of the material was not explained and critical thinking was not 

encouraged. The textbook was not always used, and work was evaluated as “correct” if 

the students followed the assigned directions. The students in these schools did not 

experience “hands-on learning,” meaning that they just watched teachers demonstrate or 

do science experiments “as a class.”  Social studies classes taught students “facts,” such 

as the name of the states and their abbreviations. The author noticed that the teachers in 

these classrooms attempted to control class time by making decisions without explaining 

them.            

 In the middle-class school, the teaching tactics were based on getting the “right” 

answer and getting a “good grade” for it. In comparison to the teachers at the working-

class schools, the teachers in this school were portrayed as more thorough; they explained 

the material while teaching it. The author asked the language arts teacher in the middle-

class school why students were just learning simple grammar; the teacher responded that 

this was what the students needed for everyday life, to know how to write business letters 

and thank-you notes. Most lessons were based on the textbook material, and a critical 

perspective was not provided because it might have been “dangerous.” The teachers in 

this school based their decisions for the classroom on external rules and regulations.  
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 In the affluent-professional school, Anyon found that work is a creative activity 

carried out independently. Class-work involved individual thought, expansion of ideas, 

and choice of method.  The education in this school focused on hands-on experience, and 

it is used with the reasoning that it enables the students to “make sense” of what they are 

doing. Teachers were not observed as being controlling of the classroom; rather, they 

negotiate with the students. The aim of the executive elite school was to develop the 

students’ analytical intellectual powers: “Children are continually asked to reason 

through a problem, to produce intellectual products that are both logically sound and of 

top academic quality” (Anyon, 1981, p.15). Classroom discussions were a common 

teaching method in this school. Teachers attempted to control the classroom, but 

emphasis was also put on the “responsibilities” that the child had as a student.    

 Based on these observations, Anyon concluded that fifth-graders of different 

economic backgrounds were already being prepared to occupy particular positions of the 

social hierarchy as an affect of the “hidden curriculum” and the unequal distribution of 

knowledge. The author suggests that differing curricular, pedagogical, and evaluating 

practices emphasized different cognitive and behavioral skills in each social setting. 

Anyon’s analysis focused on the reproductive and non-reproductive aspects of knowledge 

found in each social-class setting:        

“Reproductive” refers to aspects of school knowledge that contribute directly to 
the legitimation and perpetuation of ideologies, practices, and privileges 
constitutive of present economic and political structures. “Nonproductive” 
knowledge is that which facilitates fundamental transformation of ideologies and 
practices on the basis of which objects, services, and ideas (and other cultural 
products) are produced, owned, distributed, and publicly evaluated. (Anyon, 
1981, p. 32) 
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Anyon suggests that only in the working class were there two reproductive aspects of 

school knowledge. First, students in these schools were not taught their own history—the 

history of American working class and its situation. Also, at this institution, the 

curriculum and classroom instruction emphasized the inculcation of mechanical 

behaviors: “these working-class children were not offered what for them would be 

cultural capital—knowledge and skill at manipulating ideas and symbols in their interest” 

(Anyon, 1981, p. 33). Therefore, in comparison to the students at the other schools, the 

working-class school students were not able to accumulate the same lived and 

commodified cultural experiences. Furthermore, the emphasis on the production of 

mechanical knowledge at the working-class school serves to legitimize and reinforce the 

students’ position in the social hierarchy.  

3.5. The market and education: Today’s schools  
 
Assigning public school placement based on the region in which students live 

automatically resulted in segregated schools due to the housing patterns that emerged 

with the increasing industrialization of urban centers during the 1950’s. 

Urban schooling is a success or a failure depending on the perspective we take in 
its examination. As an instrument and an agency of cultural stability, the school is 
a historical success. As a medium for the amalgamation of diverse cultures and 
acculturation, the school in the city has succeeded. As a funnel for fitting persons 
into the industrial segment of society (and keeping some out), it has done its job. 
As a reenactment of the social order of privilege and underprivileged, it has 
succeeded. (Rosenfeld, 1975, p. 304)  
 

Various scholars have documented how capital and the interest of the dominant groups 

shaped the trajectory of urban education policy (Anyon, 1997, 2005; Apple 2001, 2010; 

Berlier, 2007; Lauen 2007; Lipman, 2002, 2003). The problem of educational segregation 

caused by residential segregation has been present for almost a century, yet educational 
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reforms have failed to bring substantial improvements.      

 In the last decades, the problems of segregated and low-achieving urban schools 

have been addresses by applying market mechanisms to the educational system. The 

“marketization” of education does not refer only to its privatization, but also to education 

as a “consumer good.” Privatization refers to a reduction of state subsidies and more 

deregulation, changes of services from the public to the private sectors, and decline in 

state provision. Although the privatization of the American educational system has 

increased in the last thirty years, when we focus on the issue of public funding, education 

has not yet been privatized. “Marketization” is a more accurate description of the new 

policies’ approaches; it refers to the development of “quasi-markets” in state funded 

services. The quasi-markets in education involve a combination of increasing parental 

choice and school autonomy. Such a mechanism advocates “viewing citizens as 

consumers, treating government as a business within the public sector, and increasing 

efficiency within that sector by having public good and services delivered by competitive 

agencies” (Smith, 2003, p. 5). These “marketization” initiatives are characterized by the 

neoliberal logic that the educational system will be more efficient if it has the autonomy 

to be structured by the free-market ideals and economic rationality; also, neoliberal 

ideology suggest that self-interest can serve collective interest (Apple, 2001; Smith, 

2003).  

School choice advocates seek to replace the neighborhood-based school with a 
wide variety of schools tailored to fit the needs and interests of various student 
groups. Advocates argue that school choice can help parents both find a school 
that better fits their child’s educational needs and potentially leverage school 
reform by promoting competition among schools for students. (Lauen, 2007, p. 
463) 
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The neoliberal ideology has had enormous implications for urban education in the 

United States (Andre-Bechely, 2005; Belfield & Levin, 2002; Gabbard, 2003; Landers, 

2003; Lauen, 2007; McClafferty, Torres, & Mitchell, 2000).  The market-driven policies 

have supported the restructuring of education to the needs of the workforce, based on the 

notion that competition among producers and choice for consumers can increase the 

quality of schools, transform low-performing school districts, and reduce inequality 

between poor and non-poor districts (Lauen, 2007).  

Educational reforms have addressed the problems with urban education in various 

ways, making today’s school choice more complex than it ever was (Andre-Bechely, 

2005; Barkan, 2011; Bracey, 2005; Lauen, 2007; Kafer 2005; Mcclafferty, Torres, & 

Mitchell, 2000). Some of the policies include expanding school choice through vouchers, 

charter, and magnet schools, as well as implementing funding mechanisms based on 

standardized testing results. The policies of increasing academic standards by employing 

standardized testing and school choice were first proposed in the report “A Nation at 

Risk,” commissioned by President Ronald Reagan in 1983. These recommendations 

became federal mandates in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, which 

establishes a budgeting mechanism based on assessments of quality of education through 

standardized tests in every state, promotes school choice and competition, and hands over 

some educational functions to non-profit organizations and for-profit corporations 

(Anyon, 2005; Bracey, 2005). The implementations of these policies reflect a 

simultaneous centralization and decentralization of the educational system: the use of 

standardized testing for funding makes it more centralized, while the expansion of school 
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choice and the agencies in charge of its administration makes it more decentralized  

(McClafferty, Torres, and Mitchell, 2000).  

Upon introducing his educational agenda on 2001, President George W. Bush said 

that “American children must not be left in persistently dangerous or failing schools. 

When schools do not teach and will not change, parents and students must have other 

meaningful options” (as quoted in Lauen, 2007, p. 462). Based on this idea, the NCLB 

act requires that students in schools that have failed to make adequate yearly progress 

(AYP) be given the possibility of transferring to a school that has done so. Schools 

labeled and sanctioned as not meeting the AYP are given one year to make changes in 

practice and improve student achievement; if a school fails to meet AYP for a second 

consecutive year, it is required to offer students the opportunity to transfer to another 

school, within the same district, that is making AYP. If the school continues to miss AYP 

for a third consecutive year, it is required to offer free tutoring and other supplemental 

educational services. A fourth year of failing to meet AYP involves “corrective action” at 

the school, which can include introducing a new curriculum or replacing the staff. The 

failure to restructure the entire school and missing AYP for five or six consecutive years 

leads to closing the school or turning it into a charter or private school (Dillon & 

Rotherham, 2007).  

 Some of the alternatives offered to increase school choice included the creation of 

magnet schools, charter schools, and vouchers programs –although the latter are rare. 

Magnet schools programs were developed with the aim of being integration programs; 

they encouraged racial integration by creating enriching learning environments in 

minority and low-income schools to attract better socially positioned students to enroll. 
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“Magnet school programs grew and increased parental choice of schools beyond that of 

their neighborhood school or assigned desegregated school choice options” (Andre-

Bechely, 2005, p. 36). Although these programs increase the options available for most 

students, they have to meet certain criteria in order to be admitted: the magent programs 

have an application process and a lottery; for gifted magnets, students need to 

demonstrate high ability or achievement; the seats available are limited and thousands of 

applicants are rejected yearly (Lauen, 2007). As of 2005, there were 1,736 magnet 

schools in 28 states (Kafer 2005).  

 Charter schools are structured as public schools, yet they are operated as private 

institutions. These schools are run by independent private groups and are granted a fixed 

term performance contract by public authorities; in exchange, charter schools receive 

public funding.  Although they are meant to increase schooling choice, they have very 

limited space, require an application, and do not provide transportation for their students.  

 Given these conditions, charter schools “are usually subject to desegregation laws and 

student testing programs, but we have a great deal more autonomy over hiring, 

procurements, and curriculum decisions” (Lauen, 2007, p. 465). As of 2005, there were 

3,400 charter schools in the United States (Kafer, 2005). 

The neoliberal educational policies also promoted a voucher system which 

consists of providing educational funding directly to parents, in the form of vouchers, 

rather than to the institutions themselves. The justification for implementing this system 

is that the voucher will be equally funded to all parents and anyone can choose to go to a 

wealthy public school. However, what this discourse overlooks is that “like any producer, 

schools with better facilities and better qualified teachers are likely to charge a premium” 
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(Smith, 2003, p. 13). This program was not implemented on a large scale in the United 

States; as of 2005, six states and the District of Columbia had voucher and tuition 

programs (Kafer, 2005). 

In addition to expanding school choice, the “marketization” of the school system 

included delegating administrative educational functions to for-profit corporations. While 

percentage-wise the amount of funding for K–12 public schooling coming from private 

philanthropies is minimal (almost $4 billion out of $500 billion), the private agents’ 

influence in the structure of the educational system is significant (Barkan, 2011). For 

instance, three funders—the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Eli and Edythe 

Broad Foundation, and the Walton Family Foundation—work in sync to command the 

field (Barkan, 2011). Due to their financial contribution to the educational system and the 

use of mayoral control, these funders can push through their market-based goals, 

including increments in choice, competition, deregulation, and data-based decision-

making. Therefore, their funds are directed to implementing “charter schools, high-stakes 

standardized testing for students, merit pay for teachers whose students improve their test 

scores… and longitudinal data collection on the performance of every student and 

teacher” (Barkan, 2011, p.2).          

 The market-driven educational policies not only failed to resolve the educational 

inequality issues, but exacerbated the existing inequalities (Andre-Bechely, 2005; Anyon, 

2005; Apple, 2010; Ball, 2003; Berlier, 2007; Berlier & Nichols, 2007; Conley, 2003; 

Cross, 2004; Lauen 2007; Lipman, 2002, 2003, 2005; Smith, 2003; Stein, 2004). The 

various school choice programs and the school transfer programs, which initially were 

targeted at low-income students, did not serve the needs of this population. For instance, 
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the transfer program implemented by the NCLB act did not make a drastic change in 

providing students with a better education: “Despite the fact that 3.3 million students 

were eligible for NCLB transfers in the 2003-2004 school year, only 31, 500, or 1%, of 

eligible students actually transferred to a school that was making AYP” (United States 

Government Accountability Office as quoted in Lauen, 2007, p. 462).   

 Furthermore, the NCLB act’s incorporation of standardized-testing as a 

determinant of funding demonstrated a negative impact in the quality of education. 

Although there is not much research on the effects of this policy, the few findings show 

that payment based on examination results worsens educational quality problems (Au, 

2007; Barkan, 2011; Lipman, 2003; Landers, 2003; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Given 

that the schools are rated and funded by their “achievement,” the curriculum is often 

manipulated to emphasize the tested subjects of math and reading; for instance, science 

and history teachers in Texas have been forced to teach math and reading (Au, 2007). 

Additionally, a 2010 Vanderbilt University study showed that merit pay for teachers does 

not produce higher test scores for students, and “a National Research Council report 

confirmed multiple studies that show standardized test scores do not measure student 

learning adequately” (Barkan, 2011, p. 2). Pauline Lipman (2002; 2003) proves that 

testing policies, such as publicly  reporting standardized  test  scores by school  site,  

further legitimizes  program differences by allowing those  schools with high test scores 

to retain flexibility in  instruction and requiring schools with low test scores (principally 

composed  of  students living in poverty) to institute more regimented methods  of  

instruction. Lipman’s (2002) qualitative case study on four Chicago elementary schools 

shows that the new policies on standardized testing prompted schools to practice 
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education as test preparation and basic skills, instead on focusing on enhancing the 

learning experience; such policies “widen educational inequalities by institutionalizing a 

narrowed curriculum in low-scoring  schools” (Lipman, 2002, p. 392). 

  The detrimental effects of the market-driven policies are exemplified in the case 

of the city of Philadelphia, in which “the state replaced the management and organization 

of public institutions like schools, hospitals, and even prisons with the ever-

encompassing neoliberal model of corporate management” (Landers, 2003, p. 203). The 

educational system in Philadelphia became dominated by the for-profit corporation 

“Edison School Inc.”--the country’s leading for-profit manager of public schools—after 

signing a six-year $101 million contract to run 45 of the city’s neediest schools. This 

transfer of power over education to private actors resulted in “the largest scale 

privatization of a school system in the country,” as well as the implementation of 

standardized testing as a determinant for funding. The emphasis given to these policies 

resulted in the deterioration of educational quality in the public schools, since teachers 

“became increasingly directed by districts and school administrators to focus on raising 

test scores rather than teaching for understanding” (Landers, 2003, p. 206).  

Research on school choice programs, such as magnet and charter schools, also 

show that these benefit the better positioned social groups since the most disadvantaged 

families seem to be less likely to exercise school choice (Andre-Bechely, 2005; Cobb & 

Glass, 1999; Henig, 1995; Lauen, 2007; Lee et al., 1996; McNeil, 2000; Teske & 

Schneider, 2001). For example, one study found that lower income and minority parents 

are less aware of magnet programs (Henig, 1995). Another study on magnet schools 

found that these programs’ admissions criteria resulted in the “opportunity for parents to 
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make their enrollments choices based on cultural capital, social class, and special access 

to information about schools” (Andre-Bechely, 2005, p. 36). Furthermore, charter schools 

also contribute to school segregation due to their lower levels of government oversight. In 

Arizona, for example, it has been found that charter schools are more racially 

homogeneous than public neighborhood schools (Cobb & Glass, 1999). 

“Stanford University’s 2009 study of charter schools—the most comprehensive ever 

done—concluded that 83 percent of them perform either worse or no better than 

traditional public schools” (Barkan, 2011, p. 2). The implementation of school choice 

programs exacerbated the segregation in schools: since magnet and charter programs 

mostly serve middle-class students, the segregation in schools was extended because 

previously integrated schools serving mixed localities became more segregated (Whitty 

& Power, 2007). 

 One of the reasons why low-income families are not likely to exercise school 

choice is because the majority does not have the dominant groups’ social and cultural 

capital. For instance, Lee et al. (1996) found that among low-income parents, those with 

higher education levels are more likely to exercise school choice for their children. Along 

these lines, another study found a positive correlation between social class and school 

choice, indicating that parents of higher socioeconomic status are more likely to be 

involved in school choice (Teske & Schneider, 2001).  Lois Andre-Bechely (2005) found 

that as parents tried to get their children into better schools, they were treated differently 

by local and district level administrators; their experiences differed by how they were 

positioned in the social class hierarchy and their race. Although the parents in this study 

were doing their choosing among a relatively small number of district magnet schools 
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and other schools that were perceived to promote racial and class integrity, the White 

middle-class parents were advantaged over the Hispanic and Black low-income parents.  

Overall, the latest studies on the current educational policies show that the 

marketization of education has further disadvantaged the already disadvantaged groups. 

Schools have always been socially and racially segregated to the extent that residential 

segregation existed; the marketization of education did not reverse this situation and even 

exacerbated these problems. The market-driven policies promote unequal educational 

opportunities and experiences by advantaging the families with the higher social, cultural, 

and economic capital. Ultimately, these neoliberal ideologies applied to current 

educational policies shift responsibility for education into the individual, thereby limiting 

those who do not have the tools to work at an individual level.   

Conclusion 
  

In the second chapter I offered a general presentation of sociological theories of 

education. In this chapter, I illustrate the way an analysis of the educational system in the 

United States substantiates the arguments presented by theories of inequality. The 

educational system in the United States does not promote equality in education nor in 

access to skills that lead to upward mobility. The evidence consistently shows that such 

educational system not only reproduces, but actively produces class inequality. This is 

observed not only in terms of the different resources available in the schools, but also in 

terms of the cultural capital that is promoted and privilege middle and upper-class 

children. Furthermore, educational inequality can also be observed in the way the social 

and human capital already prevalent in middle and upper-class families privilege their 

children in gaining access into the best public schools. As noted, some scholars argue 
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these differences are related to the fact that American schools are increasingly 

decentralized, with differences in the quality of the curriculum, offering disparities in 

quality of education.  One must, therefore, wonder, whether a centralized curriculum, one 

where all the children in the country are expected to learn the same levels of knowledge 

and understanding would offer a more egalitarian outcome. Argentina offers the 

possibility to explore this question. However, before delving into the results of my field 

research, we must gain a keen understanding of the history of Argentina’s educational 

system.   
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CHAPTER 4: Education in Argentina: History, structure, and 
inequalities 

 
Schools in the United States fulfill a sorting mechanism in which dominant social 

relations are reproduced and legitimated.  Policies, curricular decisions, and institutional 

norms and values benefit those students who possess the most economic capital and the 

dominant cultural capital, thus recreating class hierarchies. By implementing a hidden 

curriculum and unequally distributing resources, culture, and knowledge, schools 

legitimate an unequal economic and social structure. The educational inequality in the 

United States has been exacerbated by neoliberal policies; this market-driven approach 

towards education served to maintain and aggravate social class stratification in schools. 

Argentina’s political, economic, and social spheres have been highly influenced 

since the 1980’s by neoliberal policies, capitalist values, and international finance 

institutions that are based in the U.S. These influences have caused drastic social 

transformations; for instance, in 1980, Argentina had 4.7% of people living below the 

poverty line, while the average in Latin America was 29.5%. By 2007, 21% of 

Argentina’s population lived below the poverty line, while the average in Latin America 

was maintained at 28.9% (Rivas, Vera, & Bezem, 2010, p. 19).2 Furthermore, the socio-

economic gap in Argentina grew vastly in a period of twenty years: based on the Gini 

coefficient, which measures inequality of distribution (0 expressing total equality and 1 

total inequality), from 1975 to 2005 Argentina went from .36 to .50 (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 

19). 

The rapid growth of inequality in Argentina in the last decades had an impact on 

all social spheres; I will examine what role schools in Argentina played during this 

                                                 
2 All literature and legal documents used in this chapter were translated from Spanish to English by me. 
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period. Furthermore, I will analyze if, similar to the schools in the United States, schools 

in Argentina contribute to the maintenance and reproduction of the present social 

inequality. To find out the role of the school in relation to the expansion of social 

inequalities, one must look at the history of Argentina’s educational system and how it 

has changed as the other spheres of the country evolved. Therefore, this chapter will 

provide an overview of the establishment of the educational system in Argentina, as well 

as the social, political, and economic transformations that shaped the school to what it is 

today.  

4.1. Establishment and development of education in Argentina 
 

The emancipation process in 1816 was a starting point in the national experience 

of Argentina, but the act of breaking with the imperial power did not mean the 

automatic transformation from being a Spanish colony to a nation state (Oszlak, 1997). 

To achieve and impart the desired "order and progress," the Argentinean government had 

to assemble its resources and create conditions that would overcome the “disorganization 

and backwardness” (Oszlak, 1997, p. 18). Achieving “order and progress” was only 

possible if it occurred in such sequence:  the State had to create order before being able to 

progress. Therefore, the main issue was how the State could establish order; the solution 

was institutionalizing it through the school system.   

In other Latin American countries where the population is substantially 

homogeneous, such as Chile or Costa Rica, the nation-state consolidated earlier than in 

other regions (Oszlak, 2007).  In the case of Argentina, the population was extremely 

heterogeneous: by the mid-nineteenth century, fifty percent of the population of Buenos 

Aires was immigrants (Lionetti, 2005).   Thus, the Argentinean State used schools as the 
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mechanism for homogenizing the population, with the aim to establish order and form a 

nation-state (Oszlak, 1997).   

 Argentina was the first country in Latin America to establish a massive primary 

education system (Rivas et al., 2010). This system inherited two models from the French 

revolution:  to use education as an element of social control and to promote it as a right of 

social freedom. However, the establishment of an educational system represented a 

struggle between the social actors that wanted to control it. On one hand, the Catholic 

Church strived to control the Argentinean school system; on the other hand, the large 

number of illiterate people in the country imposed on the National Government “the 

urgency to develop a strong national educational policy” (Lionetti, 2005, p. 1226).  

One of the principal driving forces behind the establishment of “a strong national 

educational policy” was Domingo Faustino Sarmiento (1811-1888). Sarmiento’s 

standpoints on schooling were influenced by his experiences abroad and the examination 

of other educational systems; as the Argentine ambassador in the United States (1865-

1868), Sarmiento developed many ideas about democracy and the structure of society 

(Romero, 2009). Through his powerful political positions, such as being the governor of 

the Argentine province of San Juan and the President of Argentina (1868-1874), 

Sarmiento influenced and shaped the education based on his principle that a nation could 

not be democratic if it was not educated. For instance, during his presidency, he 

implemented several measures which corresponded with his belief that “every child in the 

nation has to receive an education” (Sarmiento, 1896, p. 86): he significantly increased 

educational funding for the national government, established 800 institutions, and 

increased the enrollment in schools from thirty thousand students to one hundred 
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thousand (Bertoni, 2001). Sarmiento’s educational ideals became the foundations of the 

Argentinean school. For example, he viewed education as an instrument to civilize the 

“barbarians” and form a nation: “by raising its moral character, the school prevents 

incontinence and bad habits… therefore, education is a resource that serves the interest of 

the present and future generations” (Sarmiento, 1987, p. 61). After his presidential 

administration, Sarmiento continued to struggle for the establishment of a secular and 

universal educational system. As the Director of Schools for the Province of Buenos 

Aires in 1875 and the National School Superintendent in 1879, Sarmiento stood strong by 

the notion that it is the State’s ineludible role to control and manage education (Romero, 

2009): “it is the State’s obligation to assure that all of its members receive an education 

during their childhood, which is essential for men to…cultivate their intelligence and 

satisfy the needs of a civilized life” (Sarmiento, 1896, p. 89). 

Sarmiento’s influence and struggle resulted in the sanction of the 1420 Law of 

Common Education in 1884, which officially established a national education system; 

this was the first law mandating compulsory, free, and secular primary education (Rivas 

et al., 2010). It also constituted the national government as the primary administrator of 

the educational system; in Article 8, it established the secular characteristic of education 

and the secondary role that religious institutions have in the educational sphere: 

“Religious education can only be taught in public schools by authorized ministers 

belonging to the different religious faiths, to the children in their communion and only 

before or after school.”3 The 1420 Law established that one of the objectives of schools 

was to guarantee the triumph of civilization and achieve national stability. Based on 

                                                 
3 Artículo 8°- la enseñanza religiosa sólo podrá ser dada en la escuela públicas por los ministros autorizados 
de los diferentes cultos, a los niños de su respectiva comunión y antes o después de las horas de clase.  
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Sarmiento’s principles, the school was presented as a tool to prevent crime and civilize 

the “barbarians” (Paviglianiti, 1993). In addition, schools were directed to educate the 

“future citizens of a democracy” and “Argentinize” the society (Tedesco, 1993). Article 1 

of the 1420 Law stated that “the primary schools’ principal objective is to simultaneously 

form and promote the moral, intellectual, and physical development of every children 

from the age of six to fourteen.”4 Under this ruling, the State used education as a way to 

form “good citizens” and develop their civil virtue and civil morality; schools imparted 

values such as “honor, honesty, family obligations, respect for the law and authorities, 

nationalism” (Lionetti, 2005, p. 1236). The 1420 Law also established a distinction 

between genders: the mandatory curriculum for girls included home-economic courses, 

while boys had courses on military training and agriculture (Lionetti, 2005).  

 For several decades, the public primary schools established by the 1420 Law of 

1884 remained as the principal educators of Argentinean youth. By 1940, only 7.2% of 

the population attended private primary school—only the elite or those who preferred a 

religious education chose private education (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 23). 

A pivotal moment in the history of Argentinean education occurred in 1947, when 

a political movement known as “Peronismo” or the “Justicialist Party” came into power. 

The Peronismo attempted to build, through nationalist and populist ideologies, a Welfare 

State that guaranteed the social rights of its citizens and integrated the working class into 

the political arena (Somoza Rodríguez, 1997). By employing a state-led developmental 

approach, under the leadership of President Juan Domingo Perón, the country faced 

several reforms in the economic, political, and social sectors.  

                                                 
4 Artículo 1°- La escuela primaria tiene por único objeto favorecer y dirigir simultáneamente el desarrollo 
moral, intelectual y físico de todo niño de seis a catorce años de edad. 
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The changes in the educational sphere begun when Perón’s government published 

the “Five-Year Plan of Argentina”; this document established that education was a 

“social right” and declared the national government to be the primary administrator of the 

educational system (Puiggros, 2003). This proposal also argued that education has to be 

directed to form “efficient workers” and that schools should meet two essential 

purposes: “preparation and configuration” of students: “Preparation” meant that schools 

had to provide their students with the theoretical knowledge and skills necessary to 

“subsist” in life; “configuration” meant that the schools’ role was also to create “better 

men” (Puiggros, 2003).  This educational plan not only aimed to prepare students, but 

also to shape their character in a way that met the needs of the government (Somoza 

Rodríguez, 1997). By being the primary administrator of education, the Peronist party 

made changes that were highly politicized and inclined to favor its government.                      

Another major point proposed in the Peronist five-year plan is that education has 

to be fair and equal; the argument behind this point was that only by providing 

educational equality “an authentic democracy can be formed”: “Education can be truly 

democratic when it is a heritage we all share and not only a few” (Puiggros, 2003, p. 56). 

The approach suggested in the five-year plan was to offer assistance to those who lack 

the resources to reach the educational levels that would form them as professionals and 

citizens (Somoza Rodríguez, 1997). This way, the so-called Welfare State used its 

administrative role to indoctrinate the masses. The effects of these policies were reflected 

socially: when Law 1420 was sanctioned, three-quarters of the population was illiterate; 

by 1960, this number was reduced to 10% of the population (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 13). 
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The concept of education as a social right and the government as its primary 

administrator remained predominant until the 1970’s, when several crises called into 

question the efficiency and legitimacy of the Welfare State (Paviglianiti, 1993, p. 30). 

The crisis of the Peronist government was linked to a crisis of governance, a dramatic 

change in oil prices, the exhaustion of import substitution, and a crisis of global 

capitalism (Lewis, 2001). Making matters worse, when Perón unexpectedly died in 1974 

and his wife Isabel took over, misery struck the country in all economic, social, and 

political aspects. The economy nearly collapsed as industrial production dropped, prices 

increased from month to month at rates higher than price escalations in the previous three 

years, and the workers threatened to force additional concessions (Lewis, 2001). In 

addition, the government concealed these problems by focusing on fighting the “guerillas 

and subversives”: In 1975, the government organized death squads under the name of the 

Argentine Anti-Communist Alliance and officially decreed the annihilation of all 

subversive elements in the country (Feitlowitz, 1998). Jorge Rafael Videla, who at that 

time was the commander-in-chief of the Argentine Army, declared: “As many people as 

necessary must die in Argentina so that the country will again be secure” (Feitlowitz, 

1998, p. 6).  

These conflicts resulted in the collapse of the government and the rise of a 

military dictatorship led by General Videla. Given that the regime’s principal mission 

was “purging from the nation all elements that threaten its stability and future hopes,” all 

spheres of social life were affected—including education (Lewis, 2001, p.144). The same 

day that the armed forces took control of power, they declared a “day-off from 

education,” which was extended to several days, affecting higher education the most 
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(Puiggros, 2003). The educational system during the dictatorship was extremely unstable: 

from 1976 to 1982, the minister of education was replaced five times (Pineau, 2006). The 

changes in the Argentinean schools were part of the military regime’s “National 

Reorganization Process.” The modification of the educational system consisted of two 

parts: one was to restructure the system, and the other was to change the objectives of 

schools. The change of structure comprised transferring the administrative role of 

education to other institutions and private agents. The government stopped financially 

supporting schools, imposed a quota policy and tuition in public universities, and 

promoted private education (Olmos, 2008). By 1982, government educational investment 

reached its historical minimum (Rivas et al., 2010). “The public finance policies of the 

dictatorship did not favor the educational field… they even cancelled funds that were 

collected from special taxes and destined for vocational education” (Puiggros, 2003, p. 

22). 

The changes made in educational objectives and inside schools had a repressive 

character. The regime’s approach included the censorship of books, the publication of an 

“anti-subversive” teacher manual, and the implementation of strict discipline in schools 

(Pineau, 2006). The military regime created a mechanism in which they had to approve 

all books and textbooks used at schools; this led to the censorship of millions of books. In 

1977, the Ministry of Education published a teacher manual entitled “Subversion in the 

educational field: Get to know our enemy”; the purpose of this document was to make 

teachers aware of the enemies of the nation and the duty that schools have in the struggle 

(Pineau, 2006, p. 61). As part of the repressive strategy in schools, teachers, researchers, 
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and students were often victims of forced disappearances and tortures carried out by the 

military5.  

The combination of the restructuring and repressive strategies “was the 

‘beginning of the end’ of the public schools inherited from the previous decades”; 

furthermore, the reforms implemented during this time laid the foundation for subsequent 

neoliberal educational projects (Pineau, 2006, p. 25). In comparison to Argentina, the 

other Latin-American countries that suffered from repressive military dictatorship during 

the 70’s had educational policies that were more progressive, nationalistic, and technical. 

Education in Argentina was at a standstill for more than eight years; thus, the country did 

not progress in any other sphere (Puiggros, 2003). After the return of democracy in 1983, 

the development of the educational path created during the dictatorship can still be 

observed; this path encouraged a decentralized educational system in which the national 

government transferred the responsibility for educational expenditures to private and 

secondary actors (Tedesco & Tenti, 2004). As neoliberalism expands further and 

becomes the basis of all the economic, political, and social policies, education in 

Argentina transforms to what it is today.   

4.2. The neoliberal years 
 

The military dictatorship of 1976 culminated in 1983, leaving a weak democracy, 

a collapsing economy, and a shaken nation. The policies implemented in the political and 

economic sectors during the years subsequent to the return of democracy—which will be 

                                                 
5 The most common operation in the “Nation Reorganization Process” was to “disappear” people. To be 
“disappeared” was to be put in a state of uncertainty where one does not exist; there was no record.  People 
were being kidnapped, no charges were laid, no evidence was produced, and no trails were mounted to 
determine what crimes had been committed or whether they were guilty. It is estimated that during those 
eight years of dictatorship and state terrorism, 30,000 people were “disappeared” and/or murdered. 
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explained in the following paragraphs— had a high impact on the social sphere and the 

educational field.  

Raul Alfonsín was the first democratically-elected president after the dictatorship. 

Among the many inherited social, economic, and political problems from the military 

regime, Alfonsín had to face an economic depression resulting from a financial collapse 

in 1981 and its consequential massive foreign debt. The situation was also exacerbated by 

international agencies —specifically the  International Monetary Fund  (IMF)  and  the  

World  Bank— which pressured governments to adopt structural adjustment  policies to  

address these balance-of-payment difficulties  and  fiscal deficits (Torres and Puiggros, 

1995). Pressured by the creditors and their demand for interest payments, Alfonsín 

unsuccessfully attempted to reform and stabilize the economy by implementing various  

neoliberal economic programs (1983 to 1989) (Teichman, 2004). Among these programs, 

the stabilization plan in 1985 (the Austral Plan) involved wage and price freezes and 

reduction of the fiscal deficit. The Austral Plan, the first involvement of the World Bank's 

policy in Argentina, was followed by a trade  liberalization and public sector  

restructuring plan, which culminated  in  the announcement  of  the  sale  of forty percent  

of  the  shares of  the  state telephone  company and the state airline (Teichman, 2004). 

The last attempt was the “Springtime Plan” (Plan Primavera) in late 1988, which 

promoted privatization and a revised fiscal deficit target; it was also sponsored by the 

World Bank.  

The failure of revitalizing the economy, as well as a sharp increase in government 

expenditure, resulted in two hyperinflationary episodes in 1989 and 1990 (Teichman, 

2004). The intensity of such crises set the stage for what has been known as “the 
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formation of a new social pact of domination” in Argentina: the neoliberal state (Torres 

and Puiggros, 1995, p. 7). The neoliberal transformation of the state took off at full speed 

when President Carlos Menem was elected in 1989. As soon as Menem took office, he 

dismissed his campaign discourse which promised a “productive revolution” for the 

working class and was centered on the social justice ideology of the Peronist Party. At the 

very opposite, he executed a neoliberal model that altered the relationship between the 

state and society by drastically reducing the state sector in the economic and social 

spheres (Torres & Puiggros, 1995). 

The policies implemented during the Menem era reflect neoliberal ideals; these 

advocate free trade and the liberalization of the economy while rejecting “any 

intervention that disrupts the natural flow of the market”—including the government’s 

administration (Huerta Moreno, 2005, p. 135). Menem’s economic policies followed the 

Washington Consensus, which included “Fiscal policy discipline, tax reforms, redirection 

of public spending, privatization, trade liberation, deregulation, and legal security for 

property rights” (Huerta Moreno, 2005, p. 135). By 1994, the principal state-owned 

companies were privatized; these included the state-owned telephone, electric, airline, 

railway, petroleum, steel, and military defense companies (Teichman, 2004). In addition, 

these policies were complemented with an outward-oriented development strategy, 

characterized by “industrial restructuring” and the insertion of the national economy on 

foreign markets: by 1991, most tariffs on imports had been removed (Teichman, 2004). 

These reforms were principally carried out  in  the context  of  negotiations with 

major lending  institutions,  such as the IMF and  the World Bank, who offered loans 

under the conditions of implementing  market-liberalizing  and structural  adjustment 
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policy  reforms (Teichman, 2004). “Probably no other country carried out market reform 

as rapidly as did Argentina under Menem. It was during this period that international 

policy networks proliferated rapidly” (Cocorda, 2000, p. 56).  

As it was presented in the introduction of this chapter, the neoliberal policies that 

have brought market-driven mechanisms to Argentina had disastrous effects. The 

indiscriminate opening of the market imposed an unsustainable competition, which led to 

the bankruptcy of small and medium businesses. These policies also resulted in a process 

of social polarization, in which the gap between the rich and the poor widened deeply 

(Rivas et al., 2010). The groups affected the most by the reform faced impoverishment, 

unemployment, job insecurity, deterioration of living conditions, and increasing social 

marginalization. In the following section, I will explore how the educational neoliberal 

policies that began during the 1976 military regime rapidly expanded during Menem’s 

government in the 1990’s.   

4.2.1. Neoliberal education 

According to the neoliberal perspective, some of the flaws of the state when 

administering the educational system were that it was too centralized, there was too much 

bureaucracy, and thus, there was an enormous gap between the people who make the 

decisions and their beneficiaries. It also argues that, given these faults, the central 

educational authorities had little and /or distorted information about what was happening 

both locally and in their own schools. Therefore, neoliberal educational policies 

presented themselves as the “solution” to the educational system’s flaws and problems: 

decentralizing and applying the theory of the market to the educational system was the 

only way of making it efficient (Dubet, 2004).  
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Under these neoliberal ideals, the educational system begun to face a 

decentralization reform that started during Videla’s military regime and continued when 

democracy was restored: between 1978 and 1991, out of twenty-four thousand public 

schools in Argentina, six thousand establishments were transferred from national to 

provincial administration (Aguerre, 2002, p. 503). However, a major educational reform, 

based on the market-driven neoliberal principles, took place during Menem’s 

administration. This process encompassed the transformation of the role of the state in the 

educational sphere, redefining the public sector, and bringing new actors into the system. 

These policies transferred the responsibilities of the system to other actors, while also 

centralizing control for the government (Feldfeber, 2000). The neoliberal educational 

policies applied in Argentina were “recommended” by international finance 

organizations-- the World Bank, IMF, and Inter-American Development Bank; their 

loans were made conditional on implementing neoliberal reforms. Such reforms 

fundamentally altered the relationship between the state and society, by emphasizing 

privatization, decentralization, and the drastic reduction of state spending on education 

(Feldfeber, 1997). For instance, according to a World Bank report in 1996, in order to 

ensure equal opportunities, the State had to fulfill six specific roles when managing 

education: prioritize education, focus on results, public investment focused on primary 

education, health equity, household participation, and autonomous institutions. It 

recommended that it was more efficient for schools to be autonomous and administer 

their own funding. In addition, this World Bank report justified its intervention in the 

educational sector by stating that it “contributes to reduce poverty and increase the 

productivity of the poor, reduce birth rates, improve health conditions, and prepare 
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people with the necessary aptitudes to participate in the economy and society” (1996, p. 

3).  

The neoliberal years were characterized by an increment in the number of foreign 

loans used in the educational sector. On 1994, the Inter-American Development Bank 

approved the Program of Reforms and Interventions in the Educational Sector, allocating 

a 600 million dollar loan. The project focused on increasing the coverage and improving 

the quality of primary education and improved the efficiency of the educational system 

(Cocorda, 2000, p. 59). The neoliberal educational policies and international investment 

generally prioritized primary education funding. For instance, the 1996 World Bank 

report recommended that the State had to prioritize budgeting primary education because 

the funding for secondary and higher institutions tends to benefit the “rich” students that 

attend them. Therefore, the Central Bank recommended promoting private education and 

complementing public funding with private financing. It was suggested that private 

education provides a “beneficial competition” to public institutions.  

The Argentinean educational reform officially began with the sanction of the 

Federal Law of Education of 1993. This law reinstated the 1420 Law of 1884, which until 

then was the principal regulator of the educational system (Tedesco & Tenti, 2001). 

Among its numerous reforms, the Federal Law of Education decreed an extension of 

compulsory education, a renovation of curricular content, decentralization of the 

educational system, and a system of evaluation of educational quality. This law reflects a 

neoliberal ideology towards education; one of the main market-driven reforms was 

mandated in Article 4 of the Federal Law of Education: “Educational activities are the 

responsibility of the family, as primary and natural agents of education, and of the nation 
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state, as the principal responsible to the provinces, municipalities, the Catholic Church, 

other official religious denominations, and social organizations.”6    

 The Article 4 eliminates the state as the principal administrator of the education 

system by declaring “the families” as the primary agents, thereby creating an 

“educational market.” The formation of the “educational market” was centered on the 

belief that the right to education consists of equal opportunity and freedom of choice 

principles. This concept of education as an individual right regulates the state’s 

subsidiary role, demanding the right of parents to be involved in their children's 

education, the need for these institutions to be autonomous, and the importance of having 

a decentralized bureaucracy. The educational markets proposed in this reform are quasi-

markets, in which the state has a secondary, yet key, role in education.  In this model, the 

parents’ right to choose their children’s schools and the autonomy of these institutions 

replace the centralized bureaucracy (Van Zanten, 2000). This freedom of choice was 

sanctioned by Article 22 of the Provincial Law of Education of 1994, which states that 

“the students’ parents or guardians have the right to choose the school that meets their 

philosophical, moral, and religious convictions for their children or ward.”7 The main 

points involved with the freedom of choice included the commodification of the 

educational system, the privatization of education services, and the introduction of the 

private sector’s logic to the public sphere (Feldfeber, 2000). According to neoliberal 

                                                 
6 Artículo 4°- Las acciones educativas son responsabilidad  de la familia, como agente natural y primario 
de la educación, del Estado nacional como responsable principal, de las provincias, los municipios, la 
Iglesia Católica, las demás confesiones religiosas oficialmente reconocidas y las organizaciones sociales. 
 
7 Artículo 22°- Los padres o tutores de los estudiantes tienen derecho a: c)  Elegir para sus hijos/as o 
pupilos/as, la institución educativa cuyo ideario responda a sus convicciones filosóficas, éticas o religiosas. 
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ideology, the quality of education will improve “automatically” under the mechanisms of 

the market. 

   The process of decentralizing the educational system started before the sanction 

of the 1993 Law. In 1991, the government ratified the Law of Transference of the 

National Educational Services; this ruling transfers the administration of all public 

schools from the federal government to the government of each jurisdiction in 

Argentina.8 This ruling was reinforced in the sanction of the Federal Law of Education in 

1993.   

 
                                                 
8 The Argentinean nation is divided into twenty-four jurisdictions: twenty-three provinces and the 
Autonomous City of Buenos Aires (which has the same powers and rights as the provinces). 

Map 1. Jurisdictions of Argentina 
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The decentralization of the system caused the most radical change in the role of 

the government in education: it transformed the state from administrator to subsidiary. 

The federal government’s new role was that of promoting financial, educational, and 

administrative measures that maintain and encourage the growth of private sector in the 

educational system. The transfer process of schools was completed by 1994. In addition, 

as a way to promote private education, Article 37 of the 1993 Law established that 

private institutions are entitled to receive public funding to cover the costs of teachers’ 

salaries (Dioguardi, Grasso, & Marturano, 2009). 

 However, the neoliberal reforms applied in the educational system combined a 

centralizing and decentralizing double logic. While the management of the system was 

fragmented, the concentration of educational control was implemented through the 

establishment of a standard national curriculum. In addition, the Federal Law of 

Education established a standardized evaluation system and a national teacher training 

system; it also increased the number of school days and the years of compulsory 

education for all students. 

The previously mentioned standardized evaluation system was proposed in 

Article 48 of the 1993 Law: “The Ministry of Culture and Education, the provinces and 

the Municipality of the City of Buenos Aires, must ensure the quality of teaching in the 

different stages, levels, and special arrangements, through an ongoing evaluation of the 

educational system, controlling its adaptation to the provision of this law….”9 The 

                                                 
9 Artículo 48°- El ministerio de Cultura y Educación de la Nación, las provincias y la Municipalidad de la 
Ciudad de Buenos Aires, deberán garantizar la calidad de la formación impartida en los distintos ciclos, 
niveles y regímenes especiales mediante la evaluación permanente del sistema educativo, controlando su 
adecuación a lo establecido en esta ley, a las necesidades de la comunidad, a  la política educativa nacional, 
de cada provincia y de la Municipalidad de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires y a las concertadas en el seno del 
Consejo Federal de Cultura y Educación. 
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national quality assessment system encouraged policies of financing and funding based 

on productivity and performance. This mechanism established a competitive system, 

since the “best schools” were rewarded financially. In some cases, funds were released 

only after the efficiency of establishments was assessed or when mechanisms for 

nationally centralized systems of control over the teaching profession were established, 

paradoxically, in the context of increasingly decentralized systems of public education 

(Torres & Puiggros, 1995). These policies demonstrate the trend of the commodification 

of education and the implementation of a meritocratic, individualistic, and competitive 

logic.   

The competitive and market logic of Menem’s neoliberal educational policies can 

be observed in decree Nº 2.68212 of 1999; this ruling establishes nine “experimental 

schools” (Feldfeber, 2003). This project uses the “charter schools” of the United States as 

a model; these schools are defined as a hybrid of the public and private school. The 

schools are financed by the state but function independently. The state also evaluates and 

assesses the progress of the school, and the schools compete among each other to remain 

functioning and financed (Feldfeber, 2003)  

In addition to the evaluation approach, major changes in the funding of education 

were caused by the decentralization of the system. After the transfer of schools was 

completed in 1994, the national government covered 25 percent of the national education 

budget, while the remaining is covered by the provinces (Rivas et al., 2010). Given that 

the national government only contributed to 25% of the educational funding, the 1993 

reform also encouraged the establishment of parents' cooperatives and associations in 

schools, in order to raise revenues to supplement dwindling state subsidies.  These 
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cooperadoras had to cover expenditures for services that used to be free, such as 

libraries, exams, and salaries for teachers in special subjects (Torres & Puiggros, 1995). 

Ever since the educational system was decentralized and the Ministry of 

Education did not manage any institution, educational policy was marked by a financial 

increment effort at both national and provincial levels. On this note, Article 61 of the 

Federal Law of Education states that “the total public investment in education will be 

gradually doubled and at minimum rate of 20 percent per year, based on the 1993 budget; 

or it will be increased by 50 percent based on the percentage of the gross domestic 

product allocated to education in 1992….”10 The implementation of this policy resulted 

in a large increase on national education spending from 1995 to 1999. However, when 

compared to the investment in other public sectors, this increase in educational 

investment did not involve a major effort of the national state; all public 

spending (not just education) as a whole increased during this period in terms of real and 

relative GDP (Rivas et al., 2010). 

4.2.2. Effects of the neoliberal education reform 
 
Since 1975, the social structure in Argentina became progressively unequal and 

the proportion of people living under the poverty line increased significantly. These 

social changes had a profound impact on the educational system, and schools became 

increasingly segregated by the socioeconomic level of their students. In addition to the 

external social factors that affected the schools, the neoliberal reforms in the educational 

                                                 
10 Artículo 61°- La inversión pública consolidada total en educación (base 992:6.120.196.000), será 
duplicada gradualmente y como mínimo a razón del 20 por ciento anual a partir del presupuesto 1993; o se 
considerará un incremento del 50 por ciento en el porcentaje (base 1992. 4 por ciento) del producto bruto 
interno (base 1992: 153.004.900.000), destinado a educación en 1992. En cualquiera de los dos casos, se  
considerará a los efectos de la definición de los montos la cifra que resultare mayor.  
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system perpetuated social inequality (Rivas et al., 2010). To understand how these 

policies fomented inequality, one needs to think about the risks involved with the 

decentralization of the system; these include deepening of inequalities between regions 

and states; inability of some local actors to administer the schools; reduction or deflection 

of educational funds; and privatization of education (Ibarrolla & Bernal, 2003). 

Various scholars suggest that the Transfer Law originated as an approach to 

reduce the public sector budgeting of the federal government (Garabán, 2009; Kisilevsky, 

1998; Veleda, 2003; Winkler & Geshberg, 2000): “In Argentina the objective of the 

reform was simply to transfer the responsibility for educational expenditures to the 

provincial governments… the question if this change would improve or worsen the 

educational quality was not an central concern” (Winkler & Geshberg, 2000, p. 23). 

Fiscal policy guided the process of transferring educational establishments to the 

jurisdictions without carrying on a thorough examination of the facilities that each 

possessed and lacked; also, the transfer did not take into consideration the financial 

situation of each jurisdiction and the number of establishments in each (Kisilevsky, 

1998). As a result of the lack of strategy in the transfer of schools, numerous 

establishments were not able to be sustained at a provincial level, causing several schools 

to deteriorate even further and others to be shut down (Feldfeber, 2000). The high-need 

schools and their students were the most affected by the decentralization policies; instead 

of creating a competition among institutions that would improve the quality of schools —

as proposed by the neoliberal policies—the decentralization of the system led to a 

divergence between the richer schools and the poorer schools.  
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 Between 1980 and 1995, the number of students in primary education increased 

by 65 percent, and the number of teachers increased by 55 percent, while public spending 

in education increased by 13 percent (Tenti, 1995). The inadequate funding for education 

compared to the significant influx of new students into the system led to the deterioration 

of the Argentinean public schools. This deterioration resulted in elementary and 

secondary schooling segregated by class, with the poor attending public schools, while 

middle- and upper-class students are largely educated at private institutions (Torres & 

Puiggros, 1995): Only 7.2 percent of students attended private schools in 1940; in 

contrast, by 2006, this number grew to 22.4 percent (Rivas et al., 2010). This change 

shows that, while before private education was only used by the elite or those students 

who preferred religious education, “in the present private education is an option for 

almost one quarter of the population: the middle and high class groups that seek a social 

distinction” (Veleda, 2003). A national study conducted in 1996 revealed that not only 

family spending on education increased due to this expansion of private education, but it 

also increased for those families who remained in public establishments: family spending 

increased by 15.5 percent for public primary schools and 66.2 percent for private schools, 

while at the secondary level the percentages are 14.9 and 60.4, respectively (Rivas et al. 

2007, p. 67). 

The emphasis that the neoliberal educational reform put on primary education 

also perpetuated educational inequality at the secondary and higher levels. The 

government’s failure to provide universal secondary education and adequate funding was 

most detrimental for those who had the least amount of resources. According to the 2001 

Census, by the time students reach higher education, only 30 percent of students 
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belonging to the lowest income quintile are enrolled in an educational institution, in 

comparison to 70 percent of students belonging to the highest income quintile (Rivas et 

al., 2010, p. 21).   
Overall, the market mechanisms applied by the educational reform were 

discriminatory, since the “best” educational services are co-opted by those “consumers” 

who possess the resources to obtain them (Veleda, 2003).  This discrimination 

counteracts the “democratizing” policies of equality in access by advantaging those 

students who are in positions to attend the best establishments. In addition, the market 

approach and the quality evaluations led schools to strategically choose their “clientele”: 

“The administrators of the educational establishments use several subtle, yet effective, 

measures that exclude the undesirables” (Tenti, 1995, p. 74).  The competition caused by 

the quality assessment system of education also contributed to this educational 

segregation; the better positioned families place their children in the “best” schools. 

Therefore, the schools that in the first place have more resources tend to have the 

wealthier students. The segregation of social class in schools affects the budget of the 

institution, since the cooperadoras that are in charge of collecting money for basic 

necessities have more funding as the socioeconomic status of the students is higher.   

4.3. Trajectory from the neoliberal era to the present 
  
The neoliberal policies applied throughout the 80’s and 90’s in Argentina led to 

the collapse of the economy in 2001. The downfall of the economy had severe 

repercussions on the political and social spheres of the nation. The strategies applied to 

“stabilize” the economy, such as freezing all bank accounts, caused upheaval and chaos 

among the Argentinean citizens. By December 2001, the political sector also collapsed 
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and President Fernando de la Rua was forced to resign; a series of four different 

individuals then occupied the presidential office in less than a two-week period. By this 

point, the educational sector was facing a severe crisis, marked by high drop-out and 

grade repetition rates, institutional disintegration, and a profound educational inequality 

(Tiramoni, 2009). Educational discrimination and segregation resulted in a segmented 

distribution of education, which prevented the high-need students from accessing the 

same levels of education that the dominant groups received.  

After two years of facing a severe economic, political, and social crisis, in 2003, 

new powers took charge and began to create and modify policies. This period marked the 

beginning of a new era, which combined the economic model of the 1990’s with 

structural changes that promoted domestic production and benefitted employment (Rivas 

et al. 2007). In the past seven years, Argentina has been going through a recovery period.  

On one hand, it is clear that certain sectors of the nation have been steadily improving—

such as the economic sector. On the other hand, the governments after Menem’s 

neoliberal era have failed to radically change some of the most sharp and unjust issues 

that Argentinean society faced, including income polarization, marginalization and 

exclusion of large sectors of the population, high unemployment rates, and regional 

inequalities (Feldfeber, 2007).  

4.3.1. Today’s schools 

Over the last six years, the federal government has applied various measures to 

overcome the educational crisis. The first measure was taken in 2005 with the sanction of 

the Education Finance Law; this law established that the national and provincial 

governments must progressively increase their investment in education, science, and 
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technology, until its funding matched six percent of the GDP by 2010 (Rivas et al. 2007). 

However, a substantial increase in the States’ school budget can begin to be observed by 

2006 and 2007 (Rivas et al., 2010).  

The structure of the educational system was modified by the sanction of two laws: 

The National Education Law of 2006 and the Provincial Educational Law of 2007.  Both 

of these decrees attempted to substitute some of the neoliberal educational policies 

applied during the 90’s. Article 11 of the National Education Law of 2006 mandates that 

the objective of the national educational policy is to “guarantee equal access and 

opportunities to a high quality education, without regional imbalances or social 

inequities.”11  

On one hand, the expansion of access to education was accomplished before the 

ratification of the 2006 law: according to 2001 census data, 98.1 percent of the school-

aged population was enrolled in school (CIPPEC, 2008). On the other hard, the matter of 

equality in quality of education was still an unresolved issue; therefore, the National 

Education Law of 2006 places emphasis on measures to provide equality in quality. For 

instance, Article 85 of this law decrees that the Ministry of Education, Science, and 

Technology is to guarantee high educational quality by “establishing curricular structures 

and contents, and prioritizing core topics for all levels and years of compulsory 

schooling.”12 Based on this ruling, the Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology 

                                                 
11 Artículo 11°-  Los fines y objetivos de la política educativa nacional son: Asegurar una educación de 
calidad con igualdad de oportunidades y posibilidades, sin desequilibrios regionales ni inequidades 
sociales. 
 
12Artículo 85°-  Para asegurar la buena calidad de la educación, la cohesión y la integración nacional y 
garantizar la validez nacional de los títulos correspondientes, el Ministerio de Educación, Ciencia y 
Tecnología, en acuerdo con el Consejo Federal de Educación: Definirá estructuras y contenidos 
curriculares comunes y núcleos de aprendizaje prioritarios en todos los niveles y años de la escolaridad 
obligatoria. 
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published a Curricular Policy Framework in 2007. This document lays the foundation of 

the national curriculum and denominates the curriculum as “encompassing all curricular 

documents—including structure, proposals, or materials—as well as the practices that 

take place in the teaching and learning processes. In other words, not only what is 

established by the documents, but also what is effectively taught—explicitly and 

implicitly—and learned in the classroom.”13 In addition, the National Education Law of 

2006 tries to achieve equal opportunity in quality of education by establishing equal 

educational resources. For instance, Article 91 states that the Ministry of Education, 

Science, and Technology will enhance school libraries and will create them in the 

institutions that do not posses them14. It is important to note, that even though the law 

establishes a national curriculum and promotes equality in resources, the government 

does not provide schools with textbooks or other classroom material for student use.   

The most important educational policies established in the neoliberal period that 

remain enforced are those that decentralize the educational system. For instance, Article 5 

of the Provincial Educational Law of 2007 dictates that the province has the principal and 

irrevocable responsibility to provide, guarantee, and supervise an integral, inclusive, and 

                                                                                                                                                 
  
13Marco General de Política Curricular: La política curricular de la provincia de Buenos Aires se sostiene a 
partir de una concepción de curriculum entendido como “síntesis de elementos culturales (conocimientos, 
valores, costumbres, creencias, hábitos) que conforman una propuesta político-educativa”. Es importante 
destacar que esta definición contempla tanto los documentos curriculares –ya sean diseños, propuestas o 
materiales de desarrollo curricular- como las prácticas concretas que se expresan en los procesos de 
enseñanza y de aprendizaje. Es decir, no sólo lo que se establece a través de documentos, sino también lo 
que efectivamente se enseña –en forma explícita e implícita- y se aprende en el aula. 
  
14 Artículo 91°- El Ministerio de Educación, Ciencia y Tecnología, en acuerdo con el Consejo Federal de 
Educación, fortalecerá las bibliotecas escolares existentes y asegurará su creación y adecuado 
funcionamiento en aquellos establecimientos que carezcan de las mismas. 
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permanent education for all its habitants.15 Along these lines, Article 121 of the National 

Education Law of 2006 validates that the provincial governments are responsible for 

planning, organizing, administrating, and financing their respective educational systems, 

based on the social, economic, and cultural needs of their jurisdiction.16 However, the 

national government does not provide any assistance for those provinces with urgent 

“social, economic, and cultural needs”; in the provincial regulations, only four 

Constitutions mention the obligation of the State to implement a system of grants as a 

mechanism to generate equality in educational opportunities—this is the case in the 

provinces of Jujuy, Misiones, San Luis, and Neuquen (Rivas et al. 2007). Furthermore, 

the current policies continue to promote private education by providing public funding to 

private institutions. This procedure is endorsed by Article 65 of the 2006 Law, which 

establishes that the national government will subsidize certain private institutions through 

the payment of teachers’ salaries.17  

4.3.2. Today’s educational problems 

 Despite the measures taken to overcome the educational crisis, basic issues, such 

as low quality, unequal access, low retention, grade repetition, high drop-out rates, are 

                                                 
15 Artículo 5°- La Provincia, a través de la Dirección General de Cultura y Educación, tiene la 
responsabilidad principal e indelegable de proveer, garantizar y supervisar una educación integral, 
inclusiva, permanente y de calidad para todos sus habitantes, garantizando la igualdad, gratuidad y la 
justicia social en el ejercicio de este derecho, con la participación del conjunto de la comunidad educativa.  
 
16 Artículo 121°- Los gobiernos provinciales y de la Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, en cumplimiento 
del mandato constitucional, deben: Ser responsables de planificar, organizar, administrar y financiar el 
sistema educativo en su jurisdicción, según sus particularidades sociales, económicas y culturales. 
 
17Artículo 65°- La asignación de aportes financieros por parte del Estado destinados a los salarios docentes 
de los  establecimientos de gestión privada reconocidos y autorizados por las autoridades jurisdiccionales 
competentes, estará basada en criterios objetivos de justicia social, teniendo en cuenta la función social  
que cumple en su zona de influencia, el tipo de establecimiento, el proyecto educativo o propuesta 
experimental y el arancel que se establezca. 
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still present (Feldfeber, 2007; Rivas et al., 2010; Tiramonti, 2009). The principal issue 

impeding the end of the educational crisis is that the government did not approach the 

problems with integral policies, but rather with individual responses to the present 

political needs (Feldfeber, 2007, p. 130).   

To understand the magnitude of the inequality problem caused by the transfer law 

and the defragmentation of the educational system, it is necessary to acknowledge the 

social disparities between the provinces. For example, in 2007, the Buenos Aires 

Province’s public spending reached AR$1,878 per person, while the province of Santa 

Cruz used AR$11,781 per person (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 46). This indicates that within 

one nation provinces coexist with resources that resemble those of the developed 

countries and provinces with resources similar to the poorest nations in South America 

(Rivas et al., 2010). The discrepancy in resources between provinces is directly correlated 

to the vast inequalities in educational budgets. For instance, while the relatively wealthy 

provinces in the Patagonia spend annually 4,500 pesos per student in public education, 

the most populated provinces spend half of this amount and the poorest spend even less, 

2,171 pesos (Rivas et al., 2010). Therefore, the most populated provinces are the most 

affected because they receive the same amount of federal assistance as the other 

provinces, yet they need to distribute the budget into more establishments and students. 

Furthermore, the provinces with the highest levels of poverty have the worst 

establishments and the people who need them the most.      

 The discrepancy in per-student funding among the provinces is reflected in the 

quality of education and the distribution of educational resources. For instance, the results 

of the National Evaluation of Education reveal that the province of Buenos Aires, which 
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was one of the jurisdictions most affected by the fragmentation of the educational system, 

descended from being ranked number two out of the twenty-four provinces in Argentina 

in terms of educational quality in 1997 to number sixteen in 2007 (CIPPEC, 2008). 

Furthermore, recent national assessments reveal the unequal distribution of resources 

among its public schools: as of 2010, 12 percent of the public schools in Argentina had 

more students than desks available, and 20.2 percent of schools did not have enough 

bathrooms based on the number of students (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 70). This lack of basic 

resources contravenes the right to education. Additionally, an international examination 

reveals that only 53 percent of the students in Argentinean primary schools own and use, 

at least, one textbook (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 72). 

Given that around ninety percent of the educational funding goes to paying 

salaries, the differences in per-pupil spending are also reflected in the teachers’ wages: 

while in the province of Tierra del Fuego salaries exceed AR$1,000 per month, in the 

poorest jurisdiction some teachers live in poverty; in the provinces of Misiones and 

Tucumán, teachers were receiving less than AR$490 per month (Mezzadra & Rivas, 

2005). The inequality in teachers’ salaries directly impacts the quality of education, since 

the teachers that receive the lowest wages tend to carry out strikes and protests that put on 

hold educational activities: “Between 1994 and 2004, the provinces that faced more than 

forty consecutive days of teachers’ strikes tend to be those that offer the lowest salaries 

and have the lowest per-student budget” (Mezzadra & Rivas, 2005, p. 3). 

 The effects of the education neoliberal reform of the 1990’s, including the 

deterioration of the public schools’ quality and the resulting expansion of private 

education, are still present today. In comparison to other nations, Argentina is 
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characterized by having a large private educational sector, which serves one quarter of 

nations’ students. This phenomenon is not only caused by the neoliberal policies that 

weakened public education, but the federal government continues to promote private 

education: 65.2 percent of the private schools in Argentina receive a federal subsidy 

which covers teachers’ wages. In 2005, the transfer of state resources to private 

establishments added up to AR$2,482 million; this number represents 13 percent of the 

total educational budget (CIPPEC, 2009). For example, in 2005, the Buenos Aires 

Province spent 2,111 pesos per student in public education and AR$820 per student in 

private sector. A study by the Centro de Implementación de Políticas Públicas para la 

Equidad y el Crecimiento (CIPPEC) (Center for the Implementation of Public Policies 

Promoting Equity and Growth) shows that in addition to the AR$820, each student in 

private school had an average tuition of AR$1,946; therefore, the spending on public 

schools per student was 30 percent lower than the budget for private school students in 

the Buenos Aires Province (Rivas et al., 2010). Additionally, other studies show that 

private and public schools reflects the existing social gap. According to one study, if the 

population was equally divided into thirds based on income, 92 percent of the lowest 

third attend public institutions, in comparison to 42 percent of the highest third. However, 

these numbers are distorted because the higher social class encompasses a much smaller 

number than one-third of the Argentinean population; “thus, if the population was 

divided into ten groups based on income, the numbers would show that the majority of 

the highest tenth of the population attends private schools” (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 91).    

The deterioration of educational quality in Argentina and the inequality in 

distribution are also reflected in international quality assessments, such as the Program 
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for International Student Assessment (PISA). In the 2003 PISA evaluation, Argentina 

was ranked number six out of forty-three nations, in terms of having the largest 

divergence of results between schools (CIPPEC 2008). In 2006, the PISA evaluation 

measured the quality of education in fifty-seven countries, including all “developed 

countries.” Argentina was placed at the bottom of this ranking: number fifty-one in 

science, fifty-two in mathematics, and fifty-three in reading (CIPPEC 2008). In 

comparison to the results of 2000, out of the thirty-six countries that participated in both 

the 2000 and the 2006 evaluations, Argentina was the one with the largest drop in the 

results for reading.  

Aside from the unequal financial distribution, another cause for the discrepancy in 

educational quality among schools is the failure to address the heterogeneity of the 

students (Feldfeber, 2007). These problems contribute to the fact that only 31 percent of 

the students who enter first grade finish their secondary education. The educational 

system is marked by high levels of grade repetition, which surpasses 25 percent of the 

students in primary school (Rivas et al., 2007). The problems of educational exclusion 

and grade repetition manifest in secondary school, when the drop-out rates increase 

dramatically. In 2004, there was a 9.6 percent drop-out rate in the seventh to ninth grade: 

practically, ten out of a hundred students who start the school year in those levels do not 

continue to the next one (Rivas et al., 2007). The situation exacerbates between the tenth 

and twelve grades, in which the drop-out rate was 16.8 percent by 2004. The educational 

inequalities between regions, caused by the fragmentation of the system, are also 

reflected in the drop-out rates. For instance, in 2004, the poorest provinces, such as the 
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province of Buenos Aires or Jujuy, had a drop-out rate between the tenth and twelve 

grades that surpassed 20 percent (Rivas et al. 2007). 

 Research reveals that the divergence in distribution and educational quality favors 

the groups that are better positioned in the social hierarchy. For instance, one study 

indicates that in 2008 the public schools with students of higher socioeconomic status had 

more technological equipment and buildings in better conditions than schools of students 

of lower socioeconomic status (Rivas et al, 2010, p. 152). A study carried out by the 

CIPPEC in 2004 indicates that the public schools with the poorest students have fewer 

computers, the least experienced teachers and administrators, and the most deteriorated 

buildings—in comparison to the public schools that have the wealthier students (Rivas, 

Veleda, & Vera, 2009).  According to this study, the uneven distribution based on social 

class results from several factors, including the State’s failure to plan and distribute 

resources equitably due to the lack of consideration of socioeconomic indicators and 

policies that are too broad. Another contributing factor is residential and spatial 

segregation; this results in homogeneous schools that reflect the socioeconomic status of 

the regions in which the institution are located. Furthermore, schools themselves 

reproduce disparities by the unequal collection of funding by the cooperadoras; the 

budget of the cooperadoras varies by the socioeconomic position of students and parents, 

and tends to be used for vital aspects for the functioning of the school (Rivas, Veleda, & 

Vera, 2009). This system of cooperadoras, which has been established by educational 

policies since the 1990’s, puts the most disadvantaged students in a further disadvantaged 

position.  
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 The processes of residential segregation have a high impact in education, 

reflecting the social inequalities of the region onto the schools. Although this 

phenomenon was brought up by the 2004 CIPPEC study, the distribution of educational 

opportunities based on the socioeconomic levels of different regions has not been widely 

examined (Veleda, 2005). “While in English-speaking countries this issue has been 

present in their literature for at least twenty years, there are few studies that focus on this 

matter in Latin America” (Terigi, 2009, p. xi). 

 In Argentina, the issue of educational inequality is centered on inequalities found 

among provinces; some studies, however, do examine the relation between the levels of 

poverty within the provinces and its relation to educational opportunities. For instance, 

Fernández, Lemos, and Wiñar (1997) conducted a study based on census data, which 

showed that educational inequalities are deeper at an intra-provincial level than at an 

inter-provincial; “the magnitude of the educational inequalities found between provinces 

expands significantly when observing the social inequalities within these 

regions”(Fernández, Lemos, & Wiñar, 1997, p. 198).      

 One major study on residential segregation and its impact on education was 

carried out by Cecilia Veleda between 2001 and 2003. Veleda examines how the 

province of Buenos Aires reflects its social and residential segmentation in its public 

school system. The study is centered on two regions within the province of Buenos Aires: 

General San Martin, a region mostly composed of a low-middle class population, and 

Vicente López, a region mainly composed of a high-middle class. Throughout extensive 

field work, Veleda finds that the schools are not only segregated as a reflection of 

residential segregation, but there are also endogenous factors that contributed to schools 
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that are homogenous in terms of social class (Veleda, 2005). Given that families have the 

“freedom” of choosing their children’s educational establishments, schools try to attain as 

many students as possible; however, in the case of the highest “demanded schools,” they 

get to select their student population based on social and educational criteria. The 

structure of the educational system reinforces institutional segregation; for instance, the 

“most popular schools” have the privilege to choose their students, and since the 

socioeconomic status of the students is reflected in the parents’ cooperadora funding and 

the quality assessments results, they try to favor children with this profile (Veleda, 2005, 

p. 54). Veleda also observed that the students who could not enter --or did not try to 

enter-- the schools positioned at the top of the hierarchy go to the institutions positioned 

at the middle of the hierarchy. At the very bottom, those schools that could not gather 

enough students; these institutions tend to resort to decreasing academic standards or 

offering in-school food banks, as a way to attract the children in disadvantaged positions 

(Veleda, 2005, p. 55). The study concludes by stating that the socioeconomic status of the 

students is correlated with the school’s prestige, its academic level, the quality of its 

teachers, the resources available, and the funding of the cooperadora. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have seen an overview of the formation of the Argentinean 

educational system, its influences and objectives. From starting as a tool to indoctrinate 

“barbarians” and form “good citizens,” the role of the school has been changing 

according to economic, political, and social shifts. The influence of neoliberal policies in 

all spheres during the military dictatorship in the 1970’s and 1980’s marked a beginning 

of a major transformation of the educational system. These market-driven policies, which 
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became fully implemented during the 1990’s, had an enormous impact in the inequality 

of wealth. Census results, surveys, and studies from the 1990’s and 2000’s reveal that as 

the gap between the rich and the poor in Argentina became wider, the inequality in 

educational offer also expanded. For instance, the neoliberal policies that fragmented the 

educational system resulted in an uneven distribution of resources, given that the main 

source for funding became each of the twenty-four jurisdictions in Argentina (twenty-

three provinces and the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires). Empirical research shows 

that there are grave inter-jurisdictional inequalities, however, few studies examine if all 

students within one jurisdiction have the same opportunities to access a good quality 

education. Therefore, given the limitations of the existing works, I conducted a study to 

examine if within one jurisdiction (the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires), having the 

same primary source of funding and the same curriculum results in equality in access to a 

good education. In the following chapter, Methodology, I will explain the logic and 

procedures to test this hypothesis.  
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CHAPTER 5: Methodology  

Given the limited research on how social inequalities within a province affect 

education, my study examines the educational system within the Autonomous City of 

Buenos Aires (note that the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires is separated from the 

province of Buenos Aires, acting as two different jurisdictions). The Autonomous City of 

Buenos Aires (ACBA) has been historically expanding, encompassing seventeen percent 

of the total Argentinean population in 1870 to forty percent in 2010 (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 

33).18 The city is socioeconomically diverse and geographically segregated; its southern 

region is composed mostly of a lower socioeconomic status population, and the northern 

region has a higher socioeconomic status population (Rivas et al, 2007). For instance, the 

diversity in socioeconomic status is reflected in the numbers of dwelling ownership: 

while 60.7 percent of the population of ACBA owns a property, 27.7 percent rents, and 

11.6 percent are occupant by special permission, assistance, or loan (Terigi, 2009, p. 33). 

 The region constitutes a paradigmatic location for the analysis of the relation 

between residential and educational segregation due to the significant number of youth 

living in poverty: 16.1 percent of the population in ACBA is under fourteen years old and 

20.1 percent of these minors live below the poverty line (INDEC, 2006).  The city’s 

social inequality is reflected by a profound level of urban poverty, which is perpetuated 

by a “federal scheme of unfair distribution of resources” (Rivas el at. 2010, p. 114). 

Furthermore, the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires was one of the epicenters of the 

neoliberal economic crisis of 2001; “due to the large number of households that were 

vulnerable to cope with those conflicts and critical situations, children and adolescents 

                                                 
18 All literature and statistical data used in the first two sections of this chapter (5 and 5.1) were translated 
from Spanish to English by me. 
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were the most affected segment of the disadvantaged population, as they then have the 

highest drop-out rates and the majority cannot obtain employment” (Leporee, 2006, p. 9). 

 My study will examine whether the social inequality found in Buenos Aires and 

its geographic segregation by socioeconomic status are reflected in schools. Therefore, I 

will analyze if, depending on the region within the city, schools are stratified by social 

class and how this stratification impacts the students’ educational opportunities. In 

addition, I will consider if the schools in the residentially segregated ACBA use the same 

mechanisms that contribute to producing and reproducing social inequalities in the 

residentially segregated cities of the United States; these mechanisms, which were 

described in chapter two, include the unequal distribution of knowledge and economic 

and cultural resources.  

5.1. Choosing sample school districts  
 

Existing research on the United Stated has shown that territorial segregation is 

highly reflected in the educational sphere; therefore, to prove that this effect also occurs 

in Argentina, the research sample has first to be drawn based on location (Anyon, 2005; 

Cordon &  Roscigno, 2003; Dumas 2009; Dreier et al., 2004; Fruchter, 2007; Herriott & 

St. John, 1996; Massey & Denton, 1993; Sagalyn & Frieden 1992). Therefore, I selected 

to examine Argentinean schools that were located within the same city but in different 

school districts. Specifically, the school districts chosen had to differ in socioeconomic 

demographics. By choosing school districts located in the same jurisdiction, the 

Autonomous City of Buenos Aires, all schools should be receiving the same funds and 

covering the same national curriculum. For the academic year of 2009, the city of Buenos 

Aires had 662,332 students enrolled in public primary schools and spent yearly 
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AR$5196.64 per student (CIPPEC, 2009); this allocation is the primary source of the 

funding that public primary schools receive in the ACBA.  

The Autonomous City of Buenos Aires is officially divided into twenty-one 

districts (INDEC, 2001c).  Given that the national census does not measure the income 

based on region, for the purpose of selecting districts of varying socioeconomic status –

high, middle, and low– I analyzed the statistics on the living conditions of the residents of 

each district.  The last census, carried out in 2001, reports the percentage of people living 

in “critical overcrowded conditions”—someone who is living in a residence where a 

room is shared by three or more people. The percentage of people living in these critical 

overcrowded conditions range from 0.2 percent to 10.6 percent; the mean percentage for 

the twenty-one districts is 3.5 percent, and it has a standard deviation of 2.2 percent 

(INDEC, 2001b).  Based on this information, I calculated that those districts standing 

between 1.3 percent and 5.8 percent represent territories composed mainly by people with 

a middle socioeconomic status. Those districts that have from 0.2 percent to 1.2 percent 

of people in critical overcrowded conditions were considered to represent high 

socioeconomic status areas. The districts that had above 5.8 percent of their population 

living in critical overcrowded conditions were labeled as low socioeconomic locations.  

Based on these standards, of the twenty-one district divisions of Buenos Aires, five are 

considered to contain a population with high-socioeconomic status, eleven districts of 

middle-socioeconomic status, and five of low-socioeconomic status. These 

socioeconomic regional divisions based on living conditions concur with the existing 

research findings which state that the ACBA is socioeconomically divided into three 

parts: the south is mostly composed of a lower socioeconomic status population, the 
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center has mainly a middle-class population, and the northern region has a higher 

socioeconomic status population (Rivas et al, 2007). 

 
Map 2. Districts of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires 
 

 
 
 
5.2. Choosing sample schools 
  
 Once I had the school districts labeled by high, middle, and low socioeconomic 

status, I had to select one public primary school from each division. The reason for 

carrying out field work at three different schools is because it allows for the comparison 

of the three typical layers of social stratification based on the location of the institution. 

This comparative analysis permits the research to contrast the students’ educational 
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experience based on the general social class category of the district where the school is 

located. In addition, having a sample of three institutions was sufficient to compare the 

impact that socioeconomic status has on education.  

Snowball sampling technique was applied to get access into the three schools 

where the study’s field work was carried out. I was referred to different schools’ 

principals by an educational science professor who knew about my research project; after 

explaining my study and the field work procedures to the administrators at the schools I 

was granted access to three institutions.        

 Subsequent to accessing the three sample schools, the study was narrowed by 

focusing only on sixth-grade classes within those institutions. One of the principal 

reasons for choosing sixth grade is that it is the last grade in primary school. The 

Argentinean public secondary school system is complex since it is split into two models: 

Educacion Secundaria and Polimodal; thus, the official curriculum is not the same in all 

public secondary institutions. In addition, examining the sixth grade allows me to 

compare how the students are being prepared for secondary school.   

Another reason for studying the sixth grade is that, as of 2009, the total school 

attendance rate in the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires was 99 percent for six- to 

twelve-year-olds and 89.5 percent for thirteen to seventeen-year-olds (Rivas et al., 2010). 

Even though school attendance is compulsory between the ages of five and seventeen, 

attendance in primary school is higher than in secondary. Therefore, narrowing the focus 

on eleven- and twelve-year-old students seemed to contribute to a more representative 

sample, given that only one percent of students that age are not enrolled in an educational 

institution.    
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 The research sample was further narrowed by centralizing ultimately on sixth-

grade social studies classes. According to Michael Apple (1979), “social studies and 

science as they are taught in the large majority of schools provide some of the most 

explicit instances of hidden teaching” (p.82). Due to the subjectivity of the subject, I 

expected to find the most variations in didactic approaches in social studies courses 

among the different schools.  

5.3. Triangulation method 
 

Given the macro-nature of the research subject, I chose to apply methodological 

triangulation to increase the validity of the findings. Identifying and deciphering a hidden 

curriculum encompasses several variables; therefore, data has been collected from 

multiple sources and through multiple qualitative methods: classroom observations, open-

ended interviews, and content analysis. Each method employed served to complement the 

others, as well as to contribute to the corroboration of the findings. The field work was 

carried out in a period of four months, starting in March and ending in June 2010.    

The principal ethical issue that I had to address for the field work is 

confidentiality, both of the teachers and the schools. After being granted permission to 

carry out the field work by the principal of each school, I had to present my research 

proposal to the sixth-grade teacher and be authorized to conduct the investigation.  I kept 

participants’ names, names of the schools, and the districts confidential. All the field 

notes and interviews were transcribed onto my computer before returning to the U.S.  

Each interview was coded by the socioeconomic status of the school (HSES, MSES, and 

LSES) and by teacher 1 or 2.  All the field work data collected was in Spanish; after 

analyzing it, the fragments used in the thesis were translated to English by me.  
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5.3.1. Classroom observations 

One of the methods carried out was classroom observations; this consisted on 

observing eight sessions of the sixth-grade social studies class in each school. After 

obtaining consent from the teachers in each school, I was given a schedule of the times 

social studies was taught. In each of the three schools, I varied the days and times I 

observed the classes; I did this to see if the classroom dynamics differed according to the 

time the class was held or the day of the week. During the observations, I sat in the back 

of the room, took notes on several aspects of the classroom, and did not interact with the 

students. I analyzed the classroom atmosphere and environment, including structure and 

resources available.  I paid close attention to the interactions between teachers and 

students, as well as among students.  Both the content being taught and the pedagogical 

approach were evaluated; this included answering questions such as: How much space for 

critical thinking does the educator gives the students? How interactive are classes? Do 

teachers use lectures or are there active learning activities? In addition, I examined how 

much time the instructor devoted to discipline and how the disciplinary messages were 

transmitted to the students. In addition to the premeditated questions I prepared, each 

class and each school brought up new relevant matters. 

5.3.2. Interviews 
 

Another approach used to evaluate inequality and consider whether a hidden 

curriculum existed in each classroom was employing open-ended interviews with 

teachers. I interviewed each of the social studies teachers who taught in the classes I 

observed. In addition, I interviewed a supplementary sixth-grade teacher from each 

school. Conducting two interviews at each school was pertinent to obtain a different point 
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of view in addition to the one from the teacher seen in the classroom observations. Also, 

it served as a way to confirm the teachers’ perceptions on the institution where they were 

working. The interviews were semi-structured, and each lasted about forty minutes. 

Some of the goals of the interview were to gain a better understanding of the 

teaching practices; to find differences and/or similarities among the methods used by the 

different teachers; to examine the classroom expectations for each teacher; and to find 

patterns with the qualifications of the teacher and the socioeconomic level of the school. 

Teachers were asked about their qualifications and experiences in the field, their 

involvement in the school, and their points of view about the class’s structure. I also used 

the interviews to reaffirm some of the issues or matters observed in the classroom. The 

question about expectations and the work of the students was repeated in all six 

interviews. I asked the teachers to express how relevant they thought the content of their 

course is for the students’ life and academic career.  

5.3.3. Content Analysis        

 Another method employed to complement the comparison of schools was content 

analysis, which consisted of examining and decoding the textbooks used in the social 

studies classes observed. Even though the curriculum is imposed by the government, the 

State does not provide schools with textbooks; therefore, each teacher has the freedom to 

select the class’s textbook. I narrowed this method by focusing on a specific recurring 

topic in all textbooks (such as a historical event or civics topic) and comparing the three 

books to see if they cover the same ideas, how they each present “facts,” and what type of 

questions are asked. The idea to compare social studies textbooks arises from Apple’s 

argument, which suggests that:         
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It has become increasingly evident that the formal corpus of schools knowledge 
found in, say, most history books and social studies texts and materials has, over 
the years, presented a somewhat biased view of the true nature of amount and 
possible use of internecine strife in which groups in this country and others have 
engaged. (Apple, 1979, p. 93)  
        

The choice of material used in class reflects as well the covert and overt ideologies that 

are being inculcated and internalized by students. 

Conclusion 
  
 By conducting my study in schools located in the same jurisdiction, the variables 

of the official curriculum and state funding are constant: the primary source of funding 

should be equal in amount for all institutions, and the official curriculum covered should 

be the same. Therefore, by selecting schools located in different socioeconomic sectors, I 

can examine if the educational experience varies by the socioeconomic status of the 

students. In the following chapter, I present the results from the classroom observations 

and interviews conducted in each institution, as well as the results from the analysis of 

the content of the material used in each classroom. By employing classroom 

observations, teacher interviews, and content analysis, we can see how the socioeconomic 

status of the school and its students shapes the classroom and learning experiences.      
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CHAPTER 6: Data and analysis 
 
 In the previous chapter I posit that the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires is 

polarized along class lines; therefore its public schools tend to group populations that 

mainly pertain to the same social class. In this chapter I show how socioeconomic status 

of the students attending public schools in Buenos Aires impacts their education. I 

present the findings from the classroom observations, interviews, and content analysis, at 

each of the schools, the LSES, MSES, and HSES.19  

 The chapter is divided into four parts, each encompassing the main factors that 

shape the students’ educational experience: The first two parts deal with the central 

agents in the educational process: the teachers and the students. The last two parts deal 

with the objects that affect the shape in the interaction among and between these agents: 

educational resources and the curriculum. I address each separately to provide an 

explanation of their character.        

 Each part is subdivided into three sections, examining several aspects of those 

factors. Part one is about the teachers interviewed and observed during their social studies 

course. It includes information about their qualifications as teachers, how they exercised 

authority in class, what norms and values were transmitted though discipline, and how 

they perceived and modified the official curriculum.       

 The second part is about the students and their parents. It examines how the ethnic 

background of the students shapes their academic experience; how the involvement of 

parents in the school is reflected in the funds and resources of the school; and how the 

                                                 
19 LSES= Low socioeconomic status; MSES= Middle socioeconomic status; HSES= High socioeconomic 
status. The socioeconomic status of the school was determined by the socioeconomic status of the school 
district. 
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involvement of parents outside school impacts the students’ academic performance and 

the curriculum.  Part three is about the relation between resources and education. It 

presents the differences in material used in class throughout the three schools, the 

different resources each institution possessed and offered, and the impact the students’ 

assets had on the curriculum. The last part examines the content of the lessons and 

academic materials used in class. It particularly focuses on the transmission of norms, 

values, and ideologies that reinforce a social position. It also includes how knowledge is 

distributed and the impact that teaching methods have in the learning experience of the 

student. 20 

6.1. Part I: Teachers 
 
Teachers’ qualifications, approaches to discipline in the classroom, various ways 

of using the curriculum and managing classroom activities are components of the 

complex dynamics of a classroom which shape the learning experience. 

6.1.1. Teachers’ qualifications 
 

Similar to other professions, the experience and training that teachers receive is 

reflected in their work. Through various in-depth interviews, I was able to compare the 

educational qualification of teachers based on the socioeconomic status of their 

institution: two interviewees worked at the LSES school, two at the MSES school, and 

two at the HSES school. One interviewee from each of the three schools taught in the 

classes I observed; therefore, I was able to analyze and corroborate if their experience in 

the educational field resonated when teaching and managing the classroom.    

                                                 
20 All data used in this chapter was translated from Spanish to English by me. 
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Prior to evaluating the qualifications of the teachers at each school, it is necessary 

to understand the hiring process that each educator must go through. In the Argentinean 

educational system, teachers obtain their positions based on a point system: when there is 

an opening at a school, teachers apply and the ones with the most points have priority in 

obtaining the job. These points are awarded to educators based on their studies and years 

of experience in the teaching field; currently, the requirements to become a licensed 

primary school teacher is completing three years in a higher education institute and 

subsequently one year of residency. A common issue with this system is that since 

teachers tend to prefer to work at schools that have a solid structure and numerous 

resources, the wealthier schools get to hire the most qualified applicants. As the 

interviews show, there are always some exceptions in which teachers with significant 

experience prefer to work at institutions with disadvantaged populations. 

A professor whom I observed teaching social sciences at the LSES school had 

thirty years of experience on the field; she mentioned that she was one of the most 

experienced teachers at the school. This teacher completed the mandatory training in a 

year and a half and started working in the educational field when she was eighteen; at that 

time the studies required to become a teacher were less demanding than they are now. 

Although she claims, “I graduated when I was eighteen and I needed to start working 

right away,” she mentions, that regardless of the financial need to have a job, she always 

wanted to be a teacher. In her years of experience, she worked with different grades and 

different socioeconomic populations at various institutions located in different districts, 

and with different grades. “Since I began teaching I always worked with the subjects of 

social studies and language arts because that is my passion; it is like I am meant to teach 
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about these topics.” At the time of the interview, the teacher was working at another 

school during the afternoons due to “financial necessities”; even though the other 

institution was located in another district, she says that the populations at both schools 

were similar. She explained that her preference for teaching at schools located in districts 

of low socioeconomic status arises from her personal experiences; since she came from 

an underprivileged family and had to attend low-resource schools during her childhood, 

she wanted to “help make a difference for children in that position.”  In comparison with 

the other five, she had completed the fewest years of studies to become an educator but 

was the one with the most years of experience in the field.  Her justifications for working 

at that particular school demonstrate her awareness of the social class of her students and 

the precarious situation of the institution.  

A second teacher interviewed at the LSES school was the youngest and had the 

least teaching experience out of all the interviewees. She had been teaching for three 

years; one of those years she worked as a substitute teacher. Her preparation to become a 

teacher included two-and-a-half  years of the required teacher training and half a year of 

mandatory “residency.” The residency was completed at a primary school located in a 

middle class district; however, the teacher was already familiar with the population of 

this LSES school because she was from the area. During her three years of experience, 

she worked teaching different grades and different subjects; at the time of the interview, 

she was teaching natural sciences and mathematics to the sixth grade. When I asked why 

she applied to work at this school, she replied that “they tend to hire young teachers” and 

that its location is convenient because she lives nearby.  In addition, she needed to get a 

job right away, and one of the reasons she thought teaching was a good profession is that 
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“it does not require too many years of preparation and you can work as soon as you 

complete the training.” This teacher also found it necessary to work at a second school 

during the afternoon, which was also located in the same district.   

The social studies teacher interviewed and observed during class at the MSES 

school had been working in the educational field for seventeen years. Sixteen of those 

years had been spent at this MSES school; during the last ten years, he had been teaching 

the sixth grade and social studies. His first year of teaching was combined with his 

residency at a school outside the city of Buenos Aires. This interviewee’s preparations as 

a teacher included a three-year mandatory training, paid residency, and four years of 

“recreational studies” with a degree as a “recreational instructor.” His working 

experiences also included a job in the field of “non-formal education” as a coordinator of 

a summer camp for six years. According to this teacher, his additional degree and 

experience provided him with enough points to obtain a job at “this great institution.” 

When I asked about his future plans, he mentioned that he is very pleased with the 

environment at the school and has no intentions of changing his job. 

The other teacher interviewed at the MSES school also had seventeen years of 

experience teaching: he worked one year as a substitute teacher for a private school and 

sixteen years at this MSES school. At the time of the interview, he was teaching natural 

sciences and mathematics to the sixth grade. He had been teaching the same subjects for 

the last nine years in grades ranging from fifth to seventh. This teacher completed the 

mandatory training in three years and did his residency for half a year. Aside from 

working the morning and afternoon shifts at the MSES school, he also had been working 
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for four years in the teachers’ union as part of the committee that awards the points 

previously described to teacher candidates.  

 The teacher interviewed and observed during her classes at the HSES had similar 

qualifications to the MSES teachers: they all had seventeen years of experience, they all 

worked for the most part in the same institution, and they all had to complete the three-

year mandatory teacher training. This teacher had also been working in sixth grade social 

studies classes for eight years; she explained that, in primary schools, “teachers with less 

experience tend to work in the first to fourth grade because it requires you to teach all 

four main subjects; teachers at the fifth, sixth, seventh grade tend to have more 

experience and they only concentrate in depth on one or two subjects.” This idea is valid 

in all of the cases observed in this study, except for the LSES school teacher who taught 

the sixth grade with only three years of teaching experience. The second teacher 

interviewed at the HSES school stood out from the other interviewees because her studies 

included a degree in biology. This teacher only had five years of experience in the field 

of education, but she was exclusively hired to improve the science program and teach 

natural sciences for the fifth, sixth, and seventh grade. She completed a two-year training 

to teach natural sciences, as well as five years of studies in biology.  

The data presented shows that, in most instances, the socioeconomic status of the 

institution is positively correlated with years of education and training of the teacher. The 

point system used to hire teachers reinforces inequalities among schools. According to 

one of the HSES school teachers, an initiative carried by the Ministry of Education 

attempted to even out the disparities by sending “the best teachers” to “problematic 

schools.” The project consisted of encouraging the “good teacher” with a twenty percent 
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increase in salary, if he/she took a position at a difficult school. However, due to 

insufficient funds, the project was not carried out.   

The qualifications of the teachers are reflected in how they teach and how they 

manage the classroom. The variation on training and experience often determined the 

activities executed in class, teaching approach, time management, and views on the 

relevance of the material. Throughout the rest of the chapter, I provide concrete examples 

on how the variation on teachers’ qualifications was a contributing factor to the variation 

of the educational experience of the students in each school.  

6.1.2. Discipline and classroom management 
 

A portion of each class was devoted, circumstantially, to inculcate discipline and 

obedience in the students. Through classroom observation, I was able to evaluate how 

long the teacher disciplined students, what message they were conveying, and what 

patterns existed in the “behavioral” problems of students. It is understood that discipline 

in the classroom varies depending on the teacher; however, there is also a difference in 

the attitude of the students and the issues that each teacher needs to address.  

It was extremely common for the teacher at the MSES school to begin his class by 

disciplining and “putting things in order:” Right after class started he would make the 

students put away all food and put on their white smocks. In reference to disobeying 

classroom rules, the teacher at the MSES school talked about privileges and asked in a 

defying manner if anyone in the class was “related to someone important in order to have 

privileges.” This approach shows that in some way the teacher is treating students by 

their social class; it is also transmitting the message that if you have a certain status you 

could have privileges to do whatever you please.      
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 In contrast, in two instances at the LSES and HSES schools, the teachers 

commenced the class by scolding the students because they came late after recess was 

over.  The teacher at the LSES school began class disciplining only when it was 

necessary—such as having students arriving five minutes late to class. At this institution, 

the students were taught to stand in a line before entering the classroom after recess; the 

teacher would make the girls go in first and then the boys. In one instance, when class 

was held at the school’s TV-room, the teacher implemented this practice; the problem 

was that there were not enough chairs for all twenty-three students to sit on, so some of 

the boys had to sit on the floor. At the end of the class, the teacher sent all the girls back 

to the classroom and had the boys stayed to fix the room. This approach makes an 

excessive gender distinction and ends up inculcating stereotypical gender norms—such as 

girls being delicate and boys strong. In comparison to what I observed in the LSES and 

MSES, the classes at the HSES school commenced by jumping right into the lesson; there 

was only one instance when the teacher had to quiet down the group before starting the 

lecture. The HSES school teach did not have to spend much time on disciplining at the 

beginning of class because the students seemed to have been taught that whenever the 

teacher enters the classroom they need to quiet down. In addition, the HSES school 

teacher did not place much emphasis on addressing certain norms that the MSES school 

teacher would enforce (such as eating in class or wearing the white smocks); instead, the 

teacher tried to maximize the classroom time by quickly starting the lesson. 

The issue of taking care of the school’s property and the student’s own supplies 

was a common source of disciplining at the MSES and LSES schools. However, there 

was a relevant difference in the approach taken at each school. At the MSES school, the 
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teacher would only lecture the students on the importance of taking care of books and 

advised them to use a book-cover for their own textbooks. The teacher at the LSES 

schools taught the students to take care of the class supplies that they own and that the 

school provides, “because there is nothing to spare.” In reference to the use of a large 

map of North and South America —the only map that the school owned—the teacher 

stated: “we have to take care of the supplies that the school provides us, because it is truly 

a privilege to have them.” The emphasis given to the need to value what they have 

reflects the students’ and the school’s social position. In comparison to the LSES school’s 

resources, the HSES and MSES schools had one large map of North and South America 

in each classroom.  

Another discipline-related issue that occurred exclusively at LSES school was that 

of having several students unprepared for class. For instance, during one class, the 

students had an exam where they were required to bring three small maps, which cost 

approximately twenty cents each; there were seven students who were not able to bring 

them –or might have forgotten them—and could not take the exam. The teacher got upset 

and asked them for their “communication notebooks” (a notebook where teachers send 

notifications to parents) and wrote to the students’ parents asking them to provide their 

children with the necessary materials for the course. This occurrence shows that even 

when the teacher intended to use external resources to engage the students with the 

material, it was not feasible because the school could not provide her with those 

resources and many students could not obtain them. This example contrasts with an 

occurrence at the MSES school, where the students also needed a map for class and six of 

them forgot to bring them. Since there is a “kiosk” at the school that sells supplies and 
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food, the teacher lent them money to get them.      

 In addition, at the LSES school, there was a particular student who was always 

unprepared for class; the teacher approached this problem by taking his “communication 

notebook” and scheduled an appointment with the student’s mother. The student argued 

with the teacher that his mother cannot make it during school hours because she is always 

working; the teacher responded by changing the meeting time to 7AM. The issue of 

having students unprepared occurred in every class at the LSES school. The teacher 

warned her students that this “attitude” will be accounted for in their report cards, and 

that the next time someone does not bring the materials needed they would go to the 

principal’s office.  This was not a noticeable problem at the HSES or MSES schools: the 

students had all kinds of supplies that they brought from home, and since they worked 

with their own textbooks (purchased by them) or additional academic material provided 

by the school, this was not an issue.  

A recurrent issue at all schools was that the students were not getting their class-

work or their homework done. The teacher at the MSES school handled the problem by 

lecturing: “to be the central character in your education, you need to learn how to work; 

there are people who will end up being secondary characters, but to be the primary 

character you need to always be ready to get to work.” In another instance, the same 

teacher scolded a student for not doing his homework: he yelled in front of the whole 

class that the student’s life is not “so demanding” and that he should have his work done; 

this again, takes for granted the student’s social position. The teacher at the LSES schools 

approached the same issue by warning those who are not doing their work that if they 

keep up that attitude they will fail the class and will have to see her again next year when 
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they repeat the sixth grade. The LSES school teacher also scolded a student who did not 

do his homework and his excuse was that he did not understand the instructions; the 

teacher replied by saying “you do not have to be too smart to re-read them [the 

instructions].” In another instance, when several students did not do their homework, she 

asked them for their “communication notebooks” and reported this attitude to the 

students’ parents. This particular teacher always tried to involve the parents in the 

student’s academic life, but she received little feedback from several of them. On the 

other hand, the teacher at the HSES school dealt with the homework issue by lecturing 

the whole class on responsibility.  

The issue of cheating in the classroom only arose at the LSES school in one 

instance when the students were taking a test in which they had to fill a blank map of 

Argentina with the names of its provinces.  Since there was a map hanging in a wall of 

the classroom, some students were copying the names from it. When the teacher realized 

this was occurring, she said to the whole class: “if you cheat, it will help you in the short 

run. But you guys need this knowledge.”  Despite the good intentions when saying this 

advice, the phrasing of “you guys” and “need this knowledge” transmits the message that 

the students are a particular group in a disadvantaged position.     

 A disciplinary concern that teachers had in all three schools was that the students 

were too talkative. While the teacher at the LSES school would handle it by scolding and 

yelling at the whole class, the teachers at the MSES and HSES schools would pick on the 

“most disruptive” student and would take him/her out of the classroom for a couple of 

minutes.  When I asked the teacher at the LSES why she approached the whole class, 

instead of the “sources” of the problem, she replied that “the student who does not care 
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about class and misbehaves, won’t care if he/she is taken into ‘time-out’.” The difference 

in strategy when dealing with “behavioral problems” is a reflection of the differences in 

teaching approach. While the lessons of the LSES teach often inculcated collectivistic 

values, she believed that “collective punishment” was an efficient generalized way of 

disciplining the students. On the other hand, the MSES and HSES school teachers often 

used a disciplining approach that reflected individualistic values. In the last section of the 

chapter, I will present in detail how each teacher’s pedagogy inculcated collective or 

individual values.  

Class participation was a matter that only the teachers at the MSES and HSES 

schools called to the students’ attention. Both teachers at these schools would “defend” 

those students who were interrupted by a peer. In addition, both teachers emphasized the 

importance of having everyone contributing to the class discussion. For instance, the 

HSES teacher told the students: “I need and I want to hear from everyone in here.” A 

particular observation at the HSES and MSES school was that the teachers tried to 

transmit a “moral” message when managing the classroom. For instance, at the MSES 

school, while enforcing obedience, the teacher lectured that “everyone in the world is 

egocentric by nature; even if you have siblings. You guys need to overcome this 

egocentric stage and understand that you are not the center of the universe.” Based on this 

statement, we can observe that the MSES school teacher tried to promote solidarity by 

disregarding individualistic values. While the teachers at the HSES and MSES schools 

placed much emphasis on classroom participation and creating an environment in which 

all students interact with the teacher, the LSES school teacher did not spend time dealing 

with this aspect. Although this teacher considered classroom participation to be 
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important, the way she defined classroom participation differed from the way the teacher 

at the MSES and HSES defined it. To the LSES school teacher, a student who 

participated in class was one who was prepared to work, read out loud, respond to the 

“factual” questions asked, and talk only when it was appropriate. Unlike the other 

teachers, she did not demand the participation from all students.  

Overall, the findings show that among the three schools, there was a variation in 

time spent in classroom management and discipline. This difference arises from several 

factors, including that each teacher had different teaching methods and valued different 

aspects of classroom instruction. The MSES school teacher placed much importance on 

disciplining at the begging of the class; he also expected students to be active participants 

during the lessons. At the LSES school, the time spent on disciplining arose from the lack 

of resources of the school and the students: the teacher transmitted to the students to 

value the classroom materials; she also had to deal with several students who were 

unprepared for class. The strategy of disciplining the students at the LSES school was to 

collectively lecture all students or to contact the students’ parents. The HSES school 

teacher only lectured the students on discipline when certain issues arose, such as class 

participation or doing the homework. Ultimately, the time spent on classroom 

management and discipline had an impact on the structure and pace of the class. As we 

will see in part four, the different demands of the teachers determined the role of the 

students in the classroom.  

6.1.3. Curriculum and evaluations  
 

Another component of the classroom that differed between each school was how 

the teachers applied the national curriculum and evaluated their students. It has been 
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previously explained that the city of Buenos Aires establishes a curricular design to 

which all of the primary public schools have to adhere.  During the semi-structured 

interviews with the teachers from the LSES, MSES, and HSES schools, I was able to 

gather their perspective of having an established curriculum as well as their techniques 

when employing it. Even though the idea of having a homogeneous curriculum for all 

primary public schools might seem to denote equality in material covered and learning 

quality, several factors come into play which prevent all students at these schools from 

receiving the same education in terms of content and pace. The following data 

demonstrates how and why the curriculum is modified at each school and reflects an 

existing divergence in the academic experiences between schools. 

The teachers interviewed had an array of opinions on having an established 

curriculum for the whole city; these opinions reflect the way each teacher applied the 

curriculum in his/her class. For instance, when I asked one of the LSES school teachers 

about the curriculum, she responded: “I think having a general curriculum is something 

good, but I am also interested in something simpler, such as having the student know in 

which country he lives in. I want him to have the basic knowledge of where he is 

standing.” This teacher, whose social science classes I observed, had certain priorities on 

which topics needed to be covered in class—even if they were not part of the curriculum: 

“I believe there are certain lessons that cannot be ignored, just because they are not 

established on the curriculum. I need to be flexible.” The standpoint of this teacher was 

clearly reflected during her classes; she spent a fair amount of time inculcating “the basic 

knowledge” of where the student “is standing,” even if it took time away from teaching 

the material established in the curriculum. As we will see in part two of this chapter, the 
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teacher used this approach because a large portion of her students were from abroad; 

thus, she felt the need to socialize them into Argentinean society. Furthermore, she 

believed that in order to cover the topics that official curriculum established, the students 

need to know this “crucial” information.    

  The other LSES school teacher explained that the established curriculum 

constrained her: “I see the established curricular design as something too idealistic; it 

contains an enormous amount of material. It would be great if one could cover all of 

them, but to me it does not seem realistic.” She was concerned about not being able to 

cover everything that the curriculum established because the students were grades behind 

in certain subjects, which made the pace of the course much slower than it should be; 

therefore, she had to prioritize which material will be taught and which will not.  

 Both teachers of the MSES school held similar opinions on the curriculum: they 

thought it was correct for the state to set certain guidelines on what is supposed to be 

taught in school. “I do not think that the curriculum should be established by the parents 

or the institution itself. However, each school might reflect its objectives through the 

curriculum; for instance, at this school we tend to be more political than in other 

institutions.” This notion of being a political institution was reflected in the classes 

observed and the instructional materials; some of the topics established in the curriculum 

were studied through a critical, political, point of view.  

The teachers from the HSES school also perceived the curriculum established by 

the government as something positive: “it would be very chaotic if every teacher, in 

every school, in every grade, and in every subject area decided what to teach.” However, 

one of the teachers explained that even though the topics are established, she gets to 
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choose the approach and bibliography. Both teachers expressed that they have complete 

freedom to take any teaching approach when implementing the curricular contents.                                          

    Throughout several classroom observation and six interviews, I was able to 

identify how the curriculum is modified at each school and what affect this adjustment 

had on the overall learning experience of the students. The teacher at the LSES school, 

whose classes I observed and who was also interviewed, explained that her students lack 

some of the expected knowledge that children should have when they enter the sixth 

grade: “There are a lot of situations that they should have lived and have internalized. 

Sixth and seventh grade are the last two years of primary school, and from here there is 

no turning back.” According to this teacher, as the students passed from one grade to the 

next one some fell behind; by the time they get to the sixth grade, it is difficult to fill all 

of the gaps of missing knowledge accumulated throughout the years.  The teacher also 

indicated that it is difficult to start teaching sixth grade material if the students do not 

posses certain knowledge from the previous grades: “why would I require the student to 

know something that he did not learn in the third grade?” As an example, she explained 

that some of her students know how to spell but cannot read and that “a kid who is in the 

sixth grade should know how to read.” She also stated that by reviewing and practicing 

every class, she hopes to meliorate this situation. 

This same teacher, who is in charge of the social science and language arts 

classes, told me that she deals with the “falling behind” of her students by reviewing at 

the beginning of every class the topics that they have been studying, “so that they stick:” 

“I try to start every class by repeating the previous lessons because it is the only way in 

which the student will become familiar with the material and internalize it.”   She 
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explained that several minutes that should be devoted to learning new material are used to 

review material that was taught that same year or material that students should have 

known from prior years. During the observations in the social studies classes, I was able 

to view this practice, in which the teacher modified the official curriculum by spending 

less time on the material that is supposed to be covered and using it to re-teach, review, 

or teach material belonging to the curriculum of lower grade levels. When interviewing 

this teacher, I asked if she thought she was modifying the established curriculum and 

what implications this had; she responded that having an established program put 

pressure on her, but that she needs to take into consideration the circumstances of her 

students and accept that she can not cover everything that the curriculum intends: “The 

students are not a container in which I can deposit material; I need to evaluate the time it 

takes them to process the material and what responses I get from them. This is why I need 

to be flexible with the curriculum and thankfully that at this school the teachers have the 

freedom to be flexible.”  

The other LSES school teacher concurred with the concerns expressed by her 

colleague and explained that “there are a lot of topics in which the level has to be reduced 

to the level of the students.” According to this teacher, the curriculum has to be adjusted 

in terms of covering the material “from a lower level.” For instance, she indicated that 

they started studying geometry at a fourth grade level; in addition, some of the students 

did not know the times tables, so they had to start from that level in order to learn more 

complex material. The concern this teacher had regarding the curriculum, was that she 

had to spend so much time teaching material that the students were supposed to have 

learnt already that she was not going to get to cover all of the topics that the curriculum 
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establishes: “I feel like I am falling behind with the material, and I do not know if I am 

going to make it on time by the end of the school year.” 

 Modifying the curriculum to fit the needs of the students seemed like a common 

practice at the LSES school. The reason these teachers had to adapt the curriculum to 

their students was due to a discrepancy between what the curriculum expects the students 

to know when entering the sixth grade and the actual knowledge of the students.  The 

need to spend time during class re-teaching, reviewing, and reinforcing earlier material 

causes the students to fall behind on what the curriculum expects a sixth grader to learn. 

Therefore, the students and teachers at the LSES school find themselves in a vicious 

cycle: the teacher cannot teach new material if the student is missing concepts from 

previous grades; thus, in the attempt to “catch up” with the material, they fall behind on 

what they are supposed to be learning as established by the curriculum. 

The LSES school was not the only one where modifications of the established 

curriculum could be observed; the teachers at the MSES and HSES also implemented 

adjustments on the program, but these were much different than the modifications at the 

LSES school. Similarly to the teachers at the LSES school, the teachers from the MSES 

and HSES schools explained that they shape the curricula to fit the needs of their 

students. However, the fundamental difference is that, at these schools, the curriculum is 

adjusted based on the students’ expectations and the topics they are most engaged with; 

the students always work with “sixth grade topics” and cover everything that is required. 

When I asked the teachers from these two schools what criteria they used to decide how 

much time they spend on each topic, they all responded that it is based on the student’s 

attitudes and engagement with them.  
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Another way in which the standard sixth grade curricular topics were modified at 

the HSES and MSES school was that the teachers tried to incorporate “current news” into 

the lessons and often changed the order on the program to fit contemporary events. For 

instance, at the MSES school, the science teacher taught the topic of seismology earlier 

than established on the curriculum because of the 2010 earthquakes in Haiti and Chile: 

“the students were very eager and motivated to learn about this because of what has been 

happening in Chile.” Similarly, at the HSES school, the social science teacher indicated 

that she always try to “work with the emerging” and that she shapes the curricula “by 

what is happening in the world.”   

 An additional factor to enhance and modify the established curricula at the MSES 

and HSES schools is the use of various texts and sources in class. According to one of the 

HSES school teacher, “the bibliography that one uses for class also defines which 

contents are studied in detail and which are not.” One of the MSES school teacher 

explained that the textbook is strategically designed by the publishing companies to cover 

the official national curriculum; however “the information provided is extremely basic, 

pure facts. This is why I contribute to the curriculum by complementing the book with 

other material, because everything has an explanation and a reason.” In this teacher’s 

social studies class, the students were using a literary magazine as a way to study 

critically the topics that the book was presenting. Similarly in the HSES school, the 

science teacher explained that one of her duties is to “provide the students with material 

from different sources, not only with textbooks.”  

 There is a clear distinction on how the curriculum is altered at the MSES and 

HSES schools from the LSES school. Even though in all three schools the modifications 
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of the curriculum take into account the needs of the students, there is a difference in what 

knowledge the students are considered to need: at the HSES and MSES schools, the 

curriculum is shaped to fulfill the need to provide different explanations and points of 

view on the established topics; at the LSES school, the curriculum has to be modified 

because the students cannot learn some of the topics established in the curriculum if they 

do not possess the necessary prior knowledge.  The way the curriculum is altered at the 

HSES and MSES school serves to enhance the learning experience of the students; in 

addition, none of the teachers at these schools expressed a concern for not covering all of 

the topics established by the curriculum. Therefore, based on these modifications, the 

learning experiences that the students at the LSES school have differ immensely from the 

learning experiences of the students at the MSES and HSES schools.  

 Despite the differences in which the curriculum is managed by the teachers, at all 

three schools the teachers evaluated the work of the students in the same manner: All of 

them said to take into account the process, instead of only the result. The grades of the 

student are not only based on their performance and final products, but also they are a 

summation of the learning processes; “the processes” included class participation, show 

of interest, discipline, and commitment to the work.  All teachers acknowledge that some 

students have more difficulties than others with the material, and therefore “it would be 

unfair to only grade them by the results of their work.” This common approach in 

evaluating demonstrates that the teachers understand that results are not determinant 

factors of how much the students learned. Their evaluation method attempts to give the 

same opportunities to all students and to not discourage those who cannot make the grade 

or are not good test-takers. The grading manner is just one aspect showing that, within the 
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school, all students had the same opportunities: inside each institution, every student 

received the same instruction, had the same curriculum, the same teachers, the same 

classes, and was provided with the same resources.  The inequality in distribution of 

knowledge and educational experiences, however, is only found between schools—the 

modification of the curriculum is a primary example of this inequality. 

 Throughout this first section, we have seen that the teachers have a relatively 

autonomous role in the classroom that shapes the educational experience of their 

students. Among the three schools examined, the teachers varied in qualification and 

work experience. The difference in approaches and values of the teachers was reflected in 

how they managed the classroom and the discipline values they inculcated. 

Simultaneously, the teacher’s role and approach was shaped by the circumstances of the 

school and their students. Furthermore, this section shows that the relative autonomy of 

the teacher allows for the modification of the national curriculum, proving that having a 

nationally established curriculum does not overcome the hidden curriculum (this idea will 

be elaborated in part four of this chapter). In the following section, we will examine how 

the background of the students, and the students’ families, shapes their schooling 

trajectory.  

6.2. PART II: Students and Parents 
 

The field work findings show that the social, economic, and cultural capital 

variations between the students at each school have an impact on their educational 

experience. The cultural capital of the students partially determines the pace and content 

taught in the class. Furthermore, the cultural, social, and economic capital of the parents 

determines, in part, their involvement inside and outside of school. Parental involvement 
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also shapes the pace of the course and the curriculum taught, as well as the resources that 

the school can obtain. Due to the structure of the school system, the students and families 

coming from disadvantage positions are further disadvantaged in the school.  

6.2.1. Diversity in classrooms  
 
 According to the population census, the Argentinean populace is homogeneous in 

terms of race and nationality: ninety-five percent of the population consider themselves to 

be “white” (from European descent), ninety-six percent of the people residing in 

Argentina were born there (INDEC, 2001a). In my sample, cultural, racial, and ethnic 

diversity existed only in the LSES institution. All of the students in the classrooms at the 

MSES and HSES were born and raised in Argentina; there were only two students at each 

of those schools whose parents were from other countries in Latin America. On the other 

hand, the LSES classroom was multicultural; half of the students in the classroom were 

first- and second-generation immigrants from Paraguay, Bolivia, or Peru. The fact that 

diversity was only found at the school located in the low socioeconomic district reveals 

the conditions in which immigrants in Argentina live. In addition, the field work findings 

reveal that a diverse classroom is a factor that contributes to a different learning and 

educational experience. According to Bourdieu, schools take the cultural capital of the 

middle class and employ it as if all children have had equal access to it; thus, those who 

have the dominant group’s cultural capital perform better in schools because they already 

have the knowledge to succeed in the system. Through classroom observations and two 

interviews, I was able to detect that in comparison to the MSES and HSES schools, the 

LSES school gave greater emphasis to inculcating Argentinean culture; prioritizing and 
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overstressing teaching about nationality led to one-dimensional and passive teaching 

lessons.  

During the interview of the teacher whose classes I observed at the LSES school, 

I asked her about the cultural heterogeneity of her students. She acknowledged that it is a 

“multicultural school” with several students coming from families from Paraguay, 

Bolivia, and Peru. She also mentioned that having students from different cultural 

backgrounds hinders the pace of the class, because she often has to “explain the basics.” 

The teacher also emphasized that she is principally interested in having her students 

know “where they live, in which continent, and having the basic knowledge about 

Argentina.” She said that this information is the most relevant for the students: “I could 

talk about immigration or globalization, but they [the students] still have to learn basic 

information that they should know since the third grade.” The teacher’s inclination 

towards educating the students mainly about Argentina was reflected in the classroom. 

During one class, the students were complaining about having to work excessively with 

the map of Argentina, to which the teacher replied:  “We need to get to know our country 

in order to be able to appreciate it. We need to know how many provinces we have and 

what our population number is. How is it possible that we know more about foreign 

countries than ours? Yes, knowing about other countries contributes to a general culture, 

but we need to prioritize our country.” The tendency to inculcate nationalism was again 

very clear when the teacher corrected a student in front of the class by saying: “you need 

to write “Brasil” with an “s” because you are living in Argentina and not anywhere else 

in the world.” The attempt to reproduce a culture that numerous students do not identify 

with proved to encumber their overall learning experience. Instead of incorporating the 
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cultural richness of the students into the class, the classroom observations showed a 

disregard and lack of sensitivity to the background of the students.  

The teacher’s urgency to teach “basic knowledge about Argentina” conflicted 

with covering the official curriculum. Many minutes, or even whole classes, were 

devoted to educating the students on information about Argentina that was not part of the 

sixth grade formal curriculum. One prime example of this is when the students spent one 

class preparing a PowerPoint presentation on the development of the city and spent 

another class presenting this to the first grade students. The presentation consisted of 

pictures comparing colonial times with current times: it showed how people used to 

dress, how public transportation changed, etc. Some students were assigned to present 

one PowerPoint slide, while others were in the audience because there were more 

students than slides. The sixth grade students were not engaged with the lesson, and the 

teacher ended up teaching the first grade students. This sort of activity puts the students 

further behind in comparison to the sixth graders in the MSES and HSES schools.  

 After seeing this approach taken by the teacher during her classes, I asked her at 

the interview if having a multicultural classroom creates a richer environment. She 

responded by stating that “yes, it can only make it richer. Like I tell them [the students], 

‘we have to learn about our differences and not make fun of them. Being from a different 

country does not make one better or worse.” She also pointed out that the students are 

very open-minded and that they integrate well with each other. During the classes, I also 

perceived the students to be respectful of their cultural backgrounds; however, I observed 

one instance in which a student called another “a Bolivian” in a derogatory way. The 

teacher’s answer shows that she is conscious of her students’ backgrounds; it also 
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demonstrates the collectivist ideals she imposes throughout her lessons as well as her 

constant attempt to create a classroom community. On the other hand, in terms of the 

curriculum, the diversity of the classroom was not taken into consideration. The 

inculcation and reproduction of a specific culture was epitomized by a poster hanging on 

the classroom wall: “All Argentineans have the same sky-blue and white dream, and we 

begin to make it a reality at school” (sky-blue and white are the colors of the Argentinean 

flag).  

 When I interviewed the other sixth grade teacher of the LSES school, she talked 

about the effects of having a culturally diverse class. She acknowledged as well the array 

of nationalities and cultures among her students and stated that this diversity was 

reflected in their academic performance. The topic of diversity arose when I asked her 

how she evaluated her students; she responded that she recently incorporated evaluating 

and grading their folders “because they work really hard in making them neat and perfect. 

Their hand writing is unbelievable.” I asked her if their calligraphy is a product of an 

emphasis given in language arts classes, and her answer was: “no, they make sure 

everything looks neat but they don’t look at the content. They don’t think about what they 

are writing. They copy what is on the board and transcribe it multiple times until it looks 

perfect.” I proceeded by asking what could be the source of this practice, for which she 

replied that it is something instilled by their parents’: “The majority of the students’ 

parents are Paraguayan, Peruvian, or Bolivian, and it seems that their cultures emphasize 

neatness.” Since school expectations are also culturally constructed, having a diverse 

classroom reflects these differences. The problem is that the curriculum is not designed 

with these factors in consideration, and it only promotes “Argentinean educational 
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expectations.” However, even if the content of the class does not reflect diversity factors, 

it is worthy that the teacher acknowledges the values and hard work the students put into 

being neat as a way to “encourage them and help them raise they grades.” 

 Despite the lack of cultural diversity in the MSES school, the teacher provided the 

students with a critical view on the topic. During one class, the students had to read a 

section of the textbook on the demographics of the Argentinean population; the text 

portrayed the country to be very welcoming to immigrants. The teacher took the 

opportunity to refute the myth that “Argentina is a very generous country” and “that it 

accepts people from all races and places.” He stated that Argentineans have negative 

stereotypes towards people of all nationalities and races, and “then we are very 

hypocritical when they look down at other countries for being racist.” The teacher makes 

the students reflect on tolerance and tells them that “skin color, height, or appearance 

does not make us better or worse. What define us are our actions.” One of the two girls in 

the class whose family is not from Argentina shared the discriminatory experiences that 

her father had to go through when he emigrated from Bolivia. This lesson exemplifies 

another instance in which the teacher complements and modifies the given curriculum to 

fit the reality of the students. However, at the MSES school, the situation was not forced 

upon the teacher; he could have easily continued inculcating the idea that “Argentina is a 

generous country.” At the LSES school, even if the teachers acknowledged the cultural 

diversity of their students, the Argentinean culture was not indoctrinated with a critical 

view; the teacher spoke about tolerance in the classroom but never about intolerance 

outside of it.           

 This is only one example of several instances in which students had a more active 
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and critical role in their learning at the MSES and HSES schools, while students at the 

LSES were taught in a more structured and passive manner. In addition, the time that the 

students at the LSES school devoted to divert from the official curriculum and learn 

about “essential” information about Argentina puts them behind the material that other 

sixth graders are learning. Supporting Bourdieu’s idea, the findings show that the 

students at the LSES school were at a disadvantage because they did not inherit or 

already have the “basic” Argentinean cultural background. Following, we will observe 

how the cultural capital of the parents, as well as their social and economic capital, also 

determines what goes on inside the classroom.   

6.2.2. Parental involvement and the “cooperadora” 
 

A determining factor in the academic experiences of the students at the examined 

schools has been the level of parental participation at the institutions; this was reflected in 

two aspects: participation in the school’s administration and participation in the academic 

life of their daughter/son. All public primary schools in Buenos Aires are likely to have a 

cooperadora, an association run by the parents whose purpose is to assist the school 

financially. The cooperadora tends to collect money from the students and other external 

sources in order to complement the funds given by the local and national government. A 

strong cooperadora is clearly reflected in the resources and equipment owned, as well as 

in the conditions of the schools’ buildings. In addition, the involvement of parents in the 

academic journey of their specific children also modifies the students’ academic 

experience. All teachers interviewed expressed the benefits of working with parents who 

participate and are active in their child’s education. All of the data on parent involvement 

has been mainly collected from in-depth interviews with teachers.  
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 The levels of parental involvement have been very similar for the HSES and 

MSES schools. All teachers interviewed at these institutions concur that parent 

participation varies, but that there are some very engaged and helpful parents. The 

teachers also agreed that all parents are easy to reach and are willing to meet with them 

whenever it is necessary. In addition, most parents at these institutions regularly attend 

general classroom meetings and special events at the school.  According to another 

teacher from the MSES school, the active participation of parents in their child’s 

education is highly reflected in the work of the student: “it is good for parents to be aware 

of their child’s performance and needs, so that they can assist them and us.” Additionally, 

a teacher from the HSES school affirmed that “parental involvement helps the student 

stay on track.”  

Aside from the participation of parents in their own child’s education, some 

parents devote their time to assist the school in general. One teacher from the HSES 

school stated:  “At a public school located in a popular site, such as this one, the parents 

of the students possess plenty of education and information; they know how the system 

works and what procedures are to carry out; they know how to request resources and 

make changes at the school. Also several parents at this institution have the time to do 

this.” Through the involvement in the cooperadora, parents have the possibility of 

putting their resources and knowledge of the system to strengthen the school’s 

educational program. All teachers interviewed from the HSES and MSES schools agreed 

that the cooperadora is a significant contributor in providing resources and materials for 

the school. One of the teachers from the MSES school acknowledged that “in general, not 

all parents have the time or energy to be in charge of the cooperadora; however, it is 
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important that there are a handful of involved parents, because they end up being the ones 

who are always on top of things, making sure we have everything we need.” On a similar 

note, a teacher from the HSES school recognized that the parents in the cooperadora 

“know all the details of what resources are lacking and they raise money to obtain them.”  

On the other hand, the other teacher interviewed from the HSES school expressed 

the drawbacks of having excessive involvement of parents; she said that they “tend to act 

like they are in charge of the school.” This “excessive” authority given to parents was 

evident at the HSES school when a woman interrupted the social studies class, which I 

was observing, to collect money for the cooperadora. The funds obtained by the 

cooperadora usually come from these monthly collections from the students, as well as 

from the profits made at the kiosks in the schools. There is no fixed amount that the 

students have to contribute; however, at the MSES and HSES schools observed, the 

students paid from 8 to 15 pesos (2 to 3.75 dollars) per month depending on their 

financial circumstances. In addition, according to one of the HSES school teachers, some 

of the parents in the cooperadora had the knowledge and resources to apply for external 

funds or grants.  There are no regulations on how funds of the cooperadora have to be 

spent; however, at the MSES and HSES schools, the cooperadora was paying for 

whatever the school could not afford in terms of supplies and materials. In addition, it 

was the cooperadora’s duty to assist those students who lived in precarious situations. 

One of the MSES school teacher explained: “if a student has difficulties purchasing the 

text book or other classroom material, the cooperadora tries to take care of it.” 

The level of parental involvement at the LSES was drastically lower than at the 

MSES and HSES institutions. The lower participation at the school has to do with several 
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factors, mostly pertaining to the social realities of the majority of these families– such as 

poor living and working conditions. For instance, when I asked one of the teachers how 

accessible the parents are, she responded that “if you schedule them for a particular day 

or time, they might not come because they need to ask permission at work.”  The other 

teacher from this LSES school explained that when she holds general meetings for all 

parents, out of twenty-five students, the parents of four or five of those would come. Both 

teachers acknowledged that they have never met the parents of several of their students 

and that “the parents of problematic students tend to be absent… because they work or 

they simply don’t come.” The lack of time and the need to work is not the only factor that 

hinders the parents from participating in their child’s education—most parents belonging 

to the MSES and HSES schools also work. However, the majority of the LSES school 

parents were not educated and informed about how they can be involved in the 

management of the institution and how the Argentinean educational system is structured; 

this occurs because the parents do not have the cultural and social capital necessary to 

navigate through the system—either because they are foreigners, because they do not 

have the networks, or both.  Also, according to one of the interviewees, the fact that some 

of the parents never received an education makes them believe that they cannot help their 

children in school. The lack of parental involvement is recognized by both teachers to be 

something negative. For instance, one of the teachers, who simultaneously works at 

another school located in an MSES district, described the other institution to be an “elite 

school” because “over there all the parents work, they are concerned, they are involved, 

they will come to the school to ask questions.” 
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 The lack of parental participation not only affected the academic experience of 

their own daughter/son, but also the school in general. The cooperadora at the LSES 

school was perceived by the teachers to be “fairly active”; there were a few parents 

involved, and most of the funds came from contributions from the students.  However, 

given the weak financial situation of most students, they could only contribute two pesos 

per month and inevitably some students could not help at all. The funds gathered by the 

cooperadora at this school were used to subsidize an array of items, such as painting the 

walls, installing fans, or purchasing window shades. According to one of the teachers, 

“the school’s building is falling into pieces, and the cooperadora helps sustain it.” 

Whenever there were left over funds from the building repairs, some money went to 

purchasing classroom material. The LSES school not only was at a disadvantage because 

fewer parents were involved in the administration, and there were fewer financial 

resources available from the cooperadora; in addition, the cooperadora faced having to 

spend money on basic items that the other schools already had.    

 The differences in resources and academic experiences that arise from distinct 

levels of parental participation clearly demonstrate a reproduction of social class. For 

instance, the parents at the LSES school who do not get involved in their child’s 

education because they feel inhibited due to their lack of education, end up causing their 

own children to be in a position of disadvantage in which the student receives a much 

poorer education than others. The students whose parents are uniformed about how they 

can get involved and cooperate with the school lack resources that would enable them to 

have a richer learning experience. The students at the LSES school are the ones who need 

the most financial assistance in purchasing classroom material; instead, the funds from 
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the cooperadora are limited and have to be used on emergency expenditures that the 

other schools did not have—such as fixing the decaying roof. Also, the fact that a strong 

cooperadora requires the involvement of parents who “know the system” and “are 

informed” puts those who are from diverse nationalities and cultures at a disadvantage.  

Again, the schools’ organizational structure does not consider this ethnic diversity. 

Another social class reproduction pattern seen by the different levels of parental 

involvement is that those parents who are in a comfortable economic position which 

allows them to devote their time to participate at the school, contribute to their children to 

receiving significant more support in their education. The next section examines how the 

differences in parental involvement outside school, which are caused by differences in 

resources and cultural capital of the families in each school, impact the education 

experience of their children.    

6.2.3. Parental involvement outside school 
 

According to the teachers interviewed, parental involvement inside the schools is 

as critical in the child’s education as their involvement outside school. The parent not 

only serves as a role model, but the academic success of the students often depends on 

the parents’ collaboration in their education. The lack of involvement of parents outside 

the school was an emerging problem solely at the LSES school; the teachers at this 

school attributed it as a principal problem in the lack of motivation and discipline in 

doing homework. 

Both teachers at the LSES school explained that one common “obstacle,” which 

causes the pace of the class to be slower, is that the majority of the students rarely 

complete the homework assignments. This “obstacle” also affects how class time is spent 
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and how much practice the students get on each topic.  One of the LSES school teachers 

states that generally the reason why most students do not complete their homework 

assignments “is not because they are not capable of doing it but because they lack 

willpower.”  She explained that in order to get the students to do some work outside class 

one has to be constantly “nagging and remaining them” about it.  “The problem is that the 

student goes home, puts away his school backpack and does not open it until the next 

school day. This is where the lack of family support comes into play… if the family does 

not contribute, participate, and does what they are supposed to do, the kids will not get 

their things done.” The other LSES school teacher also blamed the homework issue on 

the lack of parental assistance: “They do not do the homework because they don’t have a 

person who will sit next to them and ask them: ‘what do you need to do for school?’” 

This teacher also agreed that the students are capable of getting the work done if they put 

some effort in it, “but it is an impediment when the family does not cooperate.”  

  The LSES school was not the only institution which had to deal with the 

homework issue; however, at the MSES and HSES schools, the magnitude of the 

problem was less serious and, therefore, it had a lower impact on the pace of the courses. 

None of the teachers from the MSES and HSES schools attributed the homework issue to 

a lack of family support or cooperation; in fact, the students’ families were not even 

mentioned when talking about this matter. One of the HSES school teachers explained 

that the students lacked the habit and discipline of doing homework, but that they were 

being successfully taught about this practice. None of the interviewees believed that the 

students did not do their homework because they did not possess the knowledge to do it; 
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the majority simply attributed the behavior to “laziness” and something that over time 

“they will get used to do.”   

To understand why the LSES school teachers attributed the homework issue to be 

directly correlated to a lack of parental involvement, one has to comprehend the reasons 

for which the parents did not participate in their child’s education.  I asked one of the 

LSES school teachers, who also works at an MSES school, how the parents from the 

LSES institution differed from the MSES. She indicated that the fundamental difference 

is that at the LSES school a large portion of the families were illiterate: “The parents 

cannot write a note to each other, or they do not sit down with their children and try to 

help them. There is a lot communication through physical violence. The students from 

this school are exposed to a different reality, in which their parents never read them a 

bedtime story or helped them with some homework.” Both LSES school teachers 

concurred that part of the reason that the family did not help the student was because they 

lacked education and therefore felt that they had nothing to offer or contribute. In 

addition, one of the teachers also perceived that the reason behind the minimal parental 

involvement was that the parents did not care to be involved with the child’s education: 

“A lot of my student struggle learning the numeral system, and they do not receive help 

at home because the parents never learned it or they are not interested in helping.”  

 Parental involvement outside school proved to be as significant in their child’s 

educational experience as their participation at the school. The lack of parent 

participation outside the school was a salient issue emerging only at the LSES school, 

placing students in a disadvantaged position. The reasons for the lack of involvement 

include the large portion of the families from the LSES school who received few years of 
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education or are illiterate. The impact that the lack of parental participation had on the 

student rested in the little amount of time dedicated to homework, and hence a slower 

pace of the class and a weaker understanding of the material. This also explains the LSES 

school teachers’ inability to cover the entire established curriculum. Evidently, the 

difference in parental involvement results in the reproduction of social class. The children 

from low SES receive a more superficial and incomplete education in comparison with 

students from other socioeconomic status schools. It is unrealistic to expect parents who 

never received an education to inculcate school discipline and studying habits on their 

children.  Since their families do not have the relevant knowledge capital or information 

about the importance of participating in their children’ education, the educational 

experience of the LSES school students is again affected and shaped by their social 

position.  

 Throughout this section, we can observe that the structure of the Argentinean 

educational system benefits the dominant social groups: the structure of the curriculum 

assumes that all students possess the same cultural forms. Meanwhile, the structure of the 

school administration, which expects parents to be involved inside and outside the school, 

assumes that parents have the cultural, social, and economic capital to fulfill that active 

role. The students and parents of the LSES school found themselves in a disadvantaged 

position, because they did not have the “common” knowledge, resources, or values to 

effectively work in the school system. The LSES school students’ cultural capital 

impacted the pace of the class and the knowledge taught. In addition, the parents of the 

LSES school did not have the necessary tools to be involved in their children’s education; 

thus, this shaped the resources and the pace of the class because the teachers and the 
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structure of school expected them to participate. The following part will examine how the 

students’ material resources outside of school, as well as inside, determines their 

experiences in school.  

6.3. PART III: Resources 
 
 The educational resources owned by the school, as well as the resources that the 

students have in their homes, impacts their learning experience. In this section we will 

see that the MSES and HSES schools have more resources than the LSES; thus, 

providing students with a richer and enhanced classroom learning. Furthermore, the 

results also show that the resources that the students possess in their homes also modify 

the curriculum; the students with higher economic capital are familiar with the 

technology used at the school, such as computers; this allows them to engage more 

efficiently in assignments that use these tools.  

6.3.1. Materials used in class 
 

The learning experience of the student is in part shaped by materials used in class, 

such as books, academic journals, movies, and other educational tools. The quantity of 

materials used is not directly correlated to the quality of the education; however, the use 

and variation of educational material does make a lesson richer in content. Through the 

social science class observations at the LSES, MSES, and HSES schools, I was able to 

notice a significant difference in the amount and quality of materials used during class.  

One of the most critical differences in terms of materials and resources was that at 

the LSES school the students did not have a textbook for social studies, while at the other 

two schools they did. The LSES school teacher explained that since the students cannot 

afford to purchase multiple textbooks, every school year the students are in charge of 
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purchasing only one textbook for one of the core subjects (social sciences, natural 

sciences, mathematics, or language arts). This year, the students had to get the textbook 

for the natural science course, and even so, several of them acquired photocopies of the 

original book. When I asked the social science teacher of the LSES school how she 

managed to teach without having a textbook, she responded that she chose a textbook and 

provides photocopies of it to the students: “The students have to pay very little for the 

photocopies, and if they cannot afford it, I pay for them from my own pocket. The most 

important thing for me is that every one has their own class material, so that they can all 

follow the readings.” The teacher photocopied the most important pages of the book and 

created units divided by topics; she also offered the students the opportunity to purchase a 

photocopy of the whole book—some of them acquired it. The teacher was extremely 

understanding and conscious of the social background of her students: “it is not easy for 

them [the students] to spend two hundred pesos on books every year. This financial 

impediment makes you feel the difference of working at this district rather than at 

another.” Regardless of the obstacles, both LSES school teachers cared deeply about the 

students having some course materials: “I do not care what it takes, some way or another 

we [the teachers] manage to provide the students with some material.”  

 In contrast to the textbook situation at the LSES school, the students of the HSES 

and MSES schools owned four textbooks, one for each of the core subjects. One of the 

HSES school teachers expressed her opinion on the matter:  “At this school, we have the 

benefit of counting on numerous resources; first and foremost, it is a privilege that the 

parents of the students can afford to purchase the text books.” On a similar note, the 

MSES school teacher talked about the benefits of using a textbook: “I think it is useful to 
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use textbooks in the two classes I teach [social studies and language arts], because it 

allows the students to become familiar with the use of textbooks; they learn how to read a 

table of contents, how to identify important information, etc.” Despite counting on this 

material, both social studies teachers at the MSES and HSES schools perceived the 

textbook to be an “incomplete source,” only useful as a guide. According to the HSES 

school social science teacher, the book serves as an informational tool, since “it is written 

with a very neutral standing and it just presents facts.”  Given the notion the teachers at 

the MSES and HSES school held about the textbooks, they used external sources to 

complement the topics covered in the textbook.  

 During the classroom observation at the MSES and HSES schools, I was able to 

see which additional materials were used along with the social science textbook.  The 

MSES school teacher try to use sources that had some political inclinations or presented 

arguments in a critical manner. For instance, when the teacher devoted three weeks to 

teach about the last military regime in Argentina, he provided the students with multiple 

academic journals and newspaper articles. One of the articles on the coup d’état not only 

covered dates and events, but denounced the corruption and crimes of the military.  

When interviewing this same teacher, he shared that at that moment the class was 

“working with different articles from the literary magazine Caras y Caretas; we are 

reading, analyzing, and trying to connect them to what we are studying in class.”  

During one class, in which the students were learning about the Falklands War, the 

teacher handed around another magazine and announced: “maybe if your parents belong 

to a different union they might not agree with some of the standings presented here, but I 

think it is a valuable piece of information to complement what you have been studying.” 
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The following class the teacher kept working on the same topic and provided the students 

with another academic journal titled Efemérides.  The social studies class at the HSES 

school, similarly to the MSES school, used various academic journals in order to 

“provide the students with different ways of thinking and understanding” (personal 

interview). In addition, the teacher often brought in current newspaper articles that were 

related to what they were studying.  

 At all three schools, the social science teachers used documentaries as part of the 

class materials. At the HSES school, the students watched a documentary on the 

Falklands War. At the MSES school, the students viewed a documentary on the people 

that were abducted and “disappeared” by the military during the dictatorship; it showed 

how people were abducted and included testimonies from the victims’ families.  At the 

LSES school, sixth and seventh grade students went to the library to watch a 

documentary about the Argentinean declaration of independence. One significant 

difference among the schools was in how this tool was employed.  At the MSES and 

HSES schools, after the movie finished, the teacher initiated a discussion and encouraged 

the students to analyze it. At the LSES school, the teacher summarized the documentary 

once it was over and it was not brought up in class again.  

The differences in quantity and quality of materials used in classes appear to be 

caused by two factors: access to resources and teachers’ preferences. The lack of access 

to various educational resources constrains the learning experience of the students. At the 

LSES school, both the institution and its students are financially limited and do not have 

access to many materials; thus, this is another form in which social class is reproduced at 

schools. For instance, not having a textbook has several negative repercussions on the 
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education of the LSES school student. The textbook provides a structure for the course; 

using scattered photocopies gives the students a different perception about the class. 

Without a textbook, the students only read about the topics and the pages that the teacher 

considered to be important; they do not get to analyze what is relevant and what is not 

because it is all given. This also demonstrates how part of the use of educational 

materials in class depend on what the teacher thinks is necessary or relevant. For 

instance, both social studies teachers at the MSES and HSES schools considered the use 

of multiple sources as important, and either through the school’s resources or their own, 

they would provide the class with a variety of educational material. In addition, the 

teacher also plays a decisive role in matters of content. For instance, the teachers at the 

MSES and HSES schools preferred to offer their students material that reflected critical 

political ideologies.  

 Overall, the variation among the materials used in class in each school resulted in 

different educational experiences for their students: differences in the amount of material 

covered and information taught, in exposure to different sources and points of view, and 

in the manner in which topics are approached. Following, we will see how the differences 

in the general resources of the school vary by the socioeconomic status of its students and 

how this affects the learning experience.   

6.3.2. School resources  
 

One striking disparity between the LSES, MSES, and HSES schools was the 

quantity and quality of resources available for the students; this included differences in 

the conditions of the buildings, space, tools, and commodities. The resources owned by 

the school proved to shape the educational experience of the students in terms of content 
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and activities carried out during class. In this section, I will present what each school 

offered their students and how these differences resulted in an academic disadvantage for 

the students who attended the most modest school.  

The building of the LSES school was accurately described by the science teacher 

as “falling into pieces.” Since the environment was not learning-friendly, the 

cooperadora had to constantly use its funds to make repairs of the building. The other 

teacher explained that space and capacity was a problem at the school: “the classrooms 

are too full and the students are very cramped; you can see that there is no room for me to 

walk by their desks.” During the classroom observations, I noticed that whenever 

students had to go to the library, there were not enough chairs for the whole class, and 

some had to sit on the floor. The library was the only place in the school where there was 

a TV, so it was not frequently available and it was too small for multiple classes to use at 

the same time. Similarly, when the students spent one class working in the computer lab, 

the space was extremely limited, and the students had to share one computer among four 

people. The classroom, aside from being narrow, was very cold: often times, the students 

(and me) would sit in class with our winter coats on. The rooms had no heating or air 

conditioning. While the social science teacher was concerned that the school did not have 

an auditorium for patriotic plays, the science teacher explained that her class is 

disadvantaged by the lack of a science lab: “I can not do anything without a lab. I 

remember once I brought a chemistry game that my sister had and I used some flasks and 

test tubes from there, but it not efficient. Since there is no lab or equipment for the 

students, a lot of class time is wasted because they can only see me do experiments and 

they do not get to enjoy them.”  
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The MSES school was established in a large and antique building; its structure 

was well preserved and the walls were recently painted. The school had constant 

maintenance: during recesses, there were always employees cleaning the classrooms and 

patios. Inside the building, the students had access to a bookstore and kiosk. The school 

had a “technology lab” which had a projector and enough computers for all the students; 

the science teacher stated that earlier in the year he used this space to show the students 

YouTube videos on the earthquake that struck Chile and afterwards had the students 

prepare a PowerPoint presentation on the topic. “We have the necessary tools to keep the 

students engaged and interested in the lessons.” The social science teacher also indicated 

that the school’s resources allowed him to carry on whichever lesson he wanted: “if I did 

not assign an activity it was because I did not want to do it, not because of a lack of 

resources.” The school also had a biology lab and a physics/chemistry lab; according to 

the science teacher, “the use of these spaces [the laboratories] is very democratic,” and he 

uses it as much as he needs to. The students also had access to a library and a reading 

corner, furnished with sofas and bean-bag chairs. The classrooms themselves were large 

but not luxurious; however, they had all the resources necessary for the students to be 

comfortable.           

 The HSES school was the largest of the three in terms of the number of students 

and the size of the building. It was located in a central area and established in a historical 

building which was preserved in good condition. Inside the school, there was a bookstore, 

a kiosk, and a cafeteria. The classrooms were spacious: there were enough desks for all 

the students, one chalkboard, and one dry-erase board. According to the science teacher, 

the school had a well-equipped lab, which had “microscopes, flasks, and other brand new 
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tools.” The students would often go to the lab during science class and do experiments. 

During the social science class observation, I also saw how the school’s prestige and 

recognition advantaged it in terms of resources. The students had the opportunity to 

attend the Buenos Aires City Council, where they were to present a 

construction/refurbishing project for the school’s building and compete with other 

schools from the same district. Two social science classes were spent working on the 

proposals, watching tapes of the legislative process, and practicing out loud how to speak 

to the authorities; the teachers pretended to be the legislators and they asked questions the 

students questions. The students demanded “the right to play in a decent place” and 

petitioned that the school’s patio be roofed. According to one student, “it is urgent to roof 

the patio because we cannot go out when it is raining”; the teacher added that “the school 

is so big, that it does not get any shade from the buildings or trees.” 

After comparing the resources each school possessed, the disproportion in 

distribution is clear. The LSES school failed to provide a comfortable learning 

environment for its students, and their academic experience was disadvantaged by the 

lack of resources. The most definite example is the absence of a science lab, so that the 

students did not experience hands-on learning. Similarly, the LSES school’s computer lab 

did not have enough resources to give each student the possibility of becoming familiar 

with them; one has to take into consideration that the LSES students needed the most 

practice because, in contrast to the MSES and HSES students, the majority of them did 

not have computers in the homes (this will be expanded in the following section). 

Evidently, the resources of the school have a strong impact on the learning experience of 

the students. Once again, it is found that the education of the students in the lower 
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socioeconomic class is weaker than the rest.       

 The project carried on at the HSES school, in which the students petitioned an 

“urgent” refurbishment of the building, also reflects the inequality among schools. The 

contrast of what is “urgent” at the HSES and LSES schools shows the difference in 

resources. While the students at the HSES school demanded that the patio be roofed 

because they had “the right to play in a decent place,” the students at the LSES school did 

not have the slight chance to demand their right to learn in a decent place. Also, the fact 

that the HSES school students had the opportunity to participate in activities that teach 

them how government works, how to make demands of their legislators, and how to 

develop their critical and analytical thinking,  puts them at an advantage; they become 

exposed to this environment, and they are taught to get their voices heard and demand 

changes.   

 On the other hand, the observations also showed that there are certain aspects in 

all of the public schools that do not run smoothly, regardless of the socioeconomic status 

of the students. For instance, none of the schools had substitute teachers available, unless 

the teacher announces his/her absence with weeks in advance. While I was observing the 

classroom at the HSES school, the teacher got ill, and for one week, the students did not 

have a social science class; other faculty or administrators covered her shifts but did not 

work on social studies material. This occurred as well in at the LSES and MSES schools, 

when the teachers missed class or had to leave early. Another example is that none of the 

schools had an administration that was efficient. For example, one of the HSES school 

teachers complained that the plumbing of the school had to be fixed and “instead of doing 

it during the summer vacations, they did it during the school year.” One time, during the 
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observations at the MSES school, the classroom was flooded because “there has been 

broken pipe for a long time and when it rains, the water gets into the class.”  

 The infrastructure of the schools, the conditions of their buildings, and their 

education resources proved to have an impact on the learning experience of the students. 

Unlike the MSES and HSES schools, the LSES school, which had the most 

disadvantaged students, did not have the resources to provide different educational 

activities. Furthermore, the building of this school was in deplorable conditions; this also 

affects the environment that is created in the classroom.     

6.3.3. Reflections of students’ economic capital in the curriculum 

Aside from demonstrating how the disparity in school resources and material used 

in class affected the student’s education, the field work also manifested how the 

commodities the students possessed affected their school experience. The socioeconomic 

background of the students is first and foremost critical because it mainly defines what 

educational institution they attend. However, it was evident during the interviews and 

classroom observations that the difference in economic capital of the students among the 

LSES, MSES, and HSES schools affected what they learn and what they do during class. 

During the interviews, I asked all six teachers if the socioeconomic background of their 

students had an impact on the pace or activities carried out in class. The HSES and MSES 

school teachers stated that their students come from a solid middle class background, in 

which they did not have surplus of resources, but also did not lack them. At both 

institutions, the teachers indicated that the parents of the students were mostly 

“professionals, teachers, or business people” that overall had a stable financial situation. 

None of the HSES or MSES school teachers thought that the socioeconomic background 
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of the students shaped what they learned or carried out in class. According to one of the 

MSES school teachers, he always worked with all the teaching materials he needed 

“because either the students purchased it or the cooperadora of the school did.” On the 

other hand, the LSES school teachers were the only ones who acknowledged that the 

students’ precarious living conditions negatively affected the educational experience. 

 One of the principal issues that the LSES school faced was that over the years the 

number of students enrolled has been decreasing. According to the teacher, this occurred 

because “multiple kids who attended the school squatted in buildings near by; however, 

the last couple of years their families were displaced and the majority of those students 

were gone.” As a follow-up question, I asked if a lot of students in her class “were lost” 

do to this; she replied: “that is not the case at this point. For instance, some of the 

students of my class live in hotels nearby, and when the rent goes up, they are forced to 

move somewhere further; nonetheless, they are old enough to take a bus and come to 

school by themselves.” Overall, however, the students’ unstable living condition 

impacted their overall education.    

In addition, the students’ access (or lack of access) to resources outside the school 

modified their learning experiences.  For instance, the two LSES school teachers 

indicated that the socioeconomic status of the students did not permit them to assign work 

that required the use of computers and internet outside school. Also, the social science 

and language arts teacher stated that she had to limit the number of books or materials she 

requested her students to purchase, “because they are very expensive and they have 

things to buy for other courses too.” It was previously mentioned in this chapter that since 
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the LSES school teachers were conscious of the precarious conditions in which their 

students lived, they did not assign textbooks for three of the four core courses.    

 According to the math and science teacher of the LSES school, “Among the 

portion of students that live in the villa (shanty town), there are some parents who are 

more committed than others with the education of their children: some allow and assist 

the students to access the internet, and others do not.” Even though the majority of the 

students did not have access to technological tools, some went to “cyber cafes” to go on 

the internet; nevertheless, the limited access to computers was reflected in their 

education. For instance, one of the social science classes which I observed was dedicated 

to do online research for a school project on the Colonial Period in Argentina. Given that 

the students did not have much experience using computers and doing research online, 

the teacher had to constantly supervise what the students were doing. She had to teach 

them how to do online research and which “key words” they should use for it. It was 

clear that the students were not comfortable using the computer, because instead of 

following the teacher’s instruction to “copy and paste” their findings in the word 

processor, they would write them on a piece of paper; the teacher had to emphasize 

several times that the students should only work with the computer because the whole 

project will be done electronically.   

 This specific occurrence at the LSES school was contrasted during a classroom 

observation at the MSES school, in which the students had to make a PowerPoint 

presentation on the last Argentinean military dictatorship; the project was started during 

classroom time and continued outside of class. According to the MSES school teacher, 

“the presentations satisfied, and even exceeded” his expectations. Clearly, the students 
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were familiar with the use of the computer, its software, and the internet. In addition, this 

was also evident at the HSES school: according to the teacher, her students preferred to 

do research or homework assignments online “because they can access the internet in 

their homes.”  

  The socioeconomic status of a student ultimately defines which educational 

institution s/he attends. The results of my study have shown that even if the schools are 

“public,” depending on their location, they provide the students with different tools and 

academic experiences. However, this section on resources proves that the socioeconomic 

background of the student not only establishes which school s/he attends, but also what 

activities they do in class and what they learn. The low economical capital and unstable 

living conditions of the students at the LSES school obstructed them from completing 

assignments that required technological tools outside school. The limited access to the 

internet further shows that the students are exposed to a narrow amount of information 

and material; for the social studies course, they only learn about a topic from class 

lectures or from photocopies of some textbook pages. In addition, during class, the 

assignments involving research take longer than they generally would because the 

students are not familiar with the tools. Eventually, this puts the students at a 

disadvantage because the time that could be spent in covering the curriculum is used on 

something that they are expected to know. In contrast, the students at the MSES and 

HSES school had the resources at home to engage in activities and assignments that 

required technological tools. Furthermore, the MSES and HSES schools had more 

material resources than the LSES, which allow them to provide the students with a 

variety of educational material and hands-on learning experiences.  
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6.4. PART IV: Content 
 

In this section, I examine how the differences observed between schools in terms 

of resources, parental involvement, students’ cultural capital, teachers’ qualifications, 

teaching approaches, and instruction contribute to the unequal distribution or knowledge 

and the formation of a hidden curriculum. I analyze how in each school the national 

curriculum is adapted into an in-use-curriculum, which contains a hidden curriculum that 

produces knowledge that serves to reinforce and legitimize the social positions of the 

students; I look at the specific norms and values that are inculcated through the hidden 

curriculum. Furthermore, I analyze the content of the textbooks used in class (or in the 

case of the LSES school, the photocopies of the textbook), in order to prove that the 

inequality in the distribution of knowledge arise from the differences previously 

mentioned.  

6.4.1. Inequality in the distribution of knowledge: The lived curriculum and active 
learning versus passive learning 
 

Earlier in the chapter it was established that, at each school of my sample, the 

formal curriculum was modified by the student’s needs and the teachers’ didactical 

approach; this adjustment of the official curriculum is known as the construction of a 

lived curriculum. The difference in the lived curriculums among the LSES, MSES, and 

HSES schools led to disparities in the distribution of knowledge and allowed for the 

formation of hidden curriculums; however, another contributing factor to this inequality 

in the distribution of knowledge was the use of different teaching approaches. During the 

classroom observations, I found a significant distinction in the teaching methods and 

learning activities exercised in the classroom throughout the three schools. This section 
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encompasses the different ways in which the courses were taught, as well as the 

differences in content of the lessons.  

At the LSES school, the social studies course can be referred to as a “passive 

class” due to the manner in which it was structured and taught. Passive classes are 

characterized by long lectures consisting of “facts” and “textbook information.” The 

students’ role, as a passive learner, is to absorb the information by paying attention and 

taking notes; they are not frequently asked nor encouraged to ask questions, and 

assignments are based on factual and technical information. For instance, during one 

class, the students read a passage on the American continent and were assigned five 

questions whose answers could be found in the text; such as: “Which oceans border the 

American continent? “How many countries form the American continent?” Following 

this assignment, the teacher explained: “culturally Latin America is very different from 

North America. The countries on the north are wealthier and therefore are different 

economically, politically, socially, and culturally.” The teacher did not expand on “why” 

the countries were wealthier, nor ask the students their opinion on how the regions 

differed. The students were not challenged to think beyond the material presented in 

class, and all the material was presented as factual and objective. During this and the 

other lessons observed, I found that the lectures would reiterate the information given in 

the textbook passages, while also emphasizing “facts” about Argentina and imposing 

nationalistic values; however, the lectures would never encourage the students to use 

critical thinking to examine the topics studied. This teaching approach was also observed 

when the students watched a documentary on the Argentinean declaration of 
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independence: after the film, the class continued with the teacher’s summary on what was 

just seen; she did not present any additional information, discussion, or questions.   

 I observed the “passive learning” approach throughout various lessons and classes 

at the LSES school. For instance, at the last class observed, the students were learning 

about natural resources and environmental problems. Again, the lesson was based on the 

photocopies the students had of the textbook pages on this topic. The teacher assigned 

some students to read the chapter out loud, then she lectured on what had just been read, 

and finalized the lesson with questions on the material; the answers were in the text. 

However, even though the class was structured on delivering the information presented in 

the textbook, some topics gave rise to the indoctrination of values, norms, and ideals. 

Through remarks and comments, the teacher inculcated values and norms about caring 

for the environment and being a good citizen (this will been explained in detail in the 

following subsection).  Also, the teacher’s preference to educate the students about 

“where they are standing” was also reflected in this lesson; for instance, even if the 

textbook established that environmental problems were a global issue, the focus of the 

lecture was on Argentina.   

Another aspect of the class that only the teacher of the LSES school considered to 

be important was organization. At the end of every class, she would list on the board 

what they did during class and had the students write it down in their folders. This is 

another characteristic of a passive class: the curriculum of the course is followed 

meticulously, forcing the class in one direction, regardless of the students’ feedback or 

external circumstances. This approach is most likely employed because the teacher 

perceived her students to be behind and her priority was to fill those gaps by teaching the 
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“basic information about the country they [the students] are living in” (personal 

interview). The teacher explained that there was certain information the students had to 

learn, and that she was going to teach it even if it is not on the official curriculum. Thus, 

the strict organization of the class is a result of the urgency to teach “basic” and “crucial” 

material, and the need to constantly review all the information taught so that the student 

“becomes familiar with the material and internalizes it” (personal interview). 

In contrast to the LSES school, the social studies classes observed at the MSES 

and HSES school were mostly “active classes.” Active classes are characterized by 

interactive learning, in which the student is challenged by the teacher and the subject 

studied. The teacher tends to engage the students in the lessons by asking questions—

often critical thinking questions. The students are given space to ask “how” and “why” 

questions, and the class’s pace is often determined by their engagement with the material.  

During the classroom observations at the MSES school, I was present for the 

teachings on the last military regime in Argentina. This topic was considered to be 

extremely important by the teacher—and at the school in general; therefore, three weeks 

of social studies classes were devoted to study the political, economical, and social 

aspects of the dictatorship. This subject is one of the last on the official curriculum, and it 

is briefly covered in the last chapter of the textbook; however, it was agreed at the school 

that since the 34th anniversary of the coup d’état was early in the school year, the class 

should cover it then.  The topic was covered through multiple sources and materials, as 

well as the textbook. For instance, the subject was introduced through a documentary on 

the human rights violations during the dictatorship. After watching the film, the students 

were assigned some “reflection questions” for homework; and in the following class they 
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were discussed. During the discussion, the teacher introduced the issue about the illegal 

adoptions that took place during the dictatorship, in which the babies of the people 

abducted and murdered were also kidnapped and given to foster families—mostly to 

people linked to the military. The teacher continued by talking about the identity conflicts 

that these kidnapped children had when growing up; he asked the students: “what is a 

person’s identity? What determines your identity?” The students answered that your 

identity is your name, and the teacher questioned them “why is that?” The students were 

encouraged to develop their own opinions and answers. The teacher continued the 

discussion by asking “what does personality means? Is one’s personality part of one’s 

identity?” The students answered that the personality is formed by “how you are, your 

gestures”; the teacher asked them to “elaborate and think about how your personality is 

constructed.” The students shouted various answers, including: “by how you are 

educated; by your family; by your way of thinking; by your life style; by your 

profession.” One student then asked the teacher: “how did the parents adopting the 

kidnapped babies manage to not feel bad and worthless?” The teacher responded by 

explaining that while some people were aware that those babies belonged to 

“disappeared” people, others did not know. The discussion continued with questions 

about the importance of one’s name and one’s identification card; the teacher talked 

about corruption and explained that “the military men would create fake identification 

cards giving new identities to the abducted babies. The teacher also introduced the 

concept of “one-sided” information, explaining that some of the children kidnapped were 

taught that their biological parents were criminals and that the military men did them a 

favor by giving them up for adoption. The lesson ended with the teacher sharing some 
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current events on the topic: “the corruption and crimes related to this military regime are 

still happening today. Two years ago Jorge López, a key witness in the trial of the 

military men involved in the abduction and murder of 30,000 people during the regime, 

was kidnapped after testifying and is still missing.” Overall, this lesson serves as a clear 

example of an active class. The students were actively participating, encouraged to 

develop their own thoughts, and presented with critical information. The class flowed as 

a conversation, rather than a constant lecture of information and “facts.” 

During another lesson on the military dictatorship at the MSES school, the teacher 

talked about the participation and cooperation of other countries in the matter. He 

mentions that the United States was covertly an ally to the military regime in Argentina, 

since they trained the Argentinean military men to kill and torture. He added that the U.S. 

contributed to many of the dictatorships in Latin America during the sixties and 

seventies. Clearly, the lesson presented the students with a critical view on political 

issues, which also contributed to a hidden curriculum; the students were being taught 

about the values and ideas that correspond to the Argentinean middle class. The teacher 

was aware that, since the school was politicized and extremely opposed to the military 

dictatorship, no student in his class was the son/daughter of a military person.   

 Out of the three schools observed, the social studies lessons at the MSES school 

were the most politicized and the most critical against the government and the elites. For 

instance, when talking about the difference between North and Latin America, the teacher 

asked the students: “Why we were never able to fully develop as a nation if we were 

never involved in a World War?” The students did not respond, and the teacher stated 

that it is because “we have corrupt governments and the power and resources are 
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unequally distributed.” On another occasion, when talking about the Southern Common 

Market (MERCOSUR) and the free-market, the teacher mentioned how privatization 

policies ruined the Argentinean economy. While the lessons were one-sided, they tended 

to reflect the struggles and opinions of the general middle-class in Argentina; therefore, 

the teacher transmitted ideas that went in accordance to the background of his students 

and the background of the school. In addition, the teacher frequently stressed the 

importance of tolerating different points of views.    

 Other lessons and teaching approaches that established active learning included 

asking the students background questions on the material before starting the lesson. For 

instance, when studying the American continent in the MSES school, the teacher asked if 

anyone in the class knew what the MERCOSUR was. In contrast to the LSES school, the 

students at this school were already familiar with geographic information, such as the 

oceans and countries; this shows how having the middle-class cultural capital allowed 

these students to cover the topics established by the national curriculum in a fast pace. 

The teacher constantly questioned the students before introducing new material; he once 

asked them what an isthmus was, and since no one knew the answer, he encouraged the 

students to use their dictionaries. This way, the information is not fed by the teacher and 

teaches the students to look for sources of information in the classroom. Another 

technique was to make the students silently read some pages of the textbook and 

summarize them to the teacher. Often times, the students were divided into groups, and 

each group was assigned an article, to read and present to the rest of the class. By 

employing these methods, the students were constantly participating in their learning and 

were engaged with the material.  
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 The teaching approaches at the HSES school were similar to the MSES school: 

they promoted interactive learning. For instance, before starting a new lesson, the teacher 

would ask the students to explain what they knew so far about the topic. Even when the 

answers were obvious—such as “what is Argentina?”—this was a didactical technique of 

assessing the background knowledge of the students and getting them engaged with the 

material.            

 Similar to the classes at the MSES school, the HSES school teacher would also 

engage the students by constantly connecting the lessons to contemporary events. For 

example, when learning about the MERCOSUR, the teacher mentioned the current “pulp 

mill dispute” between Argentina and Uruguay. She explained that while the Argentinean 

government denounced that the pulp mills on the Uruguay River violate the 

environmental standards of the MERCOSUR, the Uruguayan government argued that 

interfering with the pulp mills transgresses the MERCOSUR regulations on freedom of 

circulation of goods. Then, the students were asked what else they knew about this 

dispute and what their standing is. Since the students were engaged in discussing 

environmental issues, the teacher began a discussion about air pollution and smog; she 

explained how Mexico City is one of the most polluted cities. This example shows how 

the pace of the class was often determined by the interests and engagement of the 

students, as well as how the HSES teacher provided the students with a global view 

which was not addressed in the LSES school.  

 The HSES school teacher connected the curriculum material with current events 

to make the students reflect on what was happening, to promote awareness, and to 

develop their own opinions. For example, during one class, the teacher said that the day 
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before, the Chamber of Deputies approved the same-sex marriage bill. The students 

shared their thoughts on the matter, as well as on having a bill allowing same-sex couples 

to adopt. The teacher contributed to the matter by transmitting values on tolerance and 

equality: “the sexual orientation of a person should not determine what rights they have. 

Homosexuals should have the same rights that heterosexuals have.” The inculcation of 

values and norms on open-mindedness also occurred during another class observed. 

During this one class, the discussion went off on a tangent, and the students were talking 

about their view on aliens. The teacher took the opportunity to explain that “your 

perceptions depend on your point of view. For example, you think that aliens are short, 

green, and have large heads. From their point of view, we are giants and deformed.” The 

teacher continued by telling the students that they should not judge people by 

appearances, because “we are all different and there is no right or wrong.”  

 Another common approach used in the active classes at the HSES and MSES 

schools was to encourage students to think critically about the material. For instance, 

when studying the 1976 military regime at the HSES school, the teacher asked: “what 

were the conditions of the country when the dictatorship began?” One student responded 

briefly, and the teacher explained that they should develop complete and deep answers. 

The teacher would also have various students answer the same question, in order to cover 

multiple aspects and points of view on a question. Often times, in both the HSES and 

MSES schools, when students would give a “wrong” or inappropriate answer, the 

teachers would ask them to think why it was wrong and what the right answer would be.  

 The students at the HSES school frequently worked with their textbooks and other 

educational resources. For instance, similarly to the MSES school, several academic 
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journals were used during the lessons on the military dictatorship and the Falklands War. 

These resources covered the “facts” of the events and expressed a critical view. The 

students at the HSES school were often exposed to different political views, as well as to 

information about how the Argentinean political system worked. For example, as it was 

explained in the section on school resources, the competition at the Buenos Aires City 

Council exposed the students to political environments; it also gave them tools and 

strategies to make petitions and form solid arguments.  

 Overall, this subsection reflects how the different use of teaching methods 

resulted in diverse classroom experiences among the three schools. While the lessons at 

the LSES school were more passive and attempted to feed the material to the students, the 

MSES and HSES schools had the time and the resources to engage in interactive and 

critical thinking lessons. The teaching approach used at the LSES school does not 

necessarily result from a personal preference of the teacher: the students did not have the 

cultural capital that the topics of the official curriculum required them to have in order to 

deal with more profound material. In addition, since the students were behind on the 

knowledge that a sixth grader should have, the teacher might have felt the need to make 

the pace of the lessons faster and did not have time to engage in discussions and 

reflection. Furthermore, the LSES school’s lack of resources did not permit the teacher to 

use any class material aside from the photocopies of textbook pages. In addition to the 

differences observed regarding teaching styles –passive vs. active learning–, I observed 

differences in terms of teachings of social norms and values. 

6.4.2. Social and national consciousness      

 Within the in-use-curriculum developed in the social studies class at the LSES 
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school, there was an emphasis given to class consciousness and social consciousness. The 

transmission of these norms emerged in the form of comments and advice by the teacher 

regarding the class material or the behavior of the students. The inculcation of these 

values comprises a hidden curriculum reinforcing and legitimization the social class of 

the students.  

 While the sitting arrangement of the students, the posters “decorating” the 

classroom, and the constant remarks of the teacher reinforced critical thinking and 

collectivistic values, these were not carried into practice when teaching. For instance, a 

poster in the wall read: “In this classroom, we respect our community standards during 

times of reflection, dialogue, debate, and production.” Yet, as we have seen in the 

previous subsection, the classroom dynamic was not consistent with this statement. 

During one of the observations, the teacher told me that she does not like the students’ 

desk to be in rows; “I rather have them in groups, even though it crowds the classroom 

and makes it seem even smaller.” The emphasis given to teach about collectiveness was 

present when evaluating the students. For instance, the teacher told her students that class 

participation is evaluated and will be reflected in their final grade, including how they 

work with their peers. However, as I previously mentioned, the classroom work and 

instruction required little interaction among the students; therefore, the teacher 

transmitted the values but was not able to put them into practice.  Following the comment 

about classroom participation, the teacher announced: “Here we are a small society. 

When you [the students] leave primary and secondary school, you will be a member of a 

society and you have to know how to interact with others when you work.” The implicit 

message in this statement is the insinuation that the students will start working as soon as 
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they finish primary or secondary school, disregarding the possibility of obtaining a higher 

education; this reinforces their position in the social hierarchy. 

 The point of belonging to “a group” also came up when establishing discipline in 

the classroom. During one class in the LSES school, the teacher lectured on “the right to 

study and the responsibility to do your work.” She talked about the differences between 

rights and duties, stating to the class: “Thinking about oneself is selfish. When you 

exercise your rights, you need to think about everyone else.” As an example, she explains 

that even though you might have your own apartment, you cannot throw a party at any 

time you want because “you need to take your neighbors into consideration.” She added: 

“you need to be respectful towards others. You need to respect the person next to you. 

You need to watch your words, your gestures, and your actions—both boys and girls.” 

First, clarifying that the advice applies to “both boys and girls” implies that expectations 

on values and behavior differ by gender. Second, behind the lessons on respect and 

solidarity lies the indoctrination of social consciousness and responsibility, which also 

reflects class consciousness. Being aware of the social position of the students, the 

teacher might inculcate values on collectivity and solidarity because these are necessary 

components in forming social movements and attaining social change. Given that the 

teacher comes from a background similar to her students’, she might believe that the only 

way these students can achieve social mobility is by working together.    

 In addition, the transmission of social consciousness occurred during the lessons 

on material established in the curriculum. During one instance, when teaching about 

environmental sustainability, the teacher mentioned to the students that they should help 

preserve the environment every day. She explained to the class: “we need to be conscious 
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about the future. In a society we are a whole, not an accumulation of individuals. The 

country needs each citizen to shoulder equal weight.” Once more, this statement reflects 

the inculcation of social and nationalistic consciousness; the message about the country’s 

needs intrudes in the lesson about the environment. The teacher goes on by explaining 

how environmental issues affect everyone: “the planet is like a large house. We each 

have our home, but the planet is everybody’s, and that’s why we all need to take care of 

it.” In addition, we can observe that the teacher reduces abstract concepts to basic 

terms—“planet” is defined as a “large house”; this only occurred at the LSES, possibly 

because the teacher believed that the students cannot understand the abstract concepts.  

The inculcation of these values and norms form a social consciousness which 

encourages obedience in the LSES; the students are taught to act according to mainstream 

viewpoints. For instance, during one class, the students are given a pocket-size version of 

the constitution of the City of Buenos Aires. While handing them out, the teacher 

enunciates: “the constitution lies above everything else. The constitution is the mother 

law, the one that gives us the frame for our rights and duties.” The lesson continues with 

an explanation of the importance of knowing one’s rights and responsibilities: “you have 

to know what rights you have as a citizen and as a person. How can you stand up for your 

rights if you don’t know what those rights are?” While this lesson teaches students about 

their rights, they reinforce that there is a power that “lies above everything else” and 

cannot be challenged. This indoctrination constitutes a hidden curriculum that reinforces 

the social class of the students, because, while the students are taught about collectivity 

and solidarity, they are also indoctrinated with an ideology of obedience, order, and 

nationalism.  
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 These messages were not observed in either the MSES or HSES schools; acting 

collectively was neither encouraged nor dissuaded. However, even though the teaches did 

not inculcate the students with collectivistic values, it was previously shown that in 

practice, the students at the MSES and HSES schools worked more collectively than the 

students at the LSES school.  In contrast to the messages instilled at the LSES school, the 

teacher at the MSES school talked about responsibility from an individualistic level. For 

instance, he once told the class: “life does not qualify you as good, average, or 

outstanding. If you do not take responsibility, life hits you.” In another class, the teacher 

stated: “you [the students] need to be committed to whatever you do and you need to be 

passionate about what you do; this way you will not become mediocre. The majority of 

us need to face the real world, and it is up to you how you will take on your life: do you 

want to be the protagonist of your life, or do you want to be a secondary character?” This 

statements show that, unlike the LSES teacher, the teacher at the MSES school talked on 

the second person and focused at an individual level, recognizing the individuality of the 

students. These messages express that the students have control of their life; they transmit 

that hard work pays off, and that doing the opposite has negative repercussions. Also, 

when saying “the majority of us need to face the real world,” the teacher is being class 

conscious and aware that these students do not have the world at their fingertips; 

however, the lesson transmits that the students have the tools to be “good, average, or 

outstanding.”  These messages are also part of a hidden curriculum in which the middle-

class students are indoctrinated to the values according to their social class.   
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 Similarly to MSES school, in the HSES school the students were not exposed to 

messages that encouraged collectiveness. However, when comparing the norms and 

values taught at the LSES and HSES schools, the HSES school encouraged the formation 

of a national consciousness that was less demagogical and much more critical. For 

instance, when talking about the military dictatorship, the HSES school teacher 

mentioned how the military government did not respect many of the rights guaranteed by 

the constitution: “Although the Argentinean constitution guarantees that every citizen has 

the freedom to publish their ideas without being censored, the military government 

censored and even repressed those that did not concur with their ideology.” Therefore, 

the HSES teacher showed the students that the constitution does not “lie about everything 

else” and that laws are sometimes broken. This way, the HSES students are indoctrinated 

with a form of national consciousness that encourages them to be critical.  

 Overall, the norms and values inculcated during the social studies classes differed 

by the social status of the students. The students at the LSES school were exposed to 

values that encouraged solidarity, collectivity, and obedience; this shows that the teacher 

was aware of the social positions of the student and tried to educated them on important 

elements for social movements. However, at the same time, the indoctrination on a 

demagogical national consciousness did not encourage the students to challenge their 

position.  

6.4.3. The impact of textbooks on the unequal distribution of knowledge 

 In the earlier sections I showed that the textbooks were selected by the teachers. 

While the students at the MSES and HSES had a social studies textbook, due to financial 

restrictions, the students at the LSES school were not assigned to purchase a book—they 
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bought photocopies of textbook pages provided by the teacher. I also demonstrated 

throughout this chapter that only the MSES and HSES schools used additional sources 

and literary material in their social studies lessons. The reason behind this practice was 

because the MSES and HSES school teachers considered the textbook to be “extremely 

basic, pure facts.” In this section I seek to corroborate the “neutrality” of the textbook and 

therefore attribute the inequality in distribution of knowledge to other factors, such as 

differences in additional materials used in class, passive versus active learning, and 

knowledge shared by the teacher. Coincidentally, the MSES and HSES school used the 

same textbook for the social studies course. This further proves that there were not many 

differences in the educational experiences that these two schools provided to their 

students. Comparing the textbook used at these schools to the textbook that the LSES 

school teacher used to structure her class, I did not find many differences: both textbooks 

are strategically designed by the publishing companies to include the topics established in 

the official curriculum. They both included the same information but in different order. 

 The first chapter in both books is about general information on North and Latin 

America and Argentina. The title of the chapter on the MSES and HSES schools’ book is 

“Argentina, the country we live in” while the title of the chapter on the LSES school’s 

book is “America and Argentina.” Both chapters cover the exact same information, 

including geographic structure of the continent, neighboring countries, demographics of 

the Argentinean population, and the MERCOSUR. Since the content of the book is 

extremely similar, the fundamental difference lies in how the teacher presented the 

chapter. During class, for example, the MSES school teacher criticized the section on the 

demographics of the Argentinean population because it portrayed the country to be very 
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welcoming to immigrants. He told the students that Argentineans have negative 

stereotypes towards people of all nationalities and races and that immigrants have a hard 

time adapting and being accepted. In contrast, the passive learning approach employed at 

the LSES school used the textbook as the only “objective” source of information during 

the lessons.  

 This subsection shows that although teachers have the autonomy to select which 

textbook they want to use in class, the unequal distribution of knowledge arises from 

other factors. It was the critical texts, academic journals, and newspaper articles which 

had an impact on the knowledge of the students at the MSES and HSES schools. In 

addition, the unequal distribution of knowledge is also caused by different formation of a 

lived curriculum, as well as difference in the teachers’ didactical approaches.  

Conclusion 
 
 The findings of the fieldwork carried out in three schools in the Autonomous City 

of Buenos Aires show that students attending public schools have different academic and 

learning experiences based on both their own and the schools’ socioeconomic status. The 

variation of backgrounds between the students at each school had an impact on the 

curriculum taught in class. The content of the national curriculum assumed that the 

students possessed certain “common knowledge.” The official curriculum is not designed 

with the consideration that students are culturally and socially diverse. As a result, the 

teacher who had the most diverse group, the LSES school teacher, had to devote a long 

time to teach the students about “basic” cultural knowledge before covering the topics of 

the curriculum. Given that this teacher was coming from the same socioeconomic 

background as her students, her lessons tended to be class conscious. However, she often 



 168

said things that were not culturally sensitive of the diversity of her students. On the other 

hand, the MSES and HSES had relatively homogenous groups in terms of class and 

culture, which made it feasible to cover the topics established by the national curriculum.  

 In relation to the schools’ configuration, the study also finds that schools were 

structured in a way that assumed that parents could participate in their children’s 

education. This structure benefits the parents who had the most social and economic 

capital, as well as the dominant cultural capital. The finding show that the LSES school 

parents did not have the educational background, networks, resources, or time to 

cooperate with their children’s education inside or outside school compared to the parents 

of MSES and HSES students. This impacted the LSES school students’ educational 

experience in two ways: the cooperadora, which was run by parents, was weaker and was 

less able to get necessary funds for the school. Also, the majority of the students at the 

LSES school were not exposed to an enriching educational environment at home. Given 

that the schools’ structure expected parents to participate in the educational process 

outside of school, the students who did not receive help were at a disadvantage. For 

instance, the pace of the curriculum was slowed because most students would not study 

outside of school.          

 Another important finding about the students is that the HSES school teachers did 

not consider their students to belong to a high socioeconomic class. The MSES and 

HSES school teachers defined the socioeconomic background of their students in the 

same way: middle class with a stable financial position. This makes us question if, even 

though the HSES school is located in a high socioeconomic status area, the students 

belong to this social class. Throughout the analysis of how educational experiences 
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depend on the SES of the school, the MSES and HSES schools did not show many 

differences: the didactical approaches and the topics taught were very similar; even the 

textbooks used were the same. Therefore, it appears public education offers more 

advantages to the middle-income children, over lower-income ones, while the higher 

income children attend private schools.  

 In terms of resources, the findings show that, despite receiving the amount of state 

funding, the buildings given to each school reflected the socioeconomic status of the 

regions. Therefore, the LSES school faced problems and expenditures related to building 

reparations that the other two schools did not. In addition, the differences in the funds 

collected by the cooperadora led to different academic experiences. While the LSES 

school’s cooperadora collected the least amount of funds, they had to spend that money 

to cover basic needs and repairs of the building. The other two schools also used the 

cooperadora’s money for basic needs that should be covered by the state’s funding; 

however, they had surplus funds that allowed them to enhance the classroom experience 

by purchasing materials and assisting the students who could not purchase textbooks. 

Therefore, the resources used in the classrooms differed vastly between the LSES school 

and the MSES and HSES schools: the LSES students did not have textbooks because they 

were too expensive; in contrast, the MSES and HSES students purchased their own books 

or had them provided by the cooperadora when their parents could not afford them. 

Furthermore, the school provided them with additional classroom materials, such as 

academic journals.  

 The role of the teacher in each school varied according to the circumstances of 

their students and the resources of the school. Both LSES school teachers interviewed felt 
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that their students were grades behind in certain topics and subjects. The main challenge 

for these teachers was to cover the national curriculum when their students did not 

possess the expected knowledge of a sixth grader. Therefore, the teachers had to adapt 

their lessons to the level of their students. In the MSES and HSES schools, the teachers 

shaped the curriculum according to the interests of the students and the resources offered 

by the schools; they were able to cover the topics of the curriculum and add external 

resources and interactive activities to engage the students and teach deep concepts. The 

study’s findings also reveal that within each school all students in the same grade had the 

same opportunities: they had the same courses, the same teachers, and the same material. 

In addition, the teachers in all three schools evaluated the students on the process of 

learning, not only the results; thus, permitting all students to achieve highly even if they 

are not good test-takers.  

 The difference in the content covered in the classes and the teaching approaches 

also contributed to unequal learning experiences. Given the achievement gap seen 

between the LSES school and the HSES and MSES schools, the in-use-curriculum 

developed in class differed vastly among the schools. The in-use-curriculum of the LSES 

school vaguely followed the official curriculum due to the lack of resources and the fact 

that the students were often grades behind in their knowledge. In addition, the LSES 

school teacher employed a passive teaching approach, in which there was no room for 

critical thinking activities or interactive lessons. The lessons mostly consisted of 

delivering “factual” information to the students and reinforcing that knowledge through 

assignments. One possible reason the teacher had to take this approach was that the 

students needed to rush through learning the topics that the sixth grade curriculum 
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expected them to know. In contrast, the lessons at the MSES and HSES schools were 

highly interactive. The teachers had the resources and the time to expose the students to 

material and activities that were challenging and that made them think critically.  

 Within the in-use-curriculum developed in each classroom, a hidden-curriculum 

was found. Given that the socioeconomic status of the teachers was similar to the 

socioeconomic status of the students, the teachers were often inculcating the student with 

their values and ideologies. In the LSES school, the teacher interlaced the lessons with 

messages that reinforced collectivity and solidarity; these were extremely class 

conscious. However, the strong inculcation of a nationalistic demagogy still reflected a 

collective consciousness but not a cultural consciousness. The large amount of time spent 

on indoctrinating nationalistic values reflects a hidden curriculum that intends to form a 

“good citizen”; the students were not encouraged to challenge or think critically about the 

social, economic, or political situation in Argentina.      

 In the MSES and HSES schools, the students were indoctrinated with a hidden 

curriculum that reflected the ideology and the values of their social class— the middle 

class. In particular, the MSES school had a reputation for being politicized, which was 

clearly observed in the lessons; for instance, the MSES school teacher repeatedly 

criticized how corrupt the Argentinean government was. In comparison to the LSES 

school, the students at the MSES school were often inculcated with individualistic values. 

Again, these values reflected class consciousness within a middle-class ideology. Both 

social studies classes at the MSES and HSES schools created a national consciousness 

that was critical; the students were taught both about how the nation works as well as its 

injustice. They were encouraged to be engaged and opinionated. 
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Based on the findings of the study, the next chapter discusses and analyzes the 

role of the school in Argentina. I explain why there was an achievement gap between the 

students of the LSES school and the students of the MSES and HSES school. In addition, 

I explore whether the educational system and experience in Argentina supports the 

theories and studies of school inequality in the United States. Comparing my findings to 

the empirical work done in the U.S. gives us a frame of reference to examine what impact 

a national curriculum has in relation to educational equality.  
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CHAPTER 7: Discussion and conclusion 
 

The study conducted in three public schools located in districts of different 

socioeconomic status reveals that the educational experience of a student in the 

Autonomous City of Buenos Aires is shaped by his/her social class position.  In this 

chapter, I analyze the study’s findings to determine what the role of the schooling in 

Argentina is; as a frame of reference, I use the empirical studies that establish what the 

role of the schools is in the United States. The first section of this chapter examines 

whether the mechanisms suggested by the school inequality theories, which have been 

shown to be present in the schools in the U.S., are also present in schools in Argentina. I 

analyze whether educational inequality theories are applicable to my study in Argentina; 

are the social, cultural, economic, and political mechanisms that reproduce and produce 

social inequality in U.S. schools also present in Argentina?  

The second section of this chapter answers why the students in the schools located 

in the high and middle class districts belonged to a middle socioeconomic class. To 

answer this question, I have to refer to the neoliberal policies that transformed the 

Argentinean educational system. In this section, I show how, even though the neoliberal 

educational policies in Argentina and the United States differed, the “marketization” of 

education contributes to the educational inequality found in both nations.   

The last section of this chapter answers whether having a national curriculum in 

Argentina is a contributing factor promoting educational equality. I examine the impact 

of having a national curriculum in Argentina by using the studies on the United States as 

a frame of reference. I argue that although schools in Argentina have national curriculum, 
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their role and effect on Argentinean society is not very different from that of the United 

States. 

7.1. Educational inequality in Argentina and the United States 
 
The findings of my study in Argentina show that educational inequality is a 

persistent problem in the public education system. Social class was a factor determining 

the opportunities and access to a good quality education. Similar to the empirical research 

done in the United States, my study on Argentina reveals that schools advantage the 

students who come from the dominant social groups and have high levels of social, 

cultural, and economic capital.  I use the results from the empirical studies on American 

educational inequality and my own study on Argentinean inequality to compare how 

schools in the United States and schools in Argentina reproduce and produce inequalities. 

Based on the theories on educational inequality, I demonstrate how economic, cultural, 

and social mechanisms of the schools in both countries benefit the students who are better 

positioned in the social hierarchy. In the following subsections, I present the economic, 

cultural, and social factors used in schools that contribute to the reproduction of social 

class in the United States and Argentina. In addition, I demonstrate how schools in both 

countries legitimize and reinforce the students’ social position by producing and 

unequally distributing knowledge according to the socioeconomic status of the students.   

7.1.1. Economic inequalities 
 
 The unequal distribution of resources and funding was an issue found in both 

Argentinean and American schools. Although public schools in the United States and 

Argentina are financed differently, in both countries the schools with the students of low 

socioeconomic status were the most disadvantaged in terms of economic resources. In the 
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United States, schools receive funding from the national, state, and local district levels; 

however, the majority of the budget comes from state and local sources. Empirical 

studies of American public schools show that there is inequality in funding at an inter- 

and intra-district level (Cordon & Roscigno, 2003; Dumas, 2009; Fruchter, 2007; Herriott 

& St. John, 1996). On one hand, the per-pupil amount spent in the wealthier districts is 

much higher than in the poorer districts because part of their funding comes from local 

tax bases; thus, the districts with the wealthier populations and properties have the 

wealthier public schools.  On the other hand, there are disparities in funding within a 

district because local school boards have the power to decide how funds should be 

distributed. The empirical studies on this matter reveal that the people in those positions 

of authority tend to be part of the dominant social groups; therefore, their decisions in the 

distribution of resources reflect their power and interests (Anyon, 1997; Cordon & 

Roscigno, 2003; Dumas, 2009; Lauen, 2007).       

 In Argentina, research on unequal school funding has focused on jurisdictional 

discrepancies (Mezzadra & Rivas, 2005; Rivas, Veleda, & Vera, 2009; Rivas et al., 

2010). However, my study shows that, due to the structure of the school financing 

system, there are differences in per-pupil budget within a jurisdiction. Since a large 

portion of the schools’ budget comes from provincial funds, the wealthier the provinces 

are, the more money they can allocate to their schools. In addition, the provinces that are 

more populated were shown to be at a disadvantage because they have to divide their 

funding into more institutions. Nonetheless, my study revealed that, within the same 

jurisdiction, schools possessed different budgets. This discrepancy resulted from the 

schools’ dependence on a cooperadora to raise money to cover the expenditures that the 
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national and provincial funding cannot cover. Originally, the intent of the cooperadora 

was to cover special expenditures or provide aid to economically disadvantaged students; 

however, my results show that the funds collected were used for basic needs. Given that 

the cooperadoras obtained money from the students and were organized and managed by 

parents, the schools with the wealthier students had more funds. The difference in school 

funding led to inequalities in resources; the cooperadora at the MSES and HSES schools 

used their funding to enhance the classroom experience, purchase materials, cover basic 

costs, and aid low-income students. The significantly smaller amount of funding gathered 

by the cooperadora at the LSES school had to be mostly used to repair the decaying 

school building. Furthermore, given that the Argentinean public school system does not 

provide textbooks, the economic capital of the students also determined what materials 

are used in the classroom. In the MSES and HSES schools, the students had to buy their 

textbooks, and the cooperadora helped out those who could not afford it.  In contrast, the 

classes at the LSES school did not use textbooks because the majority of the students 

could not afford them and the cooperadora did not have enough funds to assist them.  

 Another common inequality issue found in Argentinean and American schools 

was the discrepancy in teacher’s quality; in both countries, the studies show that the most 

disadvantaged schools have the least experienced teachers. The factors causing this 

disparity, however, are different in each nation. In the Unites States, previous research 

demonstrated that as the schools’ budget increase, the teacher-student ratios decrease and 

teachers’ credentials increase. Therefore, the wealthier schools, located in the wealthier 

neighborhoods, and comprised of the wealthier students, had the most experienced and 

qualified teachers (Cordon & Roscigno, 2003; Dumas, 2009). In the case of Buenos 



 177

Aires, the difference in teacher qualifications resulted from the hiring system used in 

schools. Teachers were awarded points based on their experiences and studies, and when 

a teaching position was available, those with the most points had priority in obtaining it. 

My study showed that the teachers with the most points had the advantage of selecting 

the institution where they wanted to work; they tended to prefer the wealthier schools 

because they counted on more resources and were the “least problematic.”  

 The inequality in economic resources in the American and Argentinean schools 

led to an increase in private school enrollment. For instance, a study on the public schools 

in Seattle, Washington showed that due to the insufficient funding and deteriorating 

conditions of schools located in a middle/working-class district, numerous middle-class 

parents placed their children in private schools. Since the working-class families did not 

have the economic capital to afford sending their children to private institutions, they 

were concentrated in the poor public schools (Dumas, 2009). Similarly, in Argentina, the 

statistics on private school attendance show a large increment in the last two decades; this 

results from the deterioration of public schools, as the educational system became 

segmented and many schools were disadvantage by the decentralized system of financing 

(Rivas et al., 2007; Rivas et al. 2010; Veleda, 2003). Furthermore, my study reveals that, 

within the jurisdiction of Buenos Aires, the insufficient public schools funding and the 

deterioration schools led the high socioeconomic status families to resort to private 

education. The study’s findings show that the students of the schools located in the HSES 

and MSES regions were mainly coming from middle-class families; the vast majority of 

students from high-middle and high socioeconomic status families were enrolled in 
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private schools (the reason for this occurrence will be further discussed and explained in 

section 7.2.: “Education and the market”). 

7.1.2. Cultural and social capital inequalities 
 
 The studies and research on education in Argentina and the United States also 

show that the structures of their school systems advantage those students who possess 

high levels of social and cultural capital. The empirical work done in American schools 

suggests that students who come from a home environment that is academically 

nourishing and has cultural artifacts attain higher educational outcomes than students 

who are not provided with such stimulating environments (DiMaggio & Morh, 1985; 

Lareau, 1987; Teachman, 1987). In the same way, my study in Argentina indicated that 

the students from the MSES and HSES schools, whose parents were educated and who 

had a nourishing cultural environment at home, received a higher quality of education. 

The classes at the HSES and MSES stayed on track with the official curriculum, given 

that students possessed the expected knowledge of a sixth-grader. In contrast, the teachers 

at the LSES school often had to modify the official curriculum because the students did 

not have the “basic” knowledge about Argentinean culture. These students were at a 

disadvantage because, similarly to schools in the U.S., the schools in Argentina adopt the 

cultural forms of the dominant groups, employ them as natural, and are structured under 

the assumption that everyone possesses them. 

Along these lines, research in the United States also indicates that the level of 

cultural capital of the students’ parents affects their educational achievements (Lareau, 

1987, 2003). These studies suggest that parents with high levels of cultural capital and 

educational attainment have the ability to cultivate their children’s cognitive skills; this 
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results in an advantage at school. The cultural forms and child-rearing views of the 

dominant groups give the students coming from such families the support and tools 

necessary to succeed academically. For instance, students coming from a middle-class 

family that engaged in concerned cultivation received the time and resources necessary 

from their parents to nourish their intellect. Furthermore, schools in the Unites States 

advantaged this group of students, since the school programs were structured with the 

assumption that every child received support at home (Lareau, 1987). Likewise, in 

Argentina, I found that the pace and the academic level of the classes at the LSES school 

were affected by the parents’ lack of high cultural capital. For instance, only the teachers 

at the LSES school argued that the students did not do their homework because the 

parents did not support them and push them to do it. Furthermore, the teachers suggest 

that the parents of the LSES were not able to help the students academically because 

many of them were not educated. Thus, this difference in the cultural capital of the 

parents resulted in a disadvantage for the LSES school students because they had to 

spend more time covering each topic and learning about cultural forms with which they 

were not familiar. 

 Schools in the United States and in Argentina the cultural capital of the parents 

also determined their involvement in schools. Empirical works in American schools show 

that parents of middle- and high social groups participated in and collaborated with more 

school activities than parents of lower social groups (Dumas, 2009; Lareau, 2000, 2003). 

First, this difference was a result of differences in resources: parents with more economic 

capital had more time and money to attend events. Second, the parents with more cultural 

capital felt more comfortable dealing with teachers and school matters. For instance, one 
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study showed that middle-class groups had smooth family-school relationships, while the 

working-class parents often felt helpless and hopeless when dealing with school matters 

(Lareau, 1987). The studies suggest that more involved parents have more involved 

students, which leads to higher educational outcomes (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; 

Gamoran, 2001; Lareau 1987; Teachman et al., 1996). My study in Argentinean schools 

recorded the same occurrences of parental involvement. While the teachers at the MSES 

and HSES schools were able to easily contact the parents and have their support, the 

teachers at the LSES schools stated that the parents did not get too involved in their 

children’s education because they felt that they had nothing to contribute. Therefore, the 

teachers at these schools did not feel that they could count on their students’ parents to 

contribute to the educational process.        

 The levels of cultural and social capital of the parents in Argentinean schools also 

directly impacted the educational experience because of the cooperadora. The parents of 

the students at the MSES and HSES school had the cultural knowledge and social capital 

to understand how the system worked and be involved in the school. Therefore, in 

comparison to the LSES school, the cooperadoras at the HSES and MSES schools were 

active and able to gather significant amounts of funding to assist the schools and enhance 

the educational experiences.  The studies carried out in the United States also show that 

high levels of social capital gives parents the necessary tools to decode and manipulate 

the educational system, thus putting their children at an advantage (Ball et al., 1994; Kao, 

2004; Lareau, 2000; Lipman, 1997; Noguera, 2004). The social capital of the dominant 

groups in the U.S. allow them to get involved and influence the decisions of the local 

school board and the distribution of funding. Their knowledge of the system allows these 
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parents to push for changes and policies that reflected their interests. Furthermore, the 

structure of the American educational system benefits those with higher levels of social 

capital, since they have more information about schools’ qualities, application systems, 

and attaining resources, such as financial aid.    

7.1.3. Knowledge production and distribution inequalities 
 
 Another common characteristic between the schools in the United States and in 

Argentina is that, in both countries, the dominant groups control the knowledge that gets 

into schools and how it is distributed. The roots of the American and Argentinean 

educational system are very similar: research on the formation of the school system and 

on the objectives of education in both countries shows that, historically, schools were 

used as tools to deal with the rising number of immigrant and diverse populations. In the 

United States, schools used a curriculum that transmitted the culture and values of the 

“native” groups; in other words, schools aimed to acculturate the minorities and 

immigrant into the dominant class’s standards of life. Similarly, in Argentina, schools 

used the curriculum as way to educate the “barbarians” and form “civilized” citizens; the 

objective of the schools was to establish order in the nation. Therefore, we can see that in 

both countries, the schools incorporated and applied the cultural forms and ideologies of 

the dominant groups to the whole (diverse) population. 

 Contemporary studies on curricular policy and knowledge distribution in 

Argentina and the United States show that each country took a different approach in 

structuring the school system. In the U.S., the official curriculum can vary between 

schools within one district. The empirical studies on the effects of the “tracking system” 

reveal that this system of placing students in different level courses based on ability 
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results in inter-school and intra-school inequalities. The wealthier public institutions were 

shown to offer more variety of high level courses; in addition, within the school, social 

class was shown to be a determining factor for track placement. This system also worked 

to benefit those students with the higher economic, cultural, and social capital (Alexander 

& McDill, 1976; Jones et al., 1987; Spade et al., 1997). In contrast, the structure of 

schools in Argentina did not allow for intra-school inequalities; in fact, the established 

national curriculum attempted to assure that every student in the same grade level had the 

same core courses and covered the same material. Even though, as it will be discussed in 

section 7.3 (“effects of a national curriculum”), the national curriculum did not work as it 

was intended, differences in curricula and class content were only found between schools. 

Unlike the occurrences in American schools, my study in Argentina shows that within 

one school all students from the same grade level had the same academic experiences.  

 In spite of these structural differences in the schools in Argentina and the Unites 

States, the educational institutions in both countries exercised a relative autonomy that 

allowed them to produce and distribute knowledge unequally. In the United States, the 

segregation of low socioeconomic students into low-income schools or lower tracks 

allowed the unequal distribution of knowledge via the use of the official and a hidden 

curriculum. The homogeneity of the classrooms allowed for the construction of in-use-

curriculum that produced different knowledge in accordance to the social class of the 

students. The empirical work in American schools show that students leave the schools 

with different amounts of accumulated cultural capital that was formed in those 

institutions (Anyon, 1981; Gamoran, 2001; Jones et al., 1987; Lareau, 2003; Oakes, 

2007). Furthermore, schools produced certain technical and mechanical knowledge that 
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served to legitimize and reinforce the students’ position in the social hierarchy. My study 

in Argentina reveals that despite having a national curriculum there was room for the 

construction of a in-use-curriculum and a hidden national curriculum. Students from the 

lower class school were inculcated with different values and norms than the students 

from the MSES and HSES schools; the knowledge produced at the LSES school served 

to reinforce the social position of the students. In addition, differences in cultural, social, 

and economic capital between the students of the LSES school and the students of the 

MSES and HSES schools led to the unequal distribution of knowledge. The MSES and 

HSES schools had more resources to enhance the classroom learning experience; also, 

those students had the cultural capital that was necessary to cover the material of the 

official curriculum. The difference between the curriculums at each school will be further 

explained in section 7.3.  

7.2. Education and the market 

 The “marketization” of education phenomena can be observed over the course of 

the last centuries in both Argentina and the United States. Although the countries have 

dissimilar economic and political structures and hold different powers and positions in 

the world, both Argentina and the United States are unequal societies in which the 

distribution of wealth is uneven. Therefore, even though the approaches and influences 

causing the marketization of education in each country differed, the effects of these 

neoliberal market-driven educational policies were acute and detrimental in both nations.   

 In Argentina, the marketization of education came about from the changes in the 

political and economic structure of the country. The neoliberal ideals introduced by the 

military regime in the 1970’s claimed that the government had to respect the “natural 
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separation” between state and society. The proposals and policies developed since the 

1970’s are influenced by international interests, particularly by the United States. The 

Argentinean neoliberal governments followed the Washington Consensus as a way to 

resolve the foreign debt and balance of payment crises and as a strategy to modernize the 

State. Furthermore, international organizations, such as the World Bank and the IMF, 

“proposed” and intervened with the implementation of free market policies in exchange 

for providing refinancing options and loans. As the structures of the economic, social, 

and political spheres were transformed by these policies, the public sector underwent a 

major transformation. The national government, partly influenced by international 

lenders, re-shaped the configuration of the educational system: it became decentralized 

by bringing new actors into the field; simultaneously, the establishment of a national 

curriculum and quality assessments centralized it.      

  The repercussions of the neoliberal education policies have been recorded by 

numerous scholars (Feldfeber 1997, 2000; Ibarrolla & Bernal, 2003; Rivas et al. 2010; 

Torres & Puigross, 1995; Veleda, 2003). The fragmentation of the system, which 

included transferring the responsibilities for financing education to the provincial 

governments, resulted in severe inter-provincial inequalities: the discrepancy in amounts 

for public spending between each jurisdiction resulted in unequal educational resources 

and quality. Furthermore, my study has shown that the marketization of education had 

repercussions within a jurisdiction. My study shows that the socioeconomic statuses of 

the students attending the schools in the MSES and HSES regions are similar: both 

populations principally pertain to a middle-class sector. Therefore, we can observe in the 

data and results of the field research that the educational practices, resources, and 
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parental involvement in both MSES and HSES schools were similar—in contrast to the 

LSES school. Even the teachers at the HSES school explained that their students come 

from a middle socioeconomic status with parents who are educated and professionals. 

Thus, if the students of high socioeconomic status do not attend the public school located 

in the high socioeconomic region, what institutions do they attend? The marketization of 

education resulted in having a large percentage of students belonging to middle, middle-

high, and high social groups congregated in private schools: in the Autonomous City of 

Buenos Aires, almost 50 percent of the compulsory student population attends private 

schools (Rivas et al., 2010, p. 88). The massive expansion of private education began in 

1990’s and was caused by three factors: the involvement of private actors in the field; the 

national government’s promoting and subsidizing of private education; and the 

deterioration of the quality of public education resulting from the transfer policies and 

insufficient budget.     

Furthermore, the centralizing market-driven policies, which implemented national 

quality assessments, also caused intra-jurisdictional inequalities in education. The 

evaluations of education permitted the “consumers” (parents), who possessed sufficient 

resources for school choice, to gather their children in the “best schools.” In addition, the 

“producers” (the schools) who were highly desired had the opportunity to select a student 

population that was not “problematic” and would achieve highly; these usually were 

students with the dominant group’s social, cultural, and economic capitals. Also, since 

schools are in part financially sustained by cooperadoras (due to the decentralization of 

educational system), the students with the most social, cultural, and economic capital can 

provide the school with the most resources and assistance.   
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In the United States, the marketization of the educational system took a different path, 

yet it also resulted in the expansion of educational inequality. The decentralized nature of 

its educational system resulted in vast inequalities as American cities became socially 

segregated in the early twentieth century. The authority and influence of the state and 

local governments allowed for intra- and inter-district inequalities. However, these 

inequalities were exacerbated by the market-driven policies that aimed to “solve” them. 

The implementation of school choice and standardized testing policies further benefited 

the groups with the most economic resources and the dominant social and cultural 

capitals. School choice further segregated disadvantaged families in deteriorated schools, 

because low income parents had less access to useful information about schools through 

their social networks. On the other hand, advantaged parents had the networks and the 

knowledge to know about measures of school quality, as well as to navigate through the 

system and place their children in those institutions. By virtue of their cultural capital, 

advantaged parents have an edge when negotiating educational bureaucracies and school 

administrations.  Furthermore, advantaged parents have the economic resources to 

exercise school choice, such as a car to go visit the schools (Gamoran, 2001; Lareau, 

1987, 2003).  

Additionally, the standardized test policies established by the No Child Left 

Behind Act, which attempts to promote equality by having schools compete with each 

other, also resulted in further inequalities. This policy not only ranks schools based on the 

students’ results, but also determines its funding according to their ranking: the highest-

achieving schools receive the most funds. Therefore, the lowest-achieving schools, which 

tend to have limited resources and serve low-income communities, have to shape their 



 187

curriculum to obtain good results in the standardized tests. The deterioration of the 

quality of education caused by the emphasis given to standardized examinations causes 

students who have sufficient resources to exercise school choice to switch to other 

institutions; thus, the most disadvantages students are segregated in the most 

disadvantaged schools. 

The market-driven neoliberal policies in Argentina and the U.S., which blamed 

the educational system’s inefficiency and inequality on the intervention of the state, 

prolonged and even perpetuated this inequality. However, the marketization of education 

delegates the blame for the inequality produced by the neoliberal policies onto parents, 

students, and schools. Since the neoliberal educational policies in both countries suggest 

that the assessment of quality of education and the freedom to exercise school choice 

allows parents to pick the education they want for their children, it is the families’ fault if 

they keep sending their children to “failing schools.” Additionally, the marketization of 

schools makes education a “consumer good,” yet there are three reasons why schools 

cannot be a consumer good: first, since education in Argentina and U.S. is compulsory, 

the “consumer” is forced to purchase; this lack of free will does not comply with the 

market’s ideology on freedom of choice. Second, education is not a single product good, 

like a shoe or a car; instead, schools are multi-product institutions; therefore, if parents 

were to choose a school by one of the many services that the school offers, and if schools 

only focus on meeting that demand, then they would not be covering the other needs. 

Third, unlike buying a car, purchasing an education does not mean that the consumer 

owns it. There is a dialectic relationship among the students-the teachers-the schools; 

what the students get from the school depends on their participation in it.  Therefore, the 
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market-driven educational policies cannot be effective when education cannot be a 

consumer good; instead, they further expand educational inequalities. 

7.3. Effects of a national curriculum  

The coursework and topics taught in Argentinean public schools are established 

by a national curriculum mandated by the federal government. According to the National 

Law of Education of 2006, the logic behind having a national curriculum is that it assures 

that everyone obtains a good quality of education: “A common curricular design is 

rooted on the conception of a common education, understood as the social practice of 

cultural transmission, which aims to promote greater social justice and guarantee the 

universal right to education” (Dirección General de Cultura y Educación, 2007, p. 19). 

This contemporary law decrees that the Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology 

has the responsibility and power to define the structures of a common curriculum and 

establish the subjects and topics to be covered in each grade level.  Having examined the 

teaching and classrooms dynamics that take place in Argentinean public elementary 

schools, it can be analyzed whether the national curriculum achieves what it intends 

according to the National Law of Education. More specifically, we can decipher if 

establishing a national curriculum is a successful approach to combat educational 

inequality. 

 Based on the findings of the sixth-grade social studies class observations and 

teacher interviews at three Argentinean public primary schools, it can be deduced that the 

national curriculum was subject to major transformations at the school and classroom 

level. The study shows that the LSES, MSES, and HSES schools employed the national 

curriculum in different manners; thus, not every sixth-grade student enrolled in a public 
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school in the City of Buenos Aires was learning the same material and covering the same 

topics. Each teacher in each school had different motives for altering the official 

curriculum. Out of the three schools examined, the LSES school deviated the most from 

the national curricular structure. Both of the sixth-grade teachers interviewed from this 

school were aware of this overt deviation, however, they believed that it was necessary, 

as their students did not arrive in the sixth grade with the knowledge they were supposed 

to have in that level. Furthermore, these teachers not only had to spend time in classroom 

covering material from lower levels, but also, in comparison to the other schools, they 

had to spend a longer time teaching each topic and reviewing material. On the other hand, 

none of the teachers at the MSES or HSES schools faced these problems; in fact, they 

modified the official curriculum to make the classroom content richer and to elaborate on 

the topics that interest the students or are applicable to contemporary events.  

The study shows that a difference in instructional resources automatically 

transformed into a difference in classroom experience. The students at the HSES and 

MSES schools have more resources in and outside the classroom that enhanced their 

educational experience. For instance, learning science was extremely different between 

the LSES and MSES/HSES schools, since the former did not have a science lab or any 

interactive materials. Furthermore, how we expect the students in all three schools to 

cover the same topics at the same depth when some of them do not even have textbooks? 

The findings of the study show that, by not providing the students with textbooks, 

following the same curricular course in all three schools was impossible. Having a 

textbook provided a structure for the course and allowed the students to have access to 
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the material outside the classroom; however, we find that due to the costs of these books, 

the students at the LSES schools were deprived of this “privilege.” 

The results of the study also reveal that, once the students fall behind with the 

material from other grade levels, the national curriculum was useless because the teachers 

had to teach the material necessary to fill the knowledge gap; thus, it is necessary to 

examine, what caused the students at the LSES school to be behind their grade level. 

Although my research did not pursue this question, the findings allude to various factors. 

First, the difference of resources in and outside the classroom affects the pace, 

familiarity, and the comprehension that the students have with the subject. Low-income 

students are less likely to have been exposed to reading material at home; hence, they 

have less practice at home and do not perform as well in school. Therefore, we see that a 

national curriculum begins to be altered due to the social realities of the students; when a 

first-grader is deprived of basic resources, her/his classroom involvement will be 

affected. 

A second factor influencing the achievement gap is that schools store the cultural 

form of the dominant classes and employ it as if everyone has access to it. Therefore, the 

LSES students, who came from lower social backgrounds and different levels of cultural 

capital, had to devote more classroom time adapting to this cultural form. For instance, at 

the LSES school, the teachers mentioned that the students’ parents could not help them 

with the classroom material because they were not educated. Another example can be 

observed in the culturally diverse classroom of the LSES school where the teacher 

devoted large portions of classroom time inculcating “basic” information about 

Argentinean culture that she felt was necessary cover before teaching more complex 
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topics of the national curriculum. This put these students at a disadvantage, since the 

students at the MSES and HSES schools, who already had this cultural knowledge 

incorporated, were able to use their classroom time to cover the established sixth-grade 

topics. In addition, the national curriculum was designed by taking into consideration 

only the dominant groups’ educational expectations, as if every one values the same 

experiences equality. Since school expectations are also culturally constructed, the 

teachers at the diverse LSES classrooms faced having students who were more concerned 

with having a neat notebook than with comprehending its contents.  

Third, another contributing factor to the achievement gap is that each school had a 

hidden curriculum that interfered with the coverage of the official curriculum. Depending 

on the social background of the students, their classroom experiences in terms of values 

and norms taught varied. For instance, the study’s findings show that the students at the 

LSES schools were inculcated with collectivist values and nationalistic messages. In 

contrast, the students at the MSES and HSES were taught to think critically about a social 

consciousness.  Furthermore, this reveals that the national curriculum could not control 

how teachers instructed their classroom; the difference between active learning and 

passive learning also resulted in a different pace and depth of coverage of the material. 

 Overall, based on the results of the study, it can be concluded that the national 

curriculum in Argentina did not contribute to educational equality. As a matter of fact, 

the concept of a national curriculum is misleading, since it allowed for very different 

educational experiences. We cannot assume that without a national curriculum the 

experiences of the students at the public elementary schools would be more equal. 

However, the national curriculum contributes to the “marketization” of schools because it 
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allows for the comparison of qualities and outcomes. Through the use of quality 

assessments, the national curriculum permits “consumers” to obtain the comparative data 

they need to select an educational institution. Additionally, having a national curriculum 

that allows the comparison of educational outcomes results in the implementation of 

approaches for principals and administrators to gather those students who would give 

them good reputations; these students tend to be those who come from a powerful 

economic, cultural, and social background. As I noted in the previous section, marketing 

education as a consumer good ultimately favors the dominant groups and exacerbates 

educational inequalities. 

 When we think about a national curriculum, we need to question which groups 

lead these reforms; whose and what logic determines the kind of knowledge a student has 

to have at a particular age. Thus, the national curriculum reflects the interest and ideals of 

those who have the control and power to be in the positions to make these decisions. 

Assuming that knowledge is objective, schools do not have the capacity of teaching it all; 

therefore, who is to define what is legitimate knowledge and what is be prioritized in the 

classroom? It is those who are already in powerful positions who get to decide what 

“legitimate knowledge” is to be taught in schools (Apple, 1979) . Additionally, 

establishing a national curriculum does not mean that what occurs inside a classroom can 

be controlled. In fact, while a national curriculum is established to promote equality in 

educational experience, several other factors affecting inequality in classroom dynamics 

are not covered; these include budget, resources, and teachers’ qualifications.  It would be 

idealistic to believe that one curriculum can be taught to students of different social and 
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cultural backgrounds and that, regardless of their social realities and the resources of their 

schools, it will have the same outcome and effect on every one.  

7.4. Conclusion        

 Schools in both Argentina and the United States are political, economic, and 

social institutions that preserve and produce social inequalities. The policies and the 

structures of the school systems in both nations benefit the student and families that have 

the dominant group’s social, cultural, and economic capital. Within the schools, the 

complex classroom dynamics build and distribute knowledge in a way that legitimates 

social inequality and reinforces the students’ social status.  

 In addition, the current educational policies in Argentina and the United States 

preserve and exacerbate educational inequalities rather than ameliorating them. The 

current market-driven policies deteriorated the conditions of the already disadvantaged 

schools and favored those that have the resources to take advantage of such policies: the 

school-choice policies in the United States and the decentralization policies in Argentina 

resulted in a competition that benefited better positioned students.  

 Along these lines, we have seen that the implementation of a national curriculum 

in Argentina served a strategy to create the educational market. They way in which the 

national curriculum was designed and implemented did not make the educational 

experience more equal. Instead, having a national curriculum allowed for the comparison 

of qualities and outcomes among schools. Therefore, the parents who had the resources to 

exercise school choice could use this comparative data to make their “purchase.” In 

addition, the national curriculum was designed on the assumption that students have 

certain cultural and common knowledge. With the existing achievement gap, having a 
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national curriculum was not able to create equality in the contents covered in the 

classroom.   

 Then, if a national curriculum is not an effective tool to achieve equality in 

educational opportunities, how else can schools become institutions that promote social 

mobility rather than reproduce inequalities? To answer this, we must first understand that 

schools are institutions that are part of a larger structure; this structure is deeply unequal, 

and this inequality is reflected in the schools. As we have seen from the findings on the 

educational inequality in the United States and in Argentina, the schools are as unequal as 

their society. We have seen in the chapter on the history of Argentina that, as the gap 

between the rich and the poor widened and the social problems became more severe, 

educational quality and achievement declined and educational inequality surfaced. Thus, 

the school by itself cannot fix the inequality of the larger structure; in contrast, the school 

is a social construction of those who dominate the larger structure.      

 The correlation between social equality and positive educational outcomes can be 

observed in international education rankings. In the 2009 International Student 

Assessment (PISA) report, which compares the knowledge of 15-year-olds in seventy 

countries around the world, the countries with most equality in the distribution of wealth 

ranked the highest. For instance, Japan, Sweden, and Norway, which according to the 

2007 GINI index were among the top five most-equal nations, ranked above-average for 

mathematics and reading skills (OECD, 2010; World Bank, 2009). In comparison, the 

United States ranked below-average for mathematics and average for reading skills: 

number fourteen out of the thirty-four OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation 

and Development) member countries for reading skills, and number twenty-five out of 
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the thirty-four OECD countries for mathematics (OECD, 2010). According to the 2009 

PISA evaluation, Argentina was ranked as number fifty-eight for mathematics and 

reading skills out of the seventy participating countries (OECD, 2010). Furthermore, 

according to the “education for all” development index of 2005, which measures equality 

in quality and access to education, out of 126 countries, Norway was ranked number one, 

Sweden number four, and Argentina number twenty-seven (neither Japan or the U.S. 

participated in this ranking) (UNESCO, 2008). 

 Therefore, the correlation between social inequality and educational inequality 

allows us to see that similar to economic capital, knowledge is not distributed equally 

because those who control it need it to sustain their dominant positions. Yet, there are 

several implementations that could make the school an institution that promotes social 

mobility. First, in the short term, the State can employ policies that distribute resources 

more equally inside the schools; for instance, in Argentina, the national government 

could provide students with textbooks, thereby creating more equality in their educational 

experiences.  

In the long term, to answer how the school can serve as a social mobility tool, I 

lean towards Paulo Freire’s (1986) democratic proposals of a “problem-posing” 

education. Since the structure of the school is planned and controlled by the powerful 

groups, and used to retain their position, “it would be a contradiction in terms if the 

oppressors not only defended but actually implemented a liberating education” (p. 54). 

The problem-posing method suggests that it is in the power of the disadvantaged to 

achieve liberation; this method suggests that the disadvantaged people develop their own 

curriculum through “dialogue” and “critical reflection” between teacher and student:  
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True dialogue cannot exist unless the dialoguers engage in critical thinking, 
thinking which perceives reality as process, as transformation, rather than as a 
static entity. Without dialogue there is no communication, and without 
communication there can be no true education. (Feire, 1986, p. 93) 
 

Through critical reflection and dialogue in the class, the students learn to perceive 

critically their position in society: “they come to see the world not as a static reality but 

as a reality in the process of transformation” (p. 12). The problem-posing education asks 

that students develop conscientização (critical consciousness), by which they understand 

the oppressive element in their life in order to take action and change their oppressed 

position. As my study in Argentina and the empirical studies in the United States 

indicate, the educational experiences of the low-income students do not involve reflection 

and forming a critical consciousness; thus, problem-posing education allows the students 

to receive the tools for critical consciousness necessary to improve their lives. 
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