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Assessing functionalist approaches to education

As with other sociological perspectives this is best assessed against other perspectives.

Main Functionalist Theorists

Functionalist accounts in the sociology of education have concentrated upon the linkage between modern educational systems and the functional prerequisites of modern industrial society.

Durkheim, education was to play an increasingly central role in the maintenance of the value consensus in the face of declining religious belief and identified three main functions:

· Socialisation into common values creating social integration
· Learning to cooperate in a more impersonal society through obeying school rules
· Learning specific skills to fit into an increasingly complex division of labour in society.

Parsons developed these ideas

Education should 

· Bridge the gap between particularistic values in the home and universalistic values in society (it is a microcosm of society)
· Socialise the young into the core values of society especially
           the value of achievement
           the value of equality of opportunity
· Select individuals for their future work roles based on merit and aptitude

Davis and Moore further emphasised the role allocation function of education, sifting, sorting and grading individuals through examination systems and creating a more meritocratic society.

Criticising Functionalism

Functionalists have been accused of a rather over-optimistic view of the “fit” between the education system and its society, neglecting the lack of consensus on core values in society

Liberal thinkers stress the inability of functionalism to really consider the needs of the individual.

Marxists stress the neglect by functionalists of education as a means of the ideological control of the working class for the middle class. They believe that meritocracy is a myth reinforcing the appearance of fairness whilst denying it to those in the poorest schools and neighbourhoods

Working class education is a simple preparation for a life of manual work – and social/cultural reproduction means that the values which keep them in their place are perpetuated

Feminists stress the malestream nature of the functionalist approach, neglecting gender issues.

Influential Functionalism?

Functionalist accounts of the education system have had a profound impact upon government policy.  New Labour’s approach to social policy in general was described by one recent commentator as essentially Durkheimian (Ruth Levitas), and current Conservative policies lean heavily on New Right theory as they have since the 1970s.

Social Democratic approaches share with functionalism (and the New Right) an underlying belief in the importance of value-consensus and the necessity of social mobility (and meritocracy).

Useful Functionalism?

David Hargreaves tries to apply Durkheim’s views of the functions which should be carried out by the modern British education system rather than that which is provides a clear view of the critical potential within functionalist analysis. Functionalist assumptions are the basis of contemporary education policy.
[Examination tip - if you are outlining a debate between functionalist and other theoretical perspectives in an essay, use functionalist theory first.  Much critical theory has been a simple response to the conservatism or simplicity of functionalism and usually post-dates it.  Your essay will gain a clearer critical framework and make chronological sense.]
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