concept checklist
The Macpherson Report
(1999) identified the
Metropolitan Police as
‘institutionally racist’

Institutional

racism
What does it
mean?

The term originated in the USA (where it was more commonly known as ‘institutionalised racism’) following a report on the inner-city
riots in America in the 1960s. It came into popular usage in the UK following the Macpherson Report (1999) into the murder in 1993 by
white youths of the young black British man Stephen Lawrence. Broadly, it refers to policies and/or attitudes within organisations which
lead to the discriminatory treatment of people because of their skin colour or ethnic background.

Why is it
important?

The Macpherson Report established that at the time of Stephen Lawrence’s death, the Metropolitan Police force was an institutionally racist
organisation. In practice, this meant that young black men in particular were more likely to be stopped and searched by the police, and
that crimes against them, even those as serious as murder, were less likely to be pursued with the rigour afforded to crimes against white
British people. It is important in that it raises serious issues about the nature of justice and calls into question the validity of crime statistics.

What issues
and debates
surround
this topic?

■■ To what extent have police forces, including the Metropolitan Police, addressed the issue of institutional racism? Concerns were raised
recently over the shooting by police officers of Mark Duggan, a young black man, in north London.
■■ The lack of representation of BME people as (for example) judges, MPs, senior doctors, editors, journalists, civil servants and actors
suggests that institutional racism is still evident in many sectors of British society. Do you agree?

■■ Read about the Stephen Lawrence case, particularly the first trial of those accused of his murder. (Two perpetrators were retried and
How can I
check I have convicted almost 20 years later.)
■■ Look up some statistics of the proportion of BME people in senior positions in a range of professions and make a note in your folder.
understood
this concept? It is often helpful to be able to quote a couple of statistics to support an argument.
■■

Think how you could use this material in a discussion of social inequalities based on ethnicity in contemporary Britain.
Joan Garrod
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Blacklisted!
A case study
in corporate
crime

Jack Fawbert

Corporate industrial crime doesn’t often figure
in the consciousness of students and the general
public. Why not?

Signposts
This article provides a brief discussion of the
nature of power in capitalist societies, and
then uses the practice of ‘blacklisting’ to show
how this power has been, and continues
to be, exercised to protect the powerful
and victimise the weak. There is a useful
discussion of what is meant by ‘corporate
crime’ and the concept of ‘bourgeois
ideological mystification’ is introduced.
This article is obviously relevant to the
topic of ‘Crime and deviance’, but with its
discussion of an aspect of Marxist theory
and an interesting case study, it provides
essential reading for all students.

individuals and they form part of what we
call ‘conventional crime’.
Students rarely give answers such as:
‘company tax evasion’, ‘industrial pollution’,
‘illegal exports of arms to governments
involved in mass terror’ or ‘deaths of workers
caused by employers breaking health and
safety legislation’.
Yet, these ‘corporate crimes’, committed
predominantly by large businesses or
individuals acting on behalf of large
businesses, often do far more damage to
individuals and society than ‘conventional
crimes’. Using Marxist theory and blacklisting
as a case study, I want to highlight the
importance of corporate crime.

Power in capitalist societies

Key concepts
corporate crime, blacklisting, ideological
state apparatus, repressive state apparatus

N

ame a typical crime. ‘Theft!’,
‘Burglary!’, ‘Robbery!’, ‘Assault!’,
‘Domestic violence!’, ‘Murder!’ These
are common responses when I give this task
to students. These are all offences committed
predominantly by individuals against other

2
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Marxists argue that the core relations in
capitalist societies are to be found in the
struggle over the distribution of wealth and
power between the owners of the means
of production (the bourgeois or capitalist
class) and those who create the wealth of
society by hand or brain (the proletariat or
working class).
While not being the totality of relations in
capitalist societies, for Marxists, it is these class
relations that shape all other aspects of society,
including the state, its political systems, its

THE BOURGEOIS CLASS HAS AN
INTEREST IN ATTEMPTING TO
WEAKEN OR EVEN ERADICATE
TRADE UNIONISM

policing, its security services, its criminal
justice system and its education and media.

Trade unions and worker power
Because of the unequal distribution of wealth
and power, these agencies generally operate
in the interests of the capitalist class. Indeed,
individual workers are relatively weak, but
when they combine in trade unions they
can begin to redress the imbalance of wealth
and power, albeit to a minimal degree. The
bourgeois class therefore has an interest
in attempting to weaken or even eradicate
trade unionism.
However, various international laws and
conventions defend individual and collective
trade union rights as basic human rights
enshrined in law. So, in the struggle between
capital and organised labour, employers have
to resort to other means to nullify the effects
of trade unionism. Illegal blacklisting of
active trade unionists is one way of achieving
this goal.
Sociology Review September 2017
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What is blacklisting?
Blacklisting is a system whereby employers
collectively and secretly draw up a list of trade
union activists on the basis of information
provided by individual employers. Companies
can then access the information on any
individual who applies to work for them
and deny them work. This is not because the
person would be unable to do the job required,
but because of their trade union affiliations
and activism.

Blacklisting in the construction
industry
Because of the casual nature of the construction
industry, where workers are generally hired on a
job-by-job basis, building workers have always
been vulnerable to blacklisting. From 1919 until
1993, when a parliamentary inquiry forced
them to close down, a secretive organisation
called the Economic League carried out this
service for employers. Following the closure,
Britain’s largest construction companies secretly
bought the Economic League’s database and
conspired to set up The Consulting Association
(TCA) to carry on the blacklisting of building
workers (Fawbert 2016).
This was not revealed until 2009 when the
government’s Information Commissioner’s
Office (ICO) was forced, after pressure from
building workers, sympathetic journalists
and human rights campaigners, to track
down the organisation’s head office and raid
it under data protection laws.
Parliament had previously not legislated to
make blacklisting a specific offence, because
it was claimed that there was no evidence of
the practice since the demise of the Economic
League and because of assurances given by
employers to parliament that they had ceased
the practice.

Ideological state apparatus
This example illustrates what the Marxist
sociologist Louis Althusser (2008) called
‘ideological state apparatuses’ (ISAs). Here,
the word of ‘businessmen’ is believed more
than the word of workers. ISAs include the
education system and the mass media,
which function to obscure corporate crimes
such as ‘blacklisting’ by not reporting them
or making them appear less serious than
conventional crimes.

The ICO raid revealed that 44 of the
largest construction companies in the UK
had paid an annual subscription of £3,000
to TCA and a fee of £2.20 for each enquiry.
Files on 3,213 workers were seized, although
it is estimated that this was only 5% to
10% of the files kept by the organisation
(Smith and Chamberlain 2016). Needless
to say, a man called Ian Kerr who ran the
blacklist on behalf of the employers, took
this opportunity to destroy most of the
remaining incriminating evidence.

Why is corporate crime so
under-regulated?
This example also demonstrates the Marxist
argument that when it comes to corporate
crime, specialised agencies with fewer
powers than the police are charged with
responsibility for enforcing the law, making
such crimes appear as lesser offences than
conventional crimes.
For example, this can be seen with
respect to laws on corporate tax evasion
and health and safety at work. This is despite
the enormous damage done to individuals
and society by the flouting of such laws.
Thousands of blacklisted workers faced a
working lifetime punctuated by long periods
of unemployment and were victimised, even
when the building industry was booming.
This led to children being brought up in
poverty, to divorce and family breakdowns,
to mental illness and, in some cases, suicide.
Despite these effects, when Kerr was
charged under data protection legislation, he
didn’t attend court, pleaded guilty through
his solicitor and was fined just £5,000,
with £1,187 in costs. Even these derisory
sums were paid for him by the construction
company owner Sir Robert McAlpine. None
of the companies involved had any charges
brought against them.

MARXISTS ARGUE THAT CORPORATE
CRIMES ARE MADE TO APPEAR AS
LESSER OFFENCES

Weak legislation
In response, the UK government enacted the
Employment Relations Act 1999 (Blacklist)
Regulations 2010. Again, because of corporate
power in the form of pressure from employers,
the legislation ended up being weak.
■■ First, it was civil law rather than criminal
law. The former allows individuals to sue for
damages while the latter allows for criminal
charges to be brought against individuals.
Marxists argue that this is symptomatic of
laws on corporate crime: they make such
crimes appear less serious than conventional
crimes. Yet most people don’t realise that
the divisions between what are made civil
offences and what are made criminal offences
are quite arbitrary.
■■ Second, the regulations only covered
‘employees’. Most workers in construction have
been forced onto bogus ‘self-employment’
contracts and employed through agencies and
therefore were not covered.
■■ Third, workers could only make a claim
against a company if they were blacklisted
for ‘official trade union duties’. Many workers
had found themselves on the blacklist simply
for being trade union members or being
members of political organisations that
support trade unionism.
■■ Finally, for the tiny number of workers
who do meet the criteria, their cases are
dealt with by special courts called industrial
tribunals, which have much more limited
powers than the criminal courts. Once again,
this has the ideological function of giving the
impression that such offences are less serious
than ‘real’ crimes.

Anti-blacklisting protest at the Crossrail
site in central London

THE WORD OF ‘BUSINESSMEN’ IS
BELIEVED MORE THAN THE WORD
OF WORKERS

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Protest against
blacklisting in the
construction industry

workers and had infiltrated the
construction workers’ trade union
UCATT in order to spy on them. It
was also revealed that a branch of
MI5 routinely spied on trade unions
and shared their information with
major employers. In addition, the
Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s
‘Information Research Department’
provided information on numerous
workers to TCA.

The Blacklist Support Group

Conclusion

Partly because of these failures, in 2010
a number of affected workers set up the
‘Blacklist Support Group’ to fight through the
civil courts against the injustices perpetrated
against them. To do this, workers needed
access to the files held on them by the ICO.
After a court order, the ICO eventually
took 4.5 years to hand the files over.
Even then the names of the individuals
who had blacklisted workers had been
hidden. Offenders who have committed
conventional crimes are not allowed the
same anonymity.
With the support of their trade unions and
a group of human rights solicitors acting on
a ‘no win, no fee’ basis, some of the affected
workers launched a group litigation (class
action) against a consortium of employers
in the High Court. Pre-trial hearings took
3 years, with successive legal obstacles being
put in the way of proceeding with the trial by
barristers acting on behalf of the employers.
Eventually the employers’ consortium
made ‘compensation’ offers to 771 workers
that their legal teams ‘couldn’t refuse’ along
with a worthless ‘apology’ just weeks before
the full trial was due to begin. While some
level of recompense had been achieved,
justice certainly had not.

Althusser (2008) argues that contemporary
capitalist societies consist of three levels: the
economic, the political and the ideological,
and that at any one time there is a ‘structure in
dominance’. In the case we have considered, it
was the economic level, in terms of the wealth
and power of big construction employers.
This was used to blacklist workers to deny
them work, and to manipulate the criminal
justice system.
In terms of the political level, state
agencies have pursued policies that Box
(1989) calls ‘differential deployment’.
They have concentrated on the ‘crimes’ of
the powerless, such as picketing offences
committed while protesting against illegal
blacklisting, while at the same time ignoring
corporate offences.
Finally, the lack of public focus on
corporate crimes such as blacklisting is
a consequence of what Matza (1969) has
called ‘bourgeois ideological mystification’.
Capitalist structures tend to conceal the
crimes of the powerful, while revealing and
exaggerating the crimes of the powerless.
This is achieved through weak laws and weak
regulatory bodies that make corporate crimes
appear less serious than others. Even the rare
prosecutions made are met with lenient legal
and social sanctions.
Criminal law categories are not ‘natural’
but are artful, they are creative constructs
designed to victimise the relatively powerless
and play down the crimes committed by the
powerful. This ideology is reinforced by
television and film dramas and a popular
media that rarely cover complex corporate
crime and the damage it does. The major
scandal over blacklisting, for example, has
been largely ignored by the British press, most
of which is owned by large corporations.

Repressive state apparatuses
In addition to the ISAs, Althusser (2005, 2008)
also talks about ‘repressive state apparatuses’
(RSAs) when the state demonstrates its
coercive power. These were certainly at work
in the case of blacklisting. Instead of pursuing
the criminal employers, the police and state
security services effectively conspired with
them in the blacklisting of building workers.
Peter Francis, a former undercover police
officer, blew the whistle on such activities.
Evidence showed that the police had been
systematically providing names and personal
details of active trade union building workers
to TCA, had given PowerPoint presentations
to construction employers on how to blacklist

4
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THE MAJOR SCANDAL OVER
BLACKLISTING HAS BEEN LARGELY
IGNORED BY THE BRITISH PRESS
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Activities
• Go through a TV listings and make a
note of all the crime dramas in one week
on the main terrestrial channels. How many
of them deal with ‘conventional’ crime and
how many of them deal with ‘corporate’
crime? What does this tell us about what we
are told about crime?
• On 26 October 2016 Jack Fawbert took
part in a discussion on BBC Radio 4’s
Thinking Allowed programme. Listen to the
programme and, in order to practise your
application skills, try to relate concepts
from this article to the radio discussion
(www.tinyurl.com/krljy6h).
Although Althusser (2008) argues that
either the economic, the political or the
ideological can be the ‘structure in dominance’
at any one time, he asserts that the economic
level is ‘dominant in the last instance’. By this
he means that economic interests are the final
determining factor in the social formation.
With regard to the blacklisting of trade
unionists in the building industry, there seems
little doubt that this was, and still is, the case.

Jack Fawbert was blacklisted for trade
union activities in the 1970s. As a result
he returned to education, gaining a
degree, a masters and a doctorate.
He subsequently taught in various
universities. Now retired from full-time
work, he lectures part-time at Anglia
Ruskin University. He has published
several works on blacklisting and on his
other passion, the sociology of football.
Jack is available to give presentations
on blacklisting. He can be contacted on
jack@fawbert.net.
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question and answer

OCR AS Paper 1
Option 1
Take a close look one student’s answers on ‘Families and relationships’.
Which skills are assessed by each of the four questions? How could the
answers be improved?

O

CR Paper 1 is called ‘Introducing socialisation, culture and
identity’. Section A covers compulsory questions on this
topic, and Section B covers three options: ‘Media’, ‘Youth
subcultures’ and ‘Families and relationships’.

Timing
Paper 1 is worth 50% of the marks for the AS. You are allowed 1 hour
30 minutes for the paper, and a total of 75 marks are available.
That means, on average, you can spend 1 minute and 12 seconds
(1.2 minutes) trying to gain each mark. This gives you a rough idea
of how long to spend on each question, although you can sometimes
answer shorter questions relatively quickly leaving a little extra time
to spend on the longest questions.
The optional topics are awarded 45 of the marks for this paper, so
you have around 54 minutes for Section B.

Assessment Objectives
For the optional topics, including ‘Families and relationships’, of the
45 marks on offer:
■■ 22 marks are for Assessment Objective 1 (AO1) (Demonstrating
knowledge and understanding)
■■ 12 marks are allocated to AO2 (Application)
■■ 10 marks are for AO3 (Analysis and evaluation)
All the AO3 marks are allocated to the 20-mark question, so there
is no need to evaluate when answering the other questions. On the
other hand, all of the marks for the 5-mark question are for AO1. You
should always keep the mark allocation in mind when answering
questions so that you don’t waste time demonstrating skills that are
not being assessed.
Below are exam-style questions with answers by Patrick. There is a
commentary on the answers and estimated marks so you can see how
well he has done. It is excellent exam practice to try marking sample
answers yourself, ideally by consulting a sample mark scheme. You
can find one on the OCR website at www.tinyurl.com/kbhbfar. This
will allow you to see through the examiner’s eyes and work out what
they are looking for so you can improve your own exam performance.

5-mark question

Question
Define and briefly explain the idea of ‘the dark side of
the family’.
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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(5 marks)

‘The dark side of the family’
refers to issues of physical
and mental abuse that occur
within the family. This can
include a range of issues,
such as domestic violence and
verbal bullying. Child abuse is
a prevalent issue within this.
Domestic abuse is also reported
to disproportionately affect
women more. The dark side of
the family therefore refers to
areas which are to some extent
under-reported or not viewed
as typical of family values.
Patrick has identified the core meaning of ‘the dark side of the
family’ and expands on this meaning by identifying several aspects
of it. He shows that it can be physical or verbal, that it particularly
affects women and children, that it is under-reported and that it
goes against family values. However, there could be more use of
evidence and concepts and he does not directly mention sexual or
emotional abuse so he does not quite score full marks.


Mark: 4/5

8-mark question

Question
Identify and briefly describe two reasons for families becoming more
(8 marks)
child-centred.

One reason may be the increase in single-parent families.
Statistics show that from 1971 to 2008, the percentage of lone
parents and dependent children rose from 3% to 7%. This
may be due to several factors. For example, divorce rates have
increased as it has become less stigmatised as a societal trend.
Lone-parent families can often become more child-centric. A
2017 BBC Panorama documentary highlighted the effects of
benefit caps. One single dad, Bruce, was unable to find work
which would not interfere with his parental responsibilities of
raising four children. Consequently, lone-parent families are
more likely to focus on child-rearing.

5
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Another factor is the rise in ‘postmodern’
childhood. In an era of ‘postmodernity’, some
sociologists suppose that identity and fixed social
roles are breaking down. Divorce rate increases,
and the decrease in conventional families may lead
to breakdown of social relationships. However,
Jenks suggests that links with children are one of
the few social-bonds retaining primary importance.
Children are of increasing concern to parents. For
example, parents/guardians may move house to get
their children into better schools. This highlights
the primacy of children within postmodern families.
People are less likely to maintain one steady
job, and therefore may fit their work and living
arrangements around their children.
To score full marks on these questions, you need to demonstrate
excellent knowledge, understanding and application to the
question, make detailed use of sociological concepts and have a
strong line of reasoning in the explanations. In the first paragraph
of his answer, Patrick identifies a possible reason (an increase
in single-parenthood) and explains why it may have increased.
However, he is less convincing in his explanation as to why singleparent families are child-centered. He provides an example, but
makes limited use of concepts.
In the second paragraph, he develops a more sophisticated and
conceptual answer with stronger reasoning. He could have made
the point that the frequency of relationship breakdown could be
the primary cause of child-centredness and he could have backed-up
the answer with more evidence. Nevertheless, overall
this is still a good standard of work.


Mark: 6/8

12-mark question

Question
Explain reasons for changes in family size in the UK.

(12 marks)

First, family sizes have decreased in the last 150 years. One reason
for this may be rising healthcare services and social policy. The
legalisation of abortion under Labour and its de-stigmatisation
has led abortion to be more widespread. This means families
are less likely to have ‘accidental’ births within them. Rising
healthcare and standards of living have led to falling infant
mortality rates. This has led to women giving birth less because
they are more secure against the risk of losing children.
The decline in child-labour in Britain has also led to a decrease
in family sizes. In the nineteenth century many children were
employed in terrible conditions. The additional income earned
by these children led to larger families. However, with the onset
of technological revolutions, de-industrialisation and higher
skilled jobs, the need for child labour decreased, leading to
smaller family sizes.
Women have also chosen more often to have fewer children.
This is due in part to changing gender roles. Women have
experienced increased opportunities in employment, and follow
careers as an essential part of their life. The image of women as
primarily child rearers is no longer dominant. Women may also

6
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Rising divorce rates are one possible reason why families are
becoming more child-centred

be less likely to get married. Opportunities in employment
have led to delayed childbirth, with women not giving birth
until their thirties or even forties. This is because many want
to secure a stable career before having the dual burden of
child-rearing and wage labour. This has also led to a difficulty
in providing full-time care, as both parents may have to work.
Increased places in nurseries and government-paid childcare
have also led to people accepting jobs and not being fully
reliant on child rearing.
Another factor is changing societal attitudes. People no longer
associate as strongly with religious institutions. Economic
changes have led to increased individualisation. Consequently,
people no longer feel that having children is an essential part
of their identity or role in society.
For this type of question, there are 8 marks for AO1 and 4 marks
for AO2.
In terms of AO1, Patrick has identified quite a good range of factors.
The broad historical arguments are sound (though not backed
up by detailed evidence). Some fairly obvious points (such as the
introduction of female contraception and rising divorce) are missed
though. There is some conceptual sophistication (for example with
the use of concepts such as dual burden and individualisation) but
there was room for more. This gains 5 of the 8 marks available
to AO1.
In terms of AO2, the answer is generally relevant and is quite well
applied to the question. There are, however, places where that
relevance in not made explicit (for example with the mention of
religion in the last paragraph). It reads slightly like a list and there
are times when ideas could have been linked together better.
Patrick could also have explored the links between different factors
more thoroughly. This gains 3 of the 4 marks available to AO2.
A better structured answer with more conceptual sophistication
backed up with more evidence and a wider range of factors would
have got closer to full marks.


Mark: 8/12
Sociology Review September 2017
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20-mark question

Question
Evaluate the view that families in Britain are becoming increasingly
diverse.
(20 marks)

Overall, families in Britain may be increasingly diverse in terms
of their size, composition and cultural values. All of these have
experienced a dramatic shift. However, others argue that while
diversity is occurring, it is not as seismic or widespread as others
have emphasised.
First, traditional nuclear families are declining in Britain. More
people are likely to get divorced, leading to single-parent
families. Second marriages are also more frequent, creating
families with siblings from different parents. This has been due
to a mixture of changing legislation (such as divorce legalisation)
and changing social attitudes (particularly secularisation).
Furthermore, cohabitation has become increasingly common,
meaning people are less likely to get married. Civil partnerships
have also increased. This means that, legally, families are more
diverse in their status as official marriages or not.
Families may be more diverse in their functionality as units of
production. For example, it is more likely that two parents will
be dual earners. Previously, men would have been traditional
breadwinners as they had a better chance of employment.
While men are still dominant in the labour market in terms of
pay and employment, women have increasing opportunities
to participate. Role reversal has also taken place. For example,
women may be the primary earner in a family, leaving men
more responsible than previously for childcare. This has led to a
greater diversity of labour division between genders.

Overall, changes in family may be due to patterns of modernity,
in particular, increased individualisation. Ulrich Beck suggests
that this is a pillar of modern Western societies. This has led to
changing values, and increased uncertainty. Families are less
reliant on one job and maintaining their economic stability. This
has inevitably changed social life, making it more fluid and less
rigidly defined, so no single model of family life is dominant
any longer and it is becoming more diverse. Beck suggests that
individualism has led to increasing divorce rates.
While it is clear that many factors have contributed to changing
family diversity, to some extent families are still predominantly
nuclear. Sociologists such as Patricia Morgan argue from a New
Right perspective that most people still aspire to live in nuclear
families and while diversity has increased, most people do still
spend considerable proportions of their life in nuclear families.
Furthermore, with certain ethnic groups, it is less likely there
will be a higher divorce rate. However, it is clear that cultural
diversity is affecting the majority of families. Overall, it is
cultural diversity that has been the most important factor in
family diversification but the extent to which it has taken place
should not be exaggerated.
Patrick’s answer displays a strong knowledge and understanding
of the view expressed in the question. He demonstrates a clear
knowledge and understanding of the nature of family diversity and
identifies several different dimensions of it. The range of knowledge
is quite wide and includes relevant concepts and theories. The
structure is logical, with each paragraph leading on to the next and
developing the argument. Right from the first paragraph, he hints
at the structure and organises it largely around different types of
diversity before coming back to evaluation at the end. It is a little
lacking in studies, so would score 5 out of 6 marks for AO1.

Diversity in sexuality has also increased. Social legislation, such
as the recent legalisation of homosexual marriage, and changing
societal attitudes have contributed to this. An increasing number
of parents are gay and lesbian, leading to diversity.

The application to the question is very good. Patrick discusses
social change in line with the question’s suggestion that diversity
is ‘increasing’. Furthermore, in one form or another, he mentions
diversity in every paragraph and all the content is relevant to the
issue. For these reasons the mark for AO2 is 4 out of 4 marks.

Another substantial aspect of family diversification is ethnic
composition. Ethnic minorities account for around 11% of all
people in Britain. Within certain communities, there are different
societal trends. For example, Afro-Caribbean households are
disproportionately high in single-parent families: around 23%.
Research also suggests that Afro-Caribbean households are
more likely to be matrifocal, meaning the mother is dominant
as the figurehead. Asian families have demonstrated a tendency
to maintain traditional nuclear families, emphasising the
maintenance of cultural values such as religious practice. They
also tend to have a higher proportion of arranged marriages
and extended kinship families. This goes against the trend
within white British families of secularisation, decreasing nuclear
families, and fewer ties with distant relatives such as cousins.

The analysis and evaluation are strong in Patrick’s answer, but
there are areas in which he could improve. He analyses some of the
arguments in favour of the question well, but they could be better
tied together in terms of an overarching structure or argument. It
might have been better, for example, to look at some theoretical
ideas (such as those of Beck), early on in order to link the argument
more closely to individualisation. The evidence in support of
arguments is sometimes a little vague and could have been made
more convincing by using studies. He makes some good counterarguments in the final paragraph, but the overall argument is
unbalanced with only a small proportion of the answer looking at
arguments against the idea of increasing diversity. Nevertheless, a
clear line of argument is developed and the points that are made to
counter the claim in the question are made well. The mark for AO3
is 7 out of 10.

Class distinctions also play a crucial role in family diversity.
Working-class families have a stronger emphasis, generally,
on community and collective action. Furthermore, they are
more likely to be single-parent families, having less money
than dual-earner ones. Social values are distinctly different
between different classes of families. For example, middle-class
families may be more child-orientated, leading them to pursue
educational attainment for their children.
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Mark: 16/20
Total mark: 34/45 or 75%.

This article is the responsibility of Sociology Review and has been neither provided
nor approved by OCR.

Martin Holborn is a managing editor of Sociology Review.
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Introduction to

sociology
Joan Garrod

New to sociology? We summarise some topics and skills you’ll be discovering

L

et’s be clear about one thing from
the start: you have chosen one of the
most interesting and exciting A-level
subjects possible. Many of your friends (and
perhaps even you yourself) will be unclear
about what sociology actually is. Fear not!
You will soon be telling them all sorts of
things about society that they didn’t know,
and I guarantee that you will be embarking
on some lively discussions, both in and out
of the classroom.

What, how, why?
However, sociology is a rigorous academic
subject, and you will develop some very useful
skills along the way. These include researching
topics from books, articles and the internet,
analysing data presented in various formats,
evaluating ideas, hypotheses, theories and
research methods to identify their strengths
and weaknesses — and, of course, doing a lot
of reading and writing essays.
Some of the things that you will learn will
challenge some of your long-held beliefs,
and others will make you think about things
that you never really thought about before.

8
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While you will choose some particular topic
areas to go alongside the compulsory parts
of the course, you will soon learn that there
is absolutely nothing about society that
doesn’t interest sociologists — they share an
overwhelming curiosity to find out about
and understand what makes societies ‘tick’.
Three of the most important words used by
sociologists are ‘What?’, ‘How?’ and ‘Why?’

A combat sport
As in any discipline, sociologists do not
always agree with each other — but that is
why the skills of analysis and evaluation
that you will develop are so important. The
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (you will hear
quite a lot about him during your course)
referred to sociology as a ‘combat sport’. He
thought this because sociology doesn’t ever
take things at face value. It casts a critical eye
on, and exposes, the underlying structures
of society and social life. In other words,
sociology tries to get to the bottom of
how societies and all their institutions
actually work.

Let’s take a look at a couple of areas and
some of the things that you are likely to
come across in your study of sociology. Of
course, what you will study in these areas is
far deeper, broader and more intellectually
challenging than these snippets — but they
will hopefully give you a flavour of what lies
ahead, as well as something to discuss with
your friends and family. Perhaps you could
have a go together at suggesting answers for
the questions posed…

Crime
Have you ever thought about how we know
how much crime there is in society? If you ask
people this question, the likely response is that
we know because the police publish figures.
However, think about this for a moment.
Do you think that every crime committed

Sociology Review September 2017

21/07/2017 3:05 pm

is reported to the police? What kinds of
crime might not be reported?

Fear of crime

Reporting crime
Unreported (or under-reported) crimes
include sexual assaults (particularly
rape), blackmail, ‘hate crimes’ and
domestic violence. Why might such
crimes not be, or not always be, reported?
Did you think of any other such crimes?
Similarly, is it the case that every crime
that is reported to the police is recorded
and appears in the statistics? Actually,
no: some crimes which are reported to
the police are unrecorded and therefore
do not appear in statistics. A report
by HM Inspectorate of Constabulary
in 2014 found that about one in five
of all crimes reported to the police in
England and Wales were not recorded,
which translated as more than 800,000
crimes. These were not all ‘trivial’
offences, either. The research found that
11% of reported burglaries, 14% of robberies,
26% of sexual offences (including rape) and
33% of violent crimes were reported to the
police but not recorded — and therefore not
investigated. Sociologists are very interested
in exploring the reasons for this. Can you
think of any possible ones?
Is there another way of finding out about
the number of crimes committed? Actually,
yes: for 35 years what is now known as
the Crime Survey for England and Wales
(CSEW) has asked people in a sample of
50,000 households if they would agree
to be interviewed face-to-face about their
experiences of crime, and most people agree.
In 2015/16, the latest year for which figures are
available, the CSEW reported 6.2
million crimes. The official
figure from police recorded
crime was 4.7 million
— a difference of 1.5
million. What are the
implications of this
for our knowledge
about the extent of
crime in society?

Trends in
crime data
Is crime getting worse?
Should we be worried?
Actually, for a number of years
crime rates have been falling.
Headlines in papers or on the
news or stories on social media
might suggest that we live in a
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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very violent society, but the longer-term rates
for violent crime show a substantial fall. The
most common types of crime now in England
and Wales are actually fraud and cyber-crime.
What reasons can you think of for the rise in
this type of crime? Why do you think that
more media attention is given to more extreme
and violent crime than white-collar crime?

Fear of crime
Despite the evidence of falling crime rates, most
people believe that we live in an increasingly
violent society and that levels of crime are
rising. In other words, many people have a
fear of crime that is greater than the evidence
would suggest is realistic. Sociologists have
found that the fear of crime is greater in some
groups than others. Below is a list of factors
found to be associated with the level of fear of
crime. For each one, think about how it might
impact on the level of fear about crime:
■■ gender
■■ age
■■ ethnic group
■■ neighbourhood cohesion
■■ levels of local ‘incivility’ — things such
as vandalism, rudeness and general ‘bad
behaviour’
■■ previous experience of being a victim of
crime
■■ perception of risk — how threatened do
people think they are?

Immigration
This is a highly emotive subject that arouses
strong feelings in many people. Sociologists
and economists in particular have carried out
research into all aspects of migration, and it

is a topic of keen interest to politicians. As
you will know, migration figures are made
up of two main elements: emigrants are those
who are leaving a country, and immigrants
are those who are entering a country. The
UN definition of a migrant is someone
who moves to another country for at least
12 months.
A key figure is that of net migration,
which is the difference between the number
of those leaving and those entering. The
net UK migration figure for the year ending
September 2016 was 273,000. This caused
alarm among some groups. However, one of
the reasons for the increase was not that many
more people were coming into the UK, but
that there had been a fall in those leaving.
This point tended not to make the headlines.
The issue of immigration proved to
be particularly important in the 2016
referendum about whether the UK should
remain part of the European Union.
However, a number of studies have shown
that considerable amounts of confusion and
ignorance exist in the population where the
subject of immigration is concerned.
What do you think of when you hear the
word ‘immigrant’? Why do you think people
migrate to the UK?

Economic migration
Research shows that for many people the
belief is that most immigrants to the UK
are asylum seekers. In fact, these make up
only about 5% of immigrants. The largest
category consists of those who come to
work: economic migrants. Other categories
are people coming to the UK to study, people

9
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Fear of immigration

joining family members who already live in
the UK and those British citizens who are
returning to the UK after having lived and
worked abroad for a period of time.
It has been found that public attitudes
differ according to the type of migrant under
consideration. Generally positive attitudes are
found towards high-skilled workers, students
and those who are joining close family
members. More negative attitudes are directed
towards low-skilled workers, extended family
members and, in particular, asylum seekers.
Interestingly, it is found that those who
have immigrants as neighbours or co-workers
tend to have more positive attitudes towards
immigrants than those who have no contact
with them. Why do you think that this is
the case?

Fear about immigration
Why should people fear or be against
immigration? What reasons can you think of?
Research has shown that people believe that
immigrants have a negative impact on jobs
(‘taking jobs from British workers’), wages
(‘pushing wages down by being willing to
work for less than the indigenous population’),
housing (‘taking up housing that is needed for
local populations’), public services (‘putting
a strain on schooling and the NHS in
particular’) and levels of crime (‘immigrants
are more likely to commit crime’).

10
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Given that the foreign-born population of
the UK comprises just over 13% of the total
population, many people will have limited
or no experience of immigrants. Where do
you think, then, that negative attitudes come
from? What role do you think that the mass
media and some politicians play in this?
Research shows that most fears about
immigration are actually unfounded. For
example, European migrants pay more in
taxes than they receive in benefits, and have
made a net contribution to the UK economy
of some £20 billion over the past 10 years.
Research from the Centre for Economic
Performance at the London School of
Economics found that there was simply no
evidence of a negative impact by immigrants
on jobs, wages, housing or public services.
Other research has found that immigration
has no measurable impact on crime rates.

Beyond the statistics
Sociologists, though, go beyond the statistics,
useful and interesting though these are. They
want to explore questions such as how easy
or difficult it is for immigrants to become
integrated into local communities. What
support systems are in place or are needed?
What impact does immigration have on local
communities and on society as a whole? What
are the benefits to society of having a variety
of backgrounds and cultures?

Conclusion
This discussion doesn’t even really
scratch the surface of the fascinating and
intellectually challenging subject that is
sociology. You are about to embark on a
journey that will forever change the way
that you look at the world. You and your
classmates will not, of course, all end up
believing the same things. You will weigh
up evidence and possibly reach different
conclusions — but you will have considered
the evidence, not simply gone with your ‘gut
feeling’ about something.
Your skills at interpreting data, analysing
and evaluating opinions and evidence and
putting forward and defending arguments
will all be developed throughout the course.
You will be able to cast a critical eye on what
you read or what you are told in order to judge
its source and the degree to which it can be
thought of as valid and reliable (another two
important words that you will come across
frequently).
The editorial team of Sociology R eview
wish you well in your course, and we will
continue to provide you with stimulating
and helpful material as you undertake your
journey.
Joan Garrod is a managing editor of
Sociology Review.
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Gender and
school subjects
How early do children learn to believe that boys and girls are
‘good at’ different school subjects? Do parents and teachers
have the same stereotypes?

that the teachers over-estimated the ability of
the boys and under-estimated the girls.
Christina Spears Brown suggested that
the research shows that many girls accept at
a young age that they work very hard, and
may achieve good grades, but that they are
not ‘naturally really smart’. She suggests that
this may be a factor in girls being so much less
likely than boys to take advanced studies in
subjects such as maths and physics, believing
that these are only for ‘really clever’ people.
A report from the UK Institute of Physics in
2013 showed that half of state co-educational
schools did not see a single girl take A-level
physics, whereas the likelihood of girls
from single-sex schools doing this was
2.5 times greater.

R

Trying hard

Conclusion

The researchers also presented a group of 6and 7-year-olds with two similar games. One
was described as being for children who are
‘really, really smart’, and the other as being
for children who ‘try really, really hard’. Boys
and girls were equally interested in the game
for those who try really hard, but girls were
less likely than boys to show an interest in the
game for those who are ‘really smart’.

Taken together, these research studies
indicate that attempts to break down gender
stereotypes in subject choices at secondary
school are far too late — the problem starts
much earlier. They may also play a part in
women being less likely to put themselves
forward for top jobs.

ecent research from the USA shows
that children as young as 6 can be
influenced by, and believe in, gender
stereotypes. The American researchers, from
three universities, carried out a series of
tests with 400 children, with equal numbers
of girls and boys, to see whether gender
stereotypes were evident in the children’s
ideas about intelligence and ability.

Naturally smart
At age 5, girls were just as likely as boys to
associate ‘brilliance’ with their own gender.
However, girls aged 6 and 7 were less likely
to think this. Among 6-year-olds, boys chose
males as being ‘really, really smart’ 65% of
the time, whereas girls only selected females
as being brilliant 48% of the time.
When the researchers explored which
gender was expected by the children to do
better academically at school, they found
that although girls aged 5 to 7 were more
likely than boys to associate their own
gender with good grades, they did not link
these achievements to academic brilliance.
Andrei Cimpian, co-author of the report,
said: ‘Because these ideas are present at such
an early age, they have so much time to affect
the educational trajectories of boys and girls.’
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Parents and teachers
Christina Spears Brown, professor of
psychology at Kentucky University, said that
this research fitted in with earlier studies,
which showed that both parents and teachers
associated good grades in maths to hard work
for girls, but natural ability for boys.
A study published in January 2015 by the
US National Bureau of Economic Research
looked at several groups of children who took
two exams. One exam was anonymous and
marked ‘blind’ by external examiners, while
the other was marked by teachers who knew
the students’ names. In the anonymously
marked maths exam, girls out-performed
boys, but boys were awarded better marks
than girls when the papers were marked by
teachers who knew their names. This suggests
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education with methods in context

Questionnaires
and school choices
In this new regular feature, we explore AQA questions on
Education with Methods in Context

H

ere is a sample 20-mark question in the style of AQA. Your task is to
prepare and write an answer, using the guidance material provided. The
next issue of Sociology R eview will give a student answer to the question,
and you will be asked to mark it according to the mark scheme, with examiner
comments to help you identify the strengths and weaknesses. While the question
style given reflects the AQA specification and exam, this task is valuable for
students following all other specifications.

Question
Item
Investigating reasons for secondary school choice
The apparently straightforward process of choosing a secondary school can be quite
complex, as parents weigh up the perceived merits of one school over another. It
is claimed that middle-class parents are generally more skilled than working-class
parents at getting their child into their first-choice school, often using their greater
knowledge of the education system and consulting a wider range of sources, such as
league tables and the school’s website.
One way of testing this would be to take a particular area, such as a county or
large metropolitan area, and carry out a large-scale survey of parents whose child
had just started secondary school, exploring the resources used and the extent
to which the application had been successful, and linking these to social class
background.
Questionnaires could be administered to a sample of such parents, which would
have the advantage of reaching a large number of people. However, for the results
to be meaningful, it would be necessary for a high proportion of people to respond,
and this does not always happen with such surveys.
Applying material from the Item and your own knowledge of research methods,
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of using a large-scale survey to investigate
(20 marks)
the reasons for secondary school choice.

Task
Your task here is to research and prepare a suitable response to this question,
with the aim of reaching the top mark band. It is essential that you focus on the
strengths and weaknesses of large-scale surveys as a way of investigating how parents
choose a secondary school for their child, rather than examining large-scale surveys
more generally. Never lose sight of this focus.
Remember, therefore, that you can think about the particular issues of studying
parents of school children and also issues relating to the topic of school choice
(which might be an emotional and difficult issue for some parents, particularly
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Some parents try to get
their children into faith
schools even though they
may not be regular church
attenders

those who did not get their first choice, to discuss). As in any study
of parents, there may be difficulties accessing a suitable sample and
getting full and honest answers to questions.

Tips
The pointers below are to help you identify possible strengths and
weaknesses of the method. They will help you think about the
practical, ethical and theoretical issues of using this method to study
this particular topic.

The sample
What types of sampling frame might be available?
Would there be any practical and ethical issues about accessing and
using the sampling frame?
■■ Would any possible sampling frame be comprehensive? If not, how
might this affect the validity and reliability of the findings?
■■ What kind of sample could the researchers use and why? How
could this affect the representativeness, generalisability, reliability
and validity of the data?
■■
■■

The questionnaire
■■ ‘Social class’ is an important element of most sociological projects.
How could the researchers obtain information on this?
■■ Closed or open-ended questions could be used, but what would be
the advantages and disadvantages of using them for this type of study?
■■ Should researchers ask respondents to list the sources they had
used? Or should they give them a list and ask parents to tick those
used?
■■ Researchers have to select the questions before conducting the
research. Would they be able to ask about every possible action parents
had taken to secure a place in a particular school (e.g. moving house to
be in a particular catchment area or joining a church)? How honestly
might parents answer such questions?

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Method of delivery
Researchers could use different methods to administer the
questionnaire, for example posting them, using trained interviewers
to administer them, or using online or telephone surveys. What
practical, ethical and theoretical issues would these different
possibilities raise?

Practical and ethical issues
Identify as many of these as you can. They could concern practical
issues such as access, cost and time and ethical issues such as
maintaining anonymity, gaining informed consent and ensuring that
no harm is done by the study.

Supporting information
For one or two of the strengths and weaknesses you have identified,
are there any references you could make to other large-scale surveys
to illustrate your point? Don’t go into any detail, as the surveys you
mention are unlikely to be on this topic. But you might be able to refer
to a particular strength or weakness, e.g. ‘As X found when carrying
out a survey on Y…’.
You might also like to think about the implications for the survey
of those parents who ‘opt out’ of the system and choose to send their
children to fee-paying schools. What about ‘looked after’ children, or
others for whom the school choice is not made by parents?

Concepts
Think of appropriate sociological concepts to use for this question.
Some suggestions are: cultural capital, operationalisation, reliability,
validity, response rate, representativeness. You should be able to think
of others.
Joan Garrod is a managing editor of Sociology Review.
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stretch and challenge

Consumption,
identity and

childhood
Does what we buy signal who we are?

T

he concept of ‘consumption’ has become very important for
sociologists over the last 20 years. It is increasingly used for
theorising about identity construction, especially in relation
to young people.

The 1950s and Americanisation
This first became an issue back in the 1950s when the concept of the
‘teenager’ was invented. British cultural theorists, such as Richard
Hoggart in his book The Uses of Literacy (1957), became concerned
about the ‘Americanisation’ of youth culture in Britain.
Hoggart was critical of the ways in which the import of American
mass culture in this period led to groups of more affluent British
teenage ‘juke-box boys’ moving away from their authentic British
working-class roots and experiences into the empty, consumerdriven ‘fantasy world’ of Americanised pleasures. He despaired at
the way in which mass culture and consumption had made British
society ‘culturally classless’, which wore away the older, more genuine,
working-class culture of the past.
Later theorists, such as Stuart Hall, began to see consumption and
youth cultures in the Britain of the 1960s and 1970s rather differently:
as a creative sign of resistance to the rather conservative and colourless
nature of British adult life.

The 1990s
By the early 1990s sociologists had returned to discussions of
consumer culture, but by now the debate was no longer about
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youth culture but about how all of us increasingly use what we buy
to describe and convey who we are. Recognition grew in consumer
culture theory that consumption is actually a necessary, enjoyable
and often constructive process: a creative use of goods and services
put to personal and sociable ends.
For example, the eminent sociologist Anthony Giddens, in
Modernity and Self Identity (1991), argued that class, ethnicity and
gender may be becoming rather less important than lifestyle and
consumption in constructing who we are and the versions of ourselves
we project to others. He argued: ‘To a greater or lesser degree, the
project of the self becomes translated into one of the possession of
desired goods and the pursuit of artificially framed styles of life’.

Consumer culture today
Arguments continue today on this score. In the era of globalisation, do
major corporations shape our identity by marketing specific types of
goods to us and by developing clever campaigns about lifestyle which
we all buy into? This is the so-called ‘production of consumption’ view
of consumer culture and identity construction. Companies such as
Nike, for example, have done some brilliant work in defining to us
what type of ‘cool’ people buy and wear Nike products.
Or, are we increasingly knowing and sophisticated consumers,
people who are well able to see beyond the marketing hype and make
informed choices in terms of how we construct our lifestyles and
identity? Are we in charge of identity construction through our own
consumption practices?
Sociology Review September 2017
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Children’s markets
These sorts of debates have become especially
heated around the issue of children’s
consumption. Beryl Langer (2002), for example,
argued that in the 1980s and 90s children were
increasingly identified by manufacturers as a
culturally distinct and age-segmented market for
toys, games and clothing — a market that was subject
to intensive cycles of fashion and obsolescence.
But what was new here was the accelerating
speed of the childhood toy fashion cycles, the
scale of the product universe into which
children were increasingly drawn, and
the extent of the new synergies and
corporate assaults on children and
their parents.

Commoditoys
Today, going to see a children’s
film often stimulates desires
among younger people to have
the products associated with the
movie: think of the incredible
consumption opportunities generated
recently around the Frozen franchise. And,
often buying one toy character is merely the
prelude to adding others to complete a ‘set’ of key
figures. Parents may feel badgered by their children for the next big
thing off the shelves from Disney or Lego. In this sense, children
learn at an early age that conformity — defining self-worth by what
you own, and seeking happiness through the acquisition of material
goods — are traits to which to aspire.
For academics such as Langer, childhood itself has been
reconstructed as something to be consumed. She claims that we

Some research indicates
that even young children
are clever at using toys to
construct their identity

are in the era of ‘commoditoys’ because we have
moved from long-lasting recyclable toys, such as
building blocks, toy cars and railways, wooden
doll’s houses and such like, to mainly plastic
products with an increasingly short and
intense shelf life — items which
are designed to stimulate, but not
satisfy, children’s demand.

Achieving identity
Research by Jan Pilcher (2011) on
children and consumption takes a rather
different view. She argues that young children’s
knowledge and appraisals of clothing retailers and
brands, for example, demonstrates that they are not simple
dupes or victims of consumer culture. Instead, Pilcher
argues that even young children
today have a fluency and verve in
using such items in the symbolic
construction of self-identities.
Pilcher also contends that
young children creatively use
clothes and style as important
means of cementing relationships, especially with their peers. Albeit
under parental influence and negotiation, young children can, and
do, cleverly use their knowledge and appraisal of retail brands and
their own fashion preferences to achieve their identities.

Some issues and debates
■■ Do you agree that in consumer cultures like our own, consumption
is increasingly important to how people construct and project their
identities?
■■ What does the role of consumption in our lives tell us about the
critical structure/agency debate in sociology?
■■ Are we ‘sold’ ideas about style, and the kinds of people we should
be, by commercial interests?
■■ Or are we active agents in constructing our own identities, adapting
and creatively using consumer products?
Why not start the discussion among your own classmates?

How could I use this material?
This material could be useful in discussing issues connected to culture
and identity, but also in debates about the changing impact of class,
age and gender in relation to questions about inequality.
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understanding data

The Modern Families Index
The Modern Families Index is produced by Bright Horizons in partnership with the charity
Working Families. It is a national survey of UK working parents and carers designed to
give insight into their challenges and aspirations. It is produced annually using a sample of
working parents from across the UK. The 2017 Index was completed in 2016 by 2,750 parents
across the UK. Responses were gathered online across 11 regions, with 250 responses from
each major UK region.
To take part, respondents needed to be in paid employment (full or part time) or selfemployed, and to have a dependent child aged 13 or under who lives with them some or
all of the time. The 2017 survey had an almost equal number of respondents by gender.
No selection criteria were attached to relationship status, allowing both couple and
single-parent households to complete the questionnaire. What problems do you think the
survey might have in getting a representative sample of such families?

Working
Explore data from
the Modern Families
Index 2017
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Income and gender
households, and for households in London. The lowest
household incomes were in Wales. As can be seen in
Figure 1, female respondents generally earned less
than men, but more women were in part-time work,
which might account in part for this pattern.

Income

Figure 1 shows that the sample was not dominated
by particularly high or low reported incomes. Taking
£28,200 as the average salary for a full-time UK
employee, this cohort seems broadly in line with
average UK families in terms of income. Household
incomes were higher for couple households, for older
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0

10

20

30
Female

40
Male

50

60
%

Figure 1 Respondents by income and gender
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Extra working hours
As in previous years, the 2017 Index found that many
parents put in extra hours of work each week. Some
72% said they do extra hours at home in the evenings
or at weekends ‘all the time’, ‘often’ or ‘occasionally’
(Figure 2). Younger employees, 16–35 years (22%), were
more likely to do extra hours ‘all the time’ than older
ones (13%). Only one-third of parents surveyed said
they managed to leave work on time every day. Dealing
with a heavy workload is the most common reason
parents give for working extra hours, followed by lack
of time to get proper planning and thinking done.

17%
30%

24%

28%

g families

All the time

Occasionally

Often

Never

Figure 2 Extra working hours at home

I start putting the children to bed
I immediately have to go out again on
household errands (such as picking up/
dropping off children)
I do some work-related tasks like check
email, or make calls
I take some time for myself to
unwind and relax
I spend time with my children, playing
or relaxing but not doing household chores
I start doing household chores,
including cooking
0

5
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15

20

25

Female

30
Male

35

40

45

50
%

Figure 3 What do working parents typically do when they get home from work?

Patterns for childcare and chores after work
Figure 3 shows that fathers and mothers divide childcare and
household chores after work along more ‘traditional’ lines with
mothers clearly doing more in terms of household chores. Fathers are
more likely to play with their children (but not do chores) and also
are more likely to take ‘me’ time. It has been argued that men see
playing with their children as more worthwhile because it strengthens
the paternal sphere of influence, while indirect childcare tasks, such
as sweeping the floor were regarded as tedious and did not augment

Source for Figures 1–3: Working Families and Bright Horizons
Modern Families Index 2017
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fathers’ power. Fathers are also more likely to carry out paid workrelated tasks at home.
The report shows that more women are in paid employment than
before and, at the same time, fathers want to be more involved with
their children’s lives. But rather than bringing about a change in
working practices, these trends seem to suggest that working fathers
face the same issues — of finding time for family and work — that
working mothers have faced for many decades

John Williams is a managing editor of Sociology Review.
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Education
in prisons
Benefits and problems
Gerry Czerniawski

Education in prison seems to provide positive outcomes. So why is it not
used more widely in England and Wales?

The evidence shows that
prison education can
reduce reoffending rates

Signposts
Gerry Czerniawski examines some of the
problems politicians and policymakers face
when confronted with growing evidence
that education in prison can reduce prisoner
reoffending rates. He looks at evidence
highlighting the discrepancy between a
prisoner’s right to education and how these
rights are observed in prisons. He examines
how politicians respond when confronted
with ‘penal populism’. Finally, he looks at the
barriers preventing access for prisoners to
potentially life-changing opportunities. This
article provides useful material for the topics
of ‘Education’ and ‘Crime and deviance’.

Key concepts
human rights, recidivism, penal populism,
wicked policy problems

R
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ecent statistics indicate that prison
populations are increasing globally,
with an estimated 10.2 million
people incarcerated worldwide, a rise of
just over 1 million prisoners in 5 years. This
global rise is mirrored in figures for England
and Wales, with the number of prisoners in
these countries rising from 75,320 in 2009 to
85,998 in October 2016.
Prison is, of course, a punishment for
offending. But there is also a growing body of
Sociology Review September 2017
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Glossary
Meta-analysis a careful analysis of
several selected studies with a view to
drawing a single conclusion with greater
impact than that of those individual
studies
Penal populism the impact on policy of
fear of crime because of the competition
between major political parties to be seen
to be ‘tough’ on crime

The Clink restaurant at
Brixton Prison trains
offenders for work in
the catering industry. It
serves lunch to members
of the public every day

REOFFENDING RATES DECREASED
BY APPROXIMATELY TWOFIFTHS WHEN PRISONERS TOOK
PART IN DISTANCE LEARNING
PROGRAMMES

evidence that shows the benefits to prisoners
of education and training. Findings from one
of the largest ever meta-analyses of prison
education studies carried out in America
(Davis et al. 2013) showed that inmates who
participated in prison education programmes
had a 43% lower chance of returning to
prison than those who did not. Similarly,
a government-funded study in England
and Wales of 3,085 prisoners showed that
reoffending rates decreased by approximately
two-fifths when prisoners took part in
distance learning programmes (Ministry of
Justice 2013).
While evidence indicates that education
in prison can reduce recidivism — and isn’t
this part of what prisons are for? — many
politicians struggle to find a policy solution
to the rise in prison populations. So why does
more education in prisons pose a so-called
wicked policy problem for politicians and
policymakers in the UK?

Education is a human right
The United Nations General Assembly policy
on Promotion and Protection of Human Rights
states that ‘all prisoners should have the
right to take part in cultural activities and
education aimed at the full development
of the human personality’ (UN 2009). Yet
with fewer than 25% of prisoners receiving
some sort of formal education or training in
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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many European countries, it is difficult to see
evidence of the right of all prisoners to such
facilities.

Prison education in England
England’s prison system is widely recognised
as being the most privatised in Europe and,
along with Scotland and Wales, it boasts the
highest rates of imprisonment in Western
Europe. The Ministry of Justice in the UK has
acknowledged that 60 of the 124 prisons in
England and Wales are overcrowded.
Dissatisfaction with the current prison
system’s infrastructure has been noted by UK
think tank the Policy Exchange in its report
on ‘Future prisons’ in 2013. It argues that the
prison system in England and Wales has:

‘

grown piecemeal over the last 150
years and comprises purpose-built
facilities from the age of the Victorian
penitentiary, former military bases,
country houses [and] poorly built
facilities from the 1960s and 70s.

’

In 2014, a Prison Reform Trust report,
Prison: the facts, noted that no Ofsted
inspections of the quality of educational
provision in 24 prisons in England and Wales
resulted in an ‘outstanding’ assessment, and 15
prisons were rated no better than ‘satisfactory’.
Added to this is evidence, based on a survey
of 278 prison educators working in England
in 2014, that the prison teaching workforce is
disaffected, disgruntled and demoralised by
60 OF THE 124 PRISONS IN
ENGLAND AND WALES ARE
OVERCROWDED

Recidivism the reconviction rate of
prisoners who have served their sentence
and been released
Wicked policy problems policy problems
that politicians and policymakers find
difficult to solve, despite evidence which
suggests there is a solution

their professional insecurity and lack of status
and autonomy (Rogers et al. 2014).

Limited resources
For government policymakers, attempts to
engage with prison education are fraught
with difficulty. Societal expectations are that
prisons fulfil the, often contradictory, goals of
punishment, incapacitation, deterrence and
rehabilitation. Given limited resources, many
prison governors have to weigh up the extent
to which particular activities (including
those related to education) in prison meet
the sometimes competing and conflicting
expectations of individual prisoners, those
of their victims, and those demanded by
the public.

Politics, media and the fear of crime
Politicians also face a balancing act: bringing
about positive societal change versus the
political expediency necessary to ensure
success in elections. Attempts at reforming
education in prisons are likely to be viewed
by many voters as controversial. Many argue
that prison should be a punishment and a
deterrent, which may not correspond to the
overall humanitarian reform of the prisoner.
These competing expectations and the
dilemmas associated with them are arguably
exacerbated in England by a tabloid media
which seems to enjoy demonising lawbreakers as violent, parasitic and even ‘subhuman’. The British media’s longstanding
capacity to ferment fears about criminals,
crime and disorder is well documented
(Philo 1990). Recent policy debates have
increasingly focused on the fear of crime as an
issue potentially as serious as any crime itself.
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Conclusion

Dispositional barriers

Questions
• Why is it difficult to make a direct link
between a reduction in rates of recidivism
and the impact of prison education?

• Why do you think some teachers working
in prisons might feel they lack professional
status?
• Why might inspecting education in
prisons be different from inspecting
education in schools?

DEBATES HAVE INCREASINGLY
FOCUSED ON THE FEAR OF CRIME
AS AN ISSUE POTENTIALLY AS
SERIOUS AS ANY CRIME ITSELF

This fear of crime and the penal
populism it generates is what pushes major
political parties in the UK to be seen to be
‘tough on crime’ by following increasingly
repressive policy solutions. A culture of
low expectations has developed around
the rehabilitative potential of the prison
system. Instead, education is depicted as
permissive and a counter-productive form
of do-gooding. Indeed, the United Nations
General Assembly noted that:

‘

The all too ready willingness of
politicians to reflect these fears in
penal policy has led to a reluctance to
embed prisoners’ rights to education
and to develop models of education
and delivery consistent with the
full development of the human
personality.



 ’
(Muñoz 2009)

Barriers to education in prison

A recent survey (Hawley et al. 2012) of
national coordinators of prison education in
35 countries in Europe, identified two sets of
barriers to prisoner education.

20

SocRev_27_1.indd 20

Dispositional barriers include the effects
of a disadvantaged childhood, previous
educational failure and low self-esteem, drug
and alcohol abuse, and communication,
learning and mental-health disabilities
(Muñoz 2009). These ‘effects’ are characteristic
of the profile of much of the prison population
in England. Prisoners in England are:
■■ 13 times as likely as non-prisoners to have
been in care as a child
■■ 13 times as likely to be unemployed
■■ 10 times as likely to have been a regular
truant
■■ 2.5 times as likely to have had a family
member convicted of a criminal offence
It is hardly surprising then that a ‘lack of
motivation to learn’ and ‘previous negative
experiences of education’ are the most
commonly reported reasons why English
prisoners do not engage in education and
training, even where it is offered (Hawley et
al. 2012).

Institutional barriers
Institutional barriers compound any
dispositional barriers. These can include:
■■ the interruption of learning brought about
by movement of prisoners from one prison to
the next due to overcrowding
■■ limited availability of places for learners
(e.g. in classroom space or ratio of learners
to teachers)
■■ limited curriculum offer of education
and training in terms of both the level
and content and a shortage of human and
material teaching and learning resources
(e.g. appropriately qualified staff and the
availability of computer facilities).
The Annual Report from HM Chief
Inspector of Prisons in England and Wales in
2014 acknowledged these barriers by saying
that: ‘Too many prisons lacked sufficient
activity places to ensure all prisoners had good
access to education or vocational training.’

Some policy problems (wicked policy
problems) are very complex, not fully
understood by policymakers, highly resistant
to change, and seemingly immune to certain
types of evidence which could bring about
change for the better. Policy in this case is
not driven by what works and is not evidencebased. It is driven by political expediency,
public opinion and a competition to be
‘tough’ on crime.
The media construct prison as primarily
a site of punishment rather than a place
for reform. This problem is exacerbated by
the perceived cost to the taxpayer of prison
education. The recent transformation of
prison ‘education’ into low-cost job skills
training confirms the domination of
policies that are popular with the public
and the tabloid media and the need to cut
the costs of prison welfare, even if it means
a fall in the chances of the rehabilitation
of prisoners.

Further reading
Read the latest edition of Prison: the facts
(2016) by the Prison Reform Trust at:
www.tinyurl.com/yd58o2ay.
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research roundup

Shadow
schooling
A growing number of parents are choosing to hire a private tutor for their children. We look at the
latest research and consider the implications

E

ducation is becoming increasingly competitive. In their efforts
to secure a place in a selective or over-subscribed school, or to
try to ensure good grades at GCSE or A level, more and more
parents are turning to private tutors for their children. In a report
published in September 2016, the educational charity the Sutton Trust
referred to this out-of-school private tuition as ‘shadow schooling’.
The Trust’s research looked at the extent of private tutoring in
England and Wales. It found that among state-educated 11–16-yearolds, the proportion who had received private tuition at some point
was 25%, a rise from 18% over the past decade. For 11–16-year-olds in
London, the figure was 42%. This means that approximately 700,000
state-educated 11–16-year-olds in England and Wales have received
private tuition at some point. Other research has shown that only 5%
of pupils in Scotland receive private tuition.
It is difficult to know accurately the number of private tutors, as
many operate as ‘freelancers’ rather than through an agency, but
estimates suggest that there are somewhere between 1 million and
1.5 million people offering private tuition. The research found that
almost half (43%) of state-school teachers have delivered private
tuition outside their main teaching role at some point in their career.
With such high numbers, this is obviously a lucrative market.
Again, it is not possible to arrive at an exact figure, but the Sutton
Trust estimates that the private tuition market for 5–18-year-olds
in England, Scotland and Wales is worth between £1 billion and
£2 billion per year.

What subjects are being taught?
In the UK, the most popular subjects for private tuition are maths and
English, in that order, followed by the sciences, musical instruments
and foreign languages. Most lessons are weekly and last 1 hour, with
pupils typically receiving tuition for 5–6 months per year, usually
concentrated in the spring and autumn terms.
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Who are the pupils?
According to several estimates, privately educated students are about
twice as likely as state-educated pupils to receive private tuition. Girls
are more likely to use the service than boys. In 2015, about 11% of
girls aged 11–16 did so, compared with 8% of boys. Ethnic minority
students are more likely to be privately tutored than white pupils.
About 41% of BME pupils aged 11–16 had received private tuition at
some point, compared with 21% of white pupils.
Not surprisingly, poorer students are less likely to be privately
tutored than better-off ones. The research found that 17% of
11–16-year-old students who receive free school meals (FSM) had ever
received private tuition, as against 26% of non-FSM pupils. Tutored
students were more likely to live in a two-parent household than one
headed by a lone parent. Among 11–16-year-olds, about a quarter
(26%) of those who had ever received private tuition lived in twoparent households compared with around a fifth (21%) of those from
families headed by a lone parent.
Such is the belief in the advantages of private tuition that many of
those who cannot afford it would have it if it were financially possible.
The research found that over a third (37%) of pupils in years 6, 11 and
13 who did not receive private tuition say that it is because it is too
expensive. Evidence for other groups suggests that between a third and
a half cite affordability as the reason for not having private tuition.

How beneficial is private tuition?
This is obviously a very difficult question to answer, as it raises a
number of issues, not least those concerning methodology. In fact,
little research has been done in this area, but the Sutton Trust looked
at the possible impact of both state-funded individual tuition and
private tuition.
The UK National Audit Office commissioned a survey in 2015
of 543 primary and secondary school teachers aimed at finding out
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what they thought was the most effective intervention to improve
the performance of disadvantaged pupils. One-to-one tuition was
cited as the top response, which was deemed to be highly effective
in improving attainment. This effectiveness is borne out by other
evidence which has been independently assessed. It was found
that such interventions aimed at improving numeracy, reading and
literacy skills in previously low-achieving students had small but
marked positive effects on achievement. The Education Endowment
Foundation, in a major international review of the benefits of
individual tuition, rated the positive evidence as ‘extensive’.
There has been little research on the measured benefits of private
tuition, though it is perhaps fair to assume that parents would not be
spending considerable sums of money without a belief that it was of
value. Over half of parents whose children are entered for grammar
school admission tests pay for private tuition to help them pass. One
of the major problems of measuring the benefits of private tuition,
of course, is controlling for all the other variables that can have an
effect on academic achievement, such as social class and the many
aspects of social, economic and cultural capital.

‘Tutor-proof’ tests
It is claimed that one of the advantages of private tutoring is that the
recipients can be coached in how to answer the type of question that
is likely to appear on tests (especially for grammar school entry). This
means that there is a certain degree of predictability surrounding the
questions, and evidence shows that regular practice at something can
improve performance. Another claim about such tests is that they are
culturally biased in favour of white, middle-class children, putting
those from other groups at a disadvantage. Is there a way round this?

Schools’ perspective
In May 2013 Nicole Chapman, head of the prestigious Chelmsford
County High School for Girls in Essex, announced that the school,
which receives seven applications for every place, was going to
introduce a new selection system. This, it was said, was to stop middleclass parents from subjecting their daughters to up to 6 years’ worth
of coaching in preparation for the entrance test. The school, which is
rated as one of the top ten schools in England for GCSE and A-level
results, had hitherto used a series of entrance tests adopted by a
consortium of grammar schools in Essex.
The head teacher announced that the school would, from
September 2013, run its own ‘tutor-proof’ test. She said in an interview
with the Daily Telegraph:
What we have seen develop across the whole
country, not just Essex, is a culture of tutoring
and coaching that has reached such high
proportions that I have been made
aware that it really discourages
girls whose parents can’t afford
tutoring or coaching from
even applying.
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The new tests
New types of test which aimed to be ‘resistant to coaching’ were
developed by Durham University’s Centre for Evaluation and
Monitoring (CEM). It was claimed by CEM that the new assessment,
which consisted of literacy, numeracy and non-verbal reasoning
tests would assess ‘natural ability’, and could distinguish between
an ‘average’ child who had received coaching and a pupil who was
‘naturally bright’.

Do ‘tutor-proof’ tests work?
The county of Buckinghamshire, which used the new CEM tests
from 2013, provided researchers with an opportunity to examine the
outcome of the new tests. Buckinghamshire was particularly ideal as,
unlike other selective areas in England, all children in Bucks primary
schools are entered for the 11-plus exam unless their parents opt out.
In an interview with the Guardian newspaper in 2014 Philip
Wayne, head of the Royal Grammar School in Buckinghamshire,
said that he was ‘very confident’ that the new test would avoid the
current situation in which many pupils who had won places at his
school with the help of intensive tutoring struggled to keep up with
lessons once they arrived.
Local Equal Excellent is a campaign group of Buckinghamshire
parents and residents whose aim is ‘Campaigning for fair access to
quality schools for all Bucks children’. The group decided to investigate
the extent to which the new CEM tests impacted on access to grammar
schools. In 2016, after 3 years of the new tests, they published results
gained from freedom of information requests to show whether and
how the outcomes for Bucks children were changing. They looked
at four specific areas in which it could be expected that changes
had occurred.
Improved pass rates for state-school children?
The data showed that the pass rate for Bucks state-school pupils
decreased from 23% to 20% in the first year of the test, and the gap
between state-school pupils and those from private prep schools
increased in each subsequent year.
Lower pass rates for children from private schools?
In 2012, the pass rate for private-school children was 56%. In 2016,
after 3 years of the CEM tests, it had risen to 60%.
Lower pass rates for children from more affluent homes?
There has been a continued difference in the pass rates for children
from the most and least affluent areas of the county. In all
3 years of the new test, a child from the most affluent area
was at least twice as likely to pass the grammar school
entrance test as a child from the least affluent area.

Children tutored
for entrance exams
may then struggle
to cope in lessons
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Home tutoring is a huge industry in the UK

Higher pass rates for children on Free School Meals (FSM)?
In 2014, of the 276 children in receipt of free school meals who sat the
new test just 10 passed. This meant that a child from a private school
was more than 13 times more likely to pass the test than a child on free
school meals. (After 2014, the Buckinghamshire grammar schools
decided to stop collecting data on children on FSM.)
The campaigners conclude that the new test is ‘faithfully
reproducing all the social and educational inequalities that emerge
in the first 10 years of a child’s life’.

The CEM response
As a response to the findings of Local Equal Excellent, CEM withdrew
from its online brochure their claim that the test assesses ‘natural
ability’. In an email, CEM stated: ‘Without extensive and expensive
research, it is not possible to quantify the impact of coaching on the
results of our tests.’
In an interview in the Guardian, Professor Robert Cox, director of
CEM, said that his researchers were still looking at why certain groups
are not doing well in the test:
The concept of ability is very problematic and comes with a lot
of other baggage. I wouldn’t use the term ‘natural ability’ and
we did remove it from our online material. Whatever system
you use it is imprecise.

The Buckinghamshire response
On 31 March 2017 Local Equal Excellent reported on its website
that from 2018 all 13 grammar schools in Buckinghamshire would
replace the CEM test with one administered by GL Assessment. This is
perhaps surprising as this is the company which had been running the
tests up until the introduction of the allegedly tutor-proof test. One
important difference is that, unlike the Durham University CEM, GL
Assessment makes money by selling a wide range of practice papers
and materials — obviously something that not all families can afford
to purchase.
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Conclusions
At the heart of this debate are several questions:
■■ Is ‘ability’ or academic potential fixed at birth or is it something
that develops and can be nurtured?
■■ What are the implications of testing at one particular point in a child’s
life, especially if that point determines a future academic pathway?
■■ What are the social consequences of having two types of secondary
school where admission to one type is based on allegedly high levels
of ‘ability’?
■■ If testing is to be used to identify groups of children, is it possible
to devise a test that is unaffected by social class, cultural and ethnic
background, parental support — and private tutoring?
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‘I don’t want
just normal’
Garth Stahl

Do working-class boys lack
aspiration? Why do they want to be
‘average’ or ‘middling’ at school,
rather than aiming to stand out?

Signposts
In this interesting article based on his
ethnographic research, Garth Stahl looks
at the issue of the apparent academic
under-performance of white working-class
boys. While this is often attributed to lack
of aspiration, the research shows a much
more nuanced view. Stahl explores how
the boys deal with the tensions between
the individualistic messages of the school,
and the collectivism of their working-class
backgrounds. The research analysis makes use
of Bourdieu’s important concept of ‘habitus’.
This article is valuable for those taking
the ‘Education’ topic, but is also useful for
discussions of class, social mobility and
stratification.

Key concepts
aspiration, social mobility, identity work,
habitus

D

ominant discourses in the UK
have a view of aspiration that is
competitive, economic and status
based. This shapes the ideas of white workingclass boys in school. Focusing on the deeply
ingrained values of a group of 23 14–16-yearold working-class boys from South London,
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my research critically considers the concept
of aspiration and the idea of persistent
‘educational underachievement’. See
Box 1 for information on how the research
was conducted.
This social group is frequently labelled
as having ‘low aspirations’ or, indeed, no
aspirations at all. My research shows instead
how this aspiration rhetoric influences the
boys’ ideas of ‘loyalty to self’ through being
average, ordinary and ‘middling’. They have
to reconcile competing and contrasting
conceptions of aspiration.

The social mobility problem in
the UK
Despite policy measures aimed at addressing
inequality, the UK remains low in the
international rankings of social mobility
when compared to other advanced nations.
Therefore, aspiration continues to be a
priority on both sides of the political divide.
In November 2010 the secretary of state
for education, Michael Gove, declared that
he wanted the UK to become an ‘aspiration
nation’ (BBC News 2010). Andy Burnham
(shadow education secretary at the time)
reflected this desire at the other end of
the political spectrum. When addressing
the Labour Party conference he called
for ‘aspiration, aspiration, aspiration’
(Guardian 2011).

Entrepreneur of self
It is widely recognised that white workingclass boys continue to be one of the lowest
attaining groups in the UK qualification
system. White working-class boys remain
less socially mobile than working-class
boys in ethnic minority groups and this has
frequently been explained in terms of lack
of ‘aspiration’.

Box 1

Methodology

This ethnographical research was conducted
with 23 white working-class boys who were
preparing for their GCSEs in South London.
To try to discipline and motivate students,
their schools had adopted a meritocratic
rhetoric in which gaining good grades would
automatically lead to a successful job.
The study involved semi-structured
questioning and focus groups, as well as
classroom and extra-curricular observations,
in three school sites over 9 months.
The use of semi-structured questions ensured
that the same questions were covered with
each student while maintaining flexibility
and the opportunity for further probing.
Identities and subjectivities do not simply
reveal themselves in interviews, and
interviewers always need to consider their
positioning carefully in the interview process.
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to be the best…
Educating white
working-class boys
SociologyReviewExtras
Go online for an activity on inequality in education
(www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
sociologyreviewextras)

The current policy discourse on this topic in
the UK indicates whether pupils are judged to
have ‘bought in’ or ‘bought out’ of becoming
‘socially mobile’. In today’s neo-liberal society,
notions of markets and taking responsibility
for one’s own future dominate such debates.
Schools are increasingly expected to create the
‘entrepreneur of self’. Students are encouraged
to espouse values of ‘self-reliance, autonomy
and independence’ in order to gain ‘selfrespect, self-esteem, self-worth and selfadvancement’ (Davies and Bansel 2007).

A more complex view
According to this perspective, ‘underachieving’ working-class boys appear to
be unable or unwilling to fit themselves
into a meritocratic educational system
which produces the sort of achievement
vital for the economic success of the
individual and society. My research
develops a nuanced view of white
working-class male identity and
questions some of the barriers which
are commonly (and crudely) associated
with white working-class culture in
educational contexts. These include
supposed lack of aspiration, parental
attitudes toward school, a weak work
ethic and poor attendance.
I am interested in how white workingclass boys make sense of the aspiration
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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rhetoric in their school context and how it
shapes their identities, specifically with
reference to what seems to be an ethos of
average-ness, ordinariness and ‘middling’.

Bourdieu and Passeron
My research builds on a substantial body
of work which argues that school ‘failure’
and ‘success’ are bound up with the process
of students doing identity work. Bourdieu
and Passeron (1977) assert that: ‘the level

of aspiration of individuals is essentially
determined by the probability (judged
intuitively by means of previous successes or
failures) of achieving the desired goal’.
According to Bourdieu, workingclass students do not aspire because they
have reconciled themselves to the limited
opportunities that exist for those without much
cultural capital (the accumulated advantages of
a privileged background). This apparent belief,
I argue, is actually an ever-evolving process of
Schools promote a ‘best of the best’
approach which presents difficulties for
working-class boys’ sense of identity
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resistance and acceptance. Young workingclass males often come to see aspiration about
academic success as something which not only
falls largely beyond their grasp, but which is
also beyond what they really want and which
they therefore resist.

Using habitus to explore identity
and aspiration
I employ Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’.
This has the capacity to unearth some of the
underlying tensions between identity and
the dominant culture surrounding notions
of aspiration. Bourdieu saw habitus as the
collection of attitudes, values, behaviours,
dispositions and beliefs which were largely
shared by individuals and which stemmed
from membership of particular groups in
society, especially social classes.
Habitus not only allows for agency and
choice, but it also recognises that choices are
limited — restricted by one’s socio-economic
position. The young men in my research often
see themselves as having limited value in
contexts where they are often devalued for
the most part, but they also actively exclude
themselves from what they are already
excluded from.

An ‘egalitarian’ response
to aspiration
The current dominant view of ‘aspiration’ as
something which is competitive, economic
and status-based affects the way these
young males see themselves in the world
(their subjectivities). I found that the boys
developed a story about themselves which
centred on the concept of what I called
‘egalitarianism’, where ‘no one is better than
anyone else’ or is ‘above their station’.
This principle of ‘egalitarianism’ is
strengthened due to conflict between
the school and the working-class family.
Essentially, there is a low degree of ‘fit’
between the boys’ background and ideas
— their habitus — and the middle-class,
upwardly mobile rhetoric used at school.
These working-class boys were clearly
caught up in contemporary processes of
individualisation, in which collective
identities become less significant than
individual, personal identities. However,
their habitus — grounded in communal
working-class values — also allows them to
reject much of the aspiration discourse in
their schools. The boys’ determination not
to be ‘above their station’, I argue, is actually

a creative and inventive response to the
tensions they face.

Findings
Egalitarianism is part of a process of
reconciling aspirations with current social
and economic inequalities. These workingclass boys, above all else, wanted to ‘fit in’
rather than ‘stand out’, based on the principle
of ‘not wanting to be seen as better than
others’. This shapes their learner identity and
sense of aspiration within education, pushing
them to reaffirm their class-base habitus
and determination to be seen as average and
ordinary (Stahl 2013).

The power of being middling
In response to the question: ‘Could you tell
me what type of student you consider yourself
to be?’ all the boys drew upon versions of
egalitarianism:
Probably just an average student. Just
fit in with the others.


(Thomas, Year 11)

Average.


(Frankie, Year 11)

The boys aim to achieve
without standing out
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I’m not bad. I’m not good. I’m not
loud. I’m not quiet. [laughter] So,
it’s hard. I don’t know what to put
myself in.




Just average really. Get my head down
and do what needs to be done and I
get out as soon as I can.
(Tom, Year 11)

In a further attempt to access the boys’
perception of their learner identity and how
it may be influenced by their perceptions
of certain teachers and style of teaching, I
asked: ‘How do you want to be seen by your
teachers?’
As another student. That I ain’t in front
of anyone else or anything.


(Tommy, Year 11)

‘And how do you think teachers see you?’



As a way of internalising their educational
‘failure’, the boys saw their aspirations as
adequately fulfilled by a drive towards
‘middling’. The boys’ habitus — a balance
between individual agency and a sensitivity
to societal constraints — shapes how they
want to be seen in the classroom. George,
for example, manages to negotiate a space
for his emerging identity uneasily within the
dominant aspirational discourse:
Yeah, I do want to be someone that
stands out. But I don’t want to at the
same time…I want to be standing out,
so people see me as a smart person,
but I don’t want to be like someone
who’s like…embarrassing…and that.

(Ben, Year 10)

While this egalitarian disposition comes out
strongly in the data, the boys also internalise
elements of the achievement ideology
promoted by the school environment:
I don’t aim to be the number one, but I
want to do my best.


(Luke, Year 11)

‘Middling’ becomes something which
mediates between the expectations of the
school and the values in working-class homes.
The boys are influenced by the messages from
school and society about social mobility but,
ultimately, they centre their ‘identity work’
around egalitarianism and their wish not
to be a part of the ‘best’ and ‘worst’ agenda.
Instead, they want to achieve a standard level
of education.
‘Average-ness’ is a process by which the
boys balance their working-class masculine
identity with a prevailing neo-liberal learner
identity. It is primarily class-based and
therefore may be apparent in other groups
who are making sense of learner identities in
educationally disadvantaged contexts. When
I asked ‘Do you want to be the best student in
your lesson?’ the boys responded:
No, not really.


(Thomas, Year 11)

I’m not really bothered. If I know
something I’ll obviously say it. I always
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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(Connor, Year 10)

Not standing out

As an ordinary student, really.


Nah, I want to be in the middle. I want
to be the same — not in a bad way
and not in a good way. I don’t want
to be the best student, I want to be in
the middle…If you want to be the best
boy, the best boy, then everyone would
rely on you and stuff like that. And
if you were the bottom boy no one
would want to rely on you or anything.
So, if you’re the middle boy some
people want to rely on you and some
people won’t — so, basically, you’re in
the middle.

(George, Year 10)

I just want to sit there and learn. I don’t
want to be the best…the best. Just
normal. I just want to be the one who
sits there and learns. And meets the…
and meets the standard…

(George, Year 10)



‘That’s quite a firm “no”.’

want to learn so I’ll do good on my
GCSEs. Get a good job.



(George, Year 10)

Achievement is personal
In my conversation with Tom he highlights a
very specific attitude to achievement.
‘Do you want to be the best?’
Not necessarily the best, I just want to
achieve. I just want to get as good as I
can. If someone else is better than me,
I’ll just try as best as I can.

‘So, for you it’s more of like a personal
thing?’
Yeah. I wouldn’t want people to know
I’m doing the best. Like, teachers
and that obviously. I wouldn’t want
teachers to keep telling everyone I’m
the best and rubbing it in their face.
Like, I’d keep it personal.




(Ben, Year 10)

Conclusions
Neo-liberal educational policies result in
schooling becoming entrenched in a ‘best
of the best’ rhetoric of qualifications and
competition. White working-class boys’
egalitarianism is a counter-balance to this
ideology and their perception of academic
failure. Egalitarianism is a strategy to address
the tension between the aspirational culture
of school and the working-class communal
values of home. This is how the boys create
a sense of value and ideas about where to
invest their energies. It is how they make
sense of their own view of aspiration within
school contexts.
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(Tom, Year 11)

The middle boy
And as Ben’s comments show, these social
identities of being comfortable with ‘ordinary’
or ‘average’ shape the boys’ learner identities
and aspirations.
‘Do you ever want to be the best student
in your lessons?’
No!

Garth Stahl is a specialist in the
sociology of education. Currently, his
research is examining learner identities
in the context of educational reform,
particularly the meaning of ‘value’ and
‘respectability’ for working-class youth
today.

27

21/07/2017 3:05 pm

exam skills

Using contemporary

examples in
essays
Discover more about this key way
of demonstrating application in
your essay work

A

s you are becoming aware, sociology is not just about ideas
and arguments which simply need learning. It is also about
developing new ways of seeing the world around you.
Furthermore, in the exams, you will be expected to show the skill of
application. This skill requires you to demonstrate that you can take a
concept, a study or an idea and show how it is relevant to a particular
issue.
There are many ways of demonstrating application and a
considerable number of marks are awarded for this skill. If you can
successfully master application it will help to show that you are
reading beyond your textbooks and class notes and engaging with
the world around you. In other words, it shows you are able to use your
sociological imagination to explore contemporary issues using the
sociological knowledge and skills that you are developing. This article
focuses on using contemporary examples as a way of demonstrating
application in essays.

What is a contemporary example?
Any issue in the news, or in public or political debate in the past few
years, can be used as a contemporary example. It may be related to
an issue which has been topical for a long time but if so there needs
to be an update or shift in direction which is interesting or relevant.
For instance, the police practice of stopping and searching members
of the public has until recently been found to be disproportionately
high for young African Caribbean men. However, more
recent data suggest that young Muslim males are also
among those most likely to be stopped and searched.
This contemporary example can be used to demonstrate
that both institutional racism and also Islamophobia may
exist in the police force. It may also show that religion can
be the cause of some social conflict.

How can I prepare?

Police stop and
search a young
Muslim man
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One way to prepare yourself is to make sure you read
the news regularly. Pick a relevant article on a topic you
have been exploring in class, read it through, summarise
it (but only briefly) and put the summary in your folder,
with details of the source and date. The more regularly
you read, the easier it becomes.
It is important that you do not simply describe the
example in huge detail, as long descriptions of events do
not in themselves attract marks. So, a succinct one or two
sentences should be enough to show the relevance of the
example to the topic under discussion.
Sociology Review September 2017
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The phrase that follows your brief example is very important.
Phrases such as ‘This shows that…’ or ‘This suggests that…’ or ‘This
is further evidence of …’ show how you are applying your knowledge
to a concept, idea, argument, policy or theory that you have been
learning about. The contemporary example you use may support or
challenge the idea under discussion. It really doesn’t matter as long
as you explain how it is relevant.
In order to keep a good set of examples of contemporary issues,
make sure that after each topic in your revision notes you include at
least one relevant contemporary example.
This will require that you regularly check the news. You could
download an app for your phone, for example, BBC News or
the Guardian, although it is advisable to get news from a range
of sources.

How can I show application skills?
You can apply the contemporary example to:
■■ a policy (or an update on the effects of a policy: positive, negative
or unexpected)
■■ a political or ideological perspective, e.g. Labour or Conservative,
or the New Right
■■ a theoretical perspective (it may support or challenge a theory, or
show how it is still relevant or no longer relevant)
■■ a sociological concept or a critique of a concept
■■ a topic or debate within sociology, e.g. a core theme or issue such
as globalisation
■■ suggestions for new areas of research

Examples
Here are some examples of contemporary issues for you to research
and practise applying to relevant topics. You will also find some links
to get you started.
1 New league table measures of school success: Progress 8 (January
2017). Potentially these are seen as fairer ways to measure school
success, via progress rather than simply which schools achieve top
results. See www.tinyurl.com/kuhqxrn (Guardian) and www.tinyurl.
com/nn5w82v (government document for schools).
2 The government’s Troubled Families policy has been shown
to have failed and to have claimed greater achievements than it
actually managed (late 2016). See www.tinyurl.com/m4yvrdd
(Guardian) and www.tinyurl.com/mg4gtea (Channel 4 Dispatches
documentary).
3 Riots in prisons, late 2016, revealed the impact of overcrowding
and high rates of reoffending. See www.tinyurl.com/z6xvgn9
(Telegraph).
4 The Surveillance Bill (dubbed the Snoopers’ Charter) 2016 is
an act which gives law enforcement agencies much greater
surveillance powers. See www.tinyurl.com/k8ajxrr (Guardian) and
www.tinyurl.com/b4lql37 (the current Bill).

Laura Pountney teaches at Colchester Sixth Form College. She is
an experienced examiner and has written textbooks on A-level
sociology and anthropology.
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Attitudes to
contraception
Young people, sex and risk
Sally Brown

M

Many governments in the Western world have policies promoting teenage
sexual health. But how do young people themselves negotiate sex and risk?

any countries, including the UK,
USA, Canada and New Zealand,
have long had policies in place
which aim to reduce teenage pregnancy rates.
Many of these policies focus on different
ways of providing sex education. In some
countries, such as the USA, there is a debate
about whether sex education should be
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provided in schools at all, and several states
provide only abstinence education. However,
evidence suggests this has little impact on
teenage pregnancy rates (Santelli et al. 2007).
In the UK, there have been debates
in parliament about whether or not sex
education should be made compulsory in
schools, and about the content. Maintained

secondary schools in England and Wales
are required to provide sex education,
where there is often a focus on biological
aspects of sex and reproduction. Academies
and free schools do not have to follow the
national curriculum. Parents may withdraw
their children from sex education lessons in
any school.
Sociology Review September 2017
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Signposts

Are attitudes to
contraception
changing?

This article discusses the issue of
responsibility for contraception among
young men and women. Sally Brown points
out the difficulties for young women in
this regard. Overall, the responsibility
for avoiding pregnancy is seen to be
theirs, but if they take the initiative by
carrying condoms, they risk being seen as
‘slags’. The article sets out the methods
and findings of the author’s qualitative
interview studies. It provides useful
material for discussions about gender,
inequality and health.

Key concepts
relationships, consent, labelling, gendered
power relationships

The emphasis on biology in the science
curriculum means that these lessons may
not necessarily address matters such as
relationships and consent, and research has
shown that young people would like to know
more about these issues (Forrest et al. 2004).
This means that the kind of sex education
offered to children and young people varies
greatly, and many young people do not feel
that it meets their needs.

Contraception, safe sex
and labelling
The teenage pregnancy rate has fallen
considerably in the UK since the introduction
of the Teenage Pregnancy Strategy of 1999.
However, sexually transmitted infections
(STIs) continue to be a problem.

STIs
Young people are the group most affected
by STIs in the UK, with about 63% of new
diagnoses in women and half in men occurring
among 15–24-year-olds (Department of
Health 2014). Therefore, it is important that
young people have the knowledge and ability
to protect themselves from risk and harm.
This includes not only knowing how to access
and use contraception, but also being able to
discuss having safe sex. They also need a space
to consider if they feel ready to have sex, or
would prefer to wait until they are older.

Health vs reputation
Research on attitudes to contraception has
tended to focus on young women, mainly
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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because they are assumed to be the ones
responsible for the prevention of pregnancy.
However, if women carry condoms it can
result in them being labelled as ‘cows’, ‘sluts’
or ‘slags’, both by other young women and by
young men (Lees 1993). This is partly because
expressing sexual desire or appearing to be
sexually experienced is often regarded as
transgressive and unacceptable for women
in a way that it is not for men.
This gender imbalance or ‘double-bind’ in
the way females are supposed to act means
that it is difficult for young women to plan
to have safe sex — i.e. to protect against STIs
and unwanted pregnancy — if by carrying
condoms they risk being labelled. In places
such as schools and colleges, where everyone
knows everyone else, this can be very
damaging. Some studies have shown that
young people would rather risk their health
than risk their reputation.

Society vs self-esteem
Meanwhile, a lot of public health messages
are based particularly on young women
becoming more assertive about using
contraception and developing the self-esteem
necessary to negotiate condom use. However,
as Shoveller and Johnson (2006) argue, this
focus on self-esteem has ‘removed us from
attending to social contexts and structural
forces’. Moreover, it is based on unrealistic
assumptions about ‘the level of agency
and control afforded to young people’. In
this sense, the dominant cultural ideals
about female sexuality and gendered power

relationships make it very difﬁcult for young
women to negotiate safe sex.

A time for change?
Recent studies show that things may be
changing. Ideas about hegemonic masculinity
and femininity (how men and women should
behave) lead to normative expectations about
behaviour, but for many young people reality
is more complex.

Issues for young men
Research shows that many young men have
the same needs as young women in terms
of accessing contraception and confidential
sexual health services. They also value
emotional closeness and want someone to
talk to.
Other studies show that young men are
still more likely to leave decisions about
contraception to their girlfriend/partner, and
they are more likely to think that casual sex
is acceptable.

Normalisation
In contrast to some earlier studies, none of
the young women in the study by Williamson
et al. (2009) thought that carrying condoms
would result in them getting a negative
reputation. These young women also
suggested that condom use is becoming
‘normalised’, with an expectation that they
would be used in early stages of relationships
or for casual sex. Could this be an indication
that attitudes to safe sex are changing,
particularly as far as their implications for
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women’s reputation and planning to have
sex are concerned?

Interview research
I carried out two qualitative studies in this area,
one with young women and one with young
men. See Box 1 for more on the methodology
of the research. Here I want to discuss how
young people make decisions about sex and
contraception, and how their views on risks
and responsibility might be affected by gender
and their thinking about relationships.
In the discussion that follows, ‘casual
sex’ means sex between people not in a
relationship, such as ‘one-night-stands’ or at
parties. ‘Relationship’ means that a couple see
each other regularly. If they think that their
relationship is established and they intend to
stay faithful to each other, they may refer to
each other as boyfriend and girlfriend.

Findings
In the first study, several of the young women
talked about not using contraception. The most
common reasons were forgetting to take the
pill, being ‘in the moment’ and not wanting to
stop, and thinking that ‘It [pregnancy] won’t
happen to me’. The last two reasons were often
experienced when young women had been
drinking alcohol, at parties or at nightclubs.
In addition, young men/sexual partners were

also influential in terms of whether or not a
couple used contraception.
Many of the young women reported
that young men said that they did not like
condoms, and therefore were reluctant, or
simply refused, to use them. They also felt that
young men ‘don’t think’ about contraception:

‘


Methods

Qualitative methodology was used in two
studies: one with young women and one
with young men.
I conducted in-depth face-to-face interviews
with 24 young women aged between 16
and 20, using a topic guide to ensure that
I covered all the topics I wanted to discuss.
This also meant that, because I did not have
a fixed set of questions, the participants
could talk about things that were important
to them. This made sure I did not miss any
issues of concern to them.
The study with young men used focus
groups: it was a much smaller study because
I was piloting a recruitment method to see if
it would work for a bigger study. I held two
focus groups with a total of five young men,
and again used a topic guide to ensure all
the necessary topics were covered.
All of the names used in this article are
pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality
and anonymity for the participants in the
two studies.
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(Debbie, 18)

In the moment
For both sexes, condoms were seen as taking
away spontaneity and making sex less
enjoyable, both because of the need to stop to
discuss whether to use one, and because that
sort of conversation was seen as spoiling ‘the
moment’. In addition, ‘being in the moment’
made it less likely that either person would
want to be the one to interrupt it.
Another significant issue was the
assumption made by many young men
that young women would be using oral
contraception: ‘the pill’. At least, that was how
the young women perceived the situation:

‘  ’
A lot of boys just assume, “Oh I
thought you was on the pill, I thought
you would’ve been.” Well I’m not!
[laughs] So...yeah, a lot of them just
assume, don’t they?



Box 1

’

A lot of boys say they don’t like them
but I just don’t think they think about
that sort of thing, I really don’t.

(Sarah, 18)

This is consistent with the research discussed
earlier which suggested that prevention of
unwanted pregnancies is usually perceived
as a woman’s responsibility. However, the
discussion between the two eldest of the young
men who took part in the study, Sam aged 17
and Rob aged 18, suggests that some young
men do see responsibility as being shared:
SB: Thinking about contraception, do
you think there’s a difference between
girls and boys in terms of who takes
responsibility?
Sam: In my experience, no. I think it’s
shared, really.
Rob: It’s shared. You’re both going to
do it.

The shared nature of responsibility for
contraception is framed here less in terms
of avoiding unwanted consequences, and
more in that sex is, obviously, a joint activity
where presumably both partners are pursuing
pleasure. Two younger male participants, Mike
aged 16 and Joe aged 15, voiced opinions that

The interviewees’ opinions on
contraception differed for one-nightstands compared with relationships

were more consistent with those expressed
by participants such as Sarah, i.e. that young
women were expected to be more serious
about contraception:
SB: Do you think boys and girls think
differently about contraception?
Mike: Yes. No question.
SB: In what way?
Mike: Most boys are prepared not to
use them, but girls generally are like,
‘no you must use them’.
Joe: Yes, girls are very keen to use them.

However, Mike then went on to say that
young men should be responsible because it
is ‘his fault’ if a girl gets pregnant. Few of the
young women mentioned STIs; pregnancy
was their main concern. For the young men,
the risk of pregnancy was also seen as more
serious than that of catching an STI.
In a relationship
The critical factor in decisions about
responsibility was relationship status. Where
a relationship was established, responsibility
was seen to be shared, and it was something
that would be discussed between partners:
Sociology Review September 2017
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‘

I think in a couple of cases they
probably just think they’re on the pill.
But that’s maybe if they just have onenight-stands and things. But if you’re
with somebody, they’re obviously
gonna know whether you’re on the
pill or not. So you’d both decide to use
summat, wouldn’t you?



’
(Charley, 19)

Here, Charley talks about her experience
both in relationships (being ‘with
somebody’), where a discussion would have
taken place, compared to a one-night-stand,
where a young man might assume a potential
partner is on the pill but no discussion will
take place. Both pairs of young men felt
that the responsibility was more the young
women’s in a one-night-stand situation,
although the older pair, Sam and Rob, felt
there was still an element of sharing.
Labelling
Discussing a hypothetical situation where
they met a girl at a party who, when they
were about to have sex, produced a condom,
Joe made a comment that demonstrates the
reputational danger for young women of
being proactive that was highlighted in the
literature discussed earlier:
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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‘ 

To be honest, I’d think she was a slag
…it’s like she knows she’s going to
have sex.

’

For Joe, and other young men, a woman
who is ‘planning’ to have sex and is taking
appropriate precautions is, nevertheless,
going to be labelled negatively.

Conclusion
Young people are concerned about the risks
of unwanted pregnancy much more than they
are the risks of STIs. However, reputation and
labelling are important considerations which
influence perceptions of young women who
carry condoms.
It is interesting that carrying condoms
is seen as risky for women in terms of their
reputation, but being on the pill is not.
Hormonal contraception is a more acceptable
method, both in terms of reputation and as
a protection against pregnancy. However, it
will not provide protection against STIs.
It also places all the responsibility on women
which, despite the assurances from some young
men that responsibility for contraception is
shared, does not require much action from
males. Responsibility in this context is highly
gendered — and it is also highly dependent on
perceived relationship status.
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