Assignment 1.
[bookmark: _Hlk129879850]Critically explore the social reproduction of inequality associated with Meritocracy and Social Mobility. 
This essay addresses the above assignment with reference to compulsory schooling and the restriction this places on children’s access to the labour market, particularly but not exclusively in wealthier countries. A section defining terms is followed by a discussion of the functions of compulsory education, in opposition to free access to the workplace. The assignment concludes with a suggestion based on Marxist ideas as to why school does not always appear to operate to the advantage of children.
The definition of the terms child/children is socially constructed and implicit in value judgements concerning this group of people (Kassem, Murphy and Taylor, 2010). With the understanding that definitions vary across time and geographical space, and that people under this age may also be referred to in multiple other ways, the terms are used in this assignment to refer to people under the legal age of majority in their country  (Hamilton, 2016; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2017). 
The right to earn a wage has been central to the struggles for equality of many minority groups, including slaves, women, and people with disabilities (Scott, 2014; Bruce and Yearley, 2006; Giddens, 1997; Taylor et al., 2002) . However, whilst the workplace has been opened to many groups of adults who were previously excluded, modernity has resulted in numerous pieces of legislation excluding children from the workplace, and furthermore extending the definition of childhood to include a larger number of young people than ever before. Much of this legislation has involved extensions to compulsory school leaving ages, however other policies have contributed to restrictions on children’s abilities to access paid employment (gov.uk, 2015; Woodin et al., 2013; International Labour Organisation, 1973).  
Inequality is frequently defined by a person’s position in the labour market, or according to their income  (Butler and Watt, 2007)If they are a child, or a stay-at-home partner, they are usually defined by the labour market position of their parents or spouse. However, since this assignment looks at children’s status in society as separate from adults, and since many children are excluded from the labour market, these methods would seem simplistic.  Young et al’s “5 faces of oppression”  are used, particularly in the conclusions,  to provide a range of  features by which inequality can be measured. These include position in (or outside) the labour market, whilst also including access to power, subjectivity to cultural imperialism, and to violence, (Young et al., 2011). Whilst social mobility is often used to describe relative changes in income, the conclusion to this assignment also considers changes in the degree to which oppression is experienced to constitute social mobility.  A person or groups income, and/or their experience of oppression, can be described as their status. 	Comment by Madeleine Scott (2114828): intersectionality	Comment by Madeleine Scott (2114828): Need to sue this term later
Intragenerational social mobility refers to changes in a person or group’s status in their lifetime. Intergenerational social mobility describes a rise or fall in the relative status of a person, or group of people, in comparison to their parents (Giddens, 1997).  Changes in the status of a group of people, for example a nation, or a social group such as children,  is referred to as absolute social mobility  (Venator and Reeves, 2013).
A meritocracy  can be defined as a  social system in which people get status or rewards because of  their  efforts and abilities  (McNamee and Miller, 2013). As with social mobility, both the achievability and the desirability of a meritocracy as a concept is contested  (McNamee and Miller, 2013; Taylor et al., 2002; Giddens, 1997)  However it is relevant to this assignment in that both school  , and society can be portrayed as meritocracies, or perceived as being so in their ideal form (Parsons, 2018; Scott, 2014; McNamee and Miller, 2013). 	Comment by Madeleine Scott: School as meriticracy. Where do I cover the merits of chidlrens work?
Many of the premises of functionalism underlie arguments for the importance of children’s compulsory education in facilitating social mobility (Barnes, 2014; Bruce and Yearley, 2006; Giddens, 1997; Taylor et al., 2002). Roles identified for educational institutions include building human capital, sorting children into appropriate roles in the job market, promoting beneficial cultural ideas and behaviours, and protecting children from harm.  These five functions are discussed in turn below:
Education and human capital
 Education is seen as building human capital; that is skills, knowledge and traits that are beneficial in the job market (England. Department for Education, 2021a; UNESCO, 2012; Becker, 1994).  Reports supporting this theory evidence rising incomes, improved health, and other beneficial circumstances increasing with the number years a person in in fulltime  education  (UNESCO, 2012; IIASA, 2008; Grant, 2017; Statista, 2017) 
On the other hand, these arguments have experienced a great deal of criticism. The effects of human capital gained in education have been questioned, both in terms of individual social mobility ( (Caplan, 2019; Weiss, 1995; Altonji, 1995; Kang and Bishop, 1986), and societal (Pritchett, 2001; Islam, 1995; Castelló-Climent and Doménech, 2012) .  
Regarding individual earnings Weiss  (1995,p.141) states that at most 25% of what US students  learn in secondary school, and “probably significantly less”,  contributes to future earnings. Caplan (2019) suggests the figure is around 20%. Altonji (1995) found the amount of material studied in secondary school actually had an inverse effect on earnings.
The effect of years of compulsory education on a country’s GDP, or it’s absolute social mobility, is unclear. Some studies evidence increases in compulsory education correlating with small decreases in national income (Pritchett, 2006; Islam, 1995) , others evidence small increases  (Krueger and Lindahl, 2001). Some research papers evidence links between a populations skill level, particularly in maths and science, and its economic development. (Woessmann, 2016; Hanushek and Woessmann, 2012). However, the factors that contribute to skill level, and how and why this relates to GDP, are unclear.
In summary, the evidence suggests that a small percentage of the skills and knowledge learnt in schools contributes towards the future earning potential if individual children, however most of the advantage of education to earnings appears to be through the signalling effect of qualifications.  Caplan argues that qualifications signal conformity, intelligence and conscientiousness, all valued highly by employers. He also believes that if people attempt to signal their worth in ways that are alternative to long stints in the education system, their conformity or conscientiousness is called into question, reducing their employability  (Caplan, 2019). 
Regarding human capital, the link between societal development and education is unclear. However, it is evident that simply increasing the number of years children spend in compulsory schooling does reliably increase a country’s rate of development.
Education as a  sorting mechanism
 Education can be viewed as a  sorting mechanism, with the aim of meritocratically allocating children to future job roles appropriate to their skills, aptitudes, and enthusiasms; rather than limited by their socioeconomic background (Taylor et al., 2002; UCAS, 2014; Parsons, 2018; England. Department for Education, 2017).  
Although evidence suggests that the learned content of compulsory education largely lacks use in an employment context, the results of academic tests, even from a young age, are strongly correlated with earnings in adulthood. Since children from lower socio-economic backgrounds perform less well on these tests then middle class students they are a powerful mechanism whereby inequality in society is reproduced. (Caplan, 2019; Entwisle, Alexander and Olson, 2018; Umney, 2018)
Whether the differences in test scores are most illustrative of genetic difference, to the relative advantages of different socio-economic environments, or to biases in schooling in favour of powerful social groups, is a subject of much debate (Entwisle, Alexander and Olson, 2018; Fraser, 1995).  However, studies of learning loss over Summer Breaks suggest that overall, attendance of school has the effect of reducing the gap between the test scores of poorer children and those of children from more affluent backgrounds (Cooper et al., 1996; Entwisle, Alexander and Olson, 2018). Children’s attendance of pre-school can also have a significant effect in bringing the test scores of children from poorer economic backgrounds closer to those from wealthier families (Manning and Patterson, 2006). These results suggest both that achievement in school is strongly impacted by home environment, and that attendance of school or preschool has the effect of partly mitigating the disadvantage of poorer children.   Social mobility between socioeconomic groups remains limited  (Entwisle, Alexander and Olson, 2018; World Economic Forum, 2020; Butler and Watt, 2007; Umney, 2018) , however theorists like Entwisle at al. (2018) maintain that this disparity would be considerably greater without schools enabling the development of poorer children.
Claims for the meritocratic benefits of school lie in its ability to equalise, as far as possible, the opportunities of children (McNamee and Miller, 2013; Batruch et al., 2022; Sandel, 2022). Although there are undoubtedly variations in the way school is experienced (Barnett et al., 2019; Hancock et al., 2017; Entwisle and Alexander, 1994), when compared to the lives of adults, children’s lives are far more standardised. Even if a person under the age of 18 felt that they would profit from variation in their role as a school pupil, perhaps in the form of different learning or from employment, options for choice remain very restricted, whatever their class background. In a sense, people’s social mobility as a child, is restricted in an attempt to service the meritocracy of their social mobility as adults.
It could be argued however, that this severe restriction of children’s choice was unnecessary. Opportunities can be offered to children at school without compulsion, and since a large proportion of the material covered by schools is arguably of little use in people’s future careers  (Caplan, 2019; Weiss, 1995), it could be said that offering children more choice of activity would be a fairly risk free proposition; even if the relevant 20% of material remained mandatory.
Offering choice to children could have various benefits. Although studies of child led learning for older students are rare (probably because of its rarity in society) several studies find significant benefits to child led learning in pre-school, which are experienced well into adulthood. Children who attended preschool programs based on adult led teaching, experienced poorer self-esteem, lower creativity, more anxiety, and more behaviour problems as children . Children in the teacher led pre-schools studied in the High/Scope Preschool research, were much more likely to commit crimes, suffer from psychological disorders, and experience family breakdown as adults.  Any academic benefits to the teacher led programs were short lived  (Manning and Patterson, 2006; Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997).
Furthermore , the compulsory nature of school may decrease children’s motivation towards a career choice related to activities they experience as part of it, since numerous studies have linked the extrinsic motivational techniques of reward and punishment with reduced intrinsic motivation   (Geller et al., 1989; Deci and Ryan,2013; Greene and Lepper, 1974). This could contribute to problems such as that despite English schools endeavouring to foster a love of reading   (England. Department for Education, 2022) less than half of 8-18 year olds surveyed by the National Literacy Trust reported that they enjoyed the activity, and that children enjoy reading less as they get older  (National Literacy Trust, 2022; Clark and Douglas, 2011). 
Children and young people can be introduced to new experiences and subjects without the need to coerce them into doing them, as demonstrated in preschool environments, out of school clubs, free schools such as Summerhill in the UK and the Sudbury Schools in the US; and in  higher education (Gray, 2013). Arguably, to offer children the opportunity to encounter opportunities without compelling their participation would increase their motivation for long term involvement, potentially as part of a career choice. It may also have significant impact on their future wellbeing (Manning and Patterson, 2006; Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997)
Education and cultural values
Thirdly, functionalists see compulsory education as a means of passing on cultural values and behaviours which are considered to contribute to society’s stability and success; including, in modern western society, those that contribute to equality and an acceptance of diversity (Taylor et al., 2002; Giddens, 1997; England. Department for Education, 2014). A longer period spent in education arguably offers more opportunities for these beneficial values to be internalised by children, or alternatively delivered in an age sensitive manner (England. Department for Education, 2021b) Furthermore, childhood and adolescence is considered by some to be a time when people are particularly vulnerable to both influence and to making irrational and/ or risky choices (Knoll et al., 2017; Powell and Scanlon, 2015). In this context compulsory education may be seen to provide protection to children from dangerous or unhelpful ideologies they may be exposed to in their families or communities (Coppock and McGovern, 2014; Hossain et al., 2022; Goldstein and Brooks, 2013). 
On the other hand school can be seen as promoting values that support the maintenance of social inequality in numerous ways. The concept of meritocracy, in education or elsewhere, is described as “a myth” by Marxists, who consider it part of an ideology which disguises the indivisibility of the capitalist system from inequality (McNamee and Miller, 2013; Giddens, 1997; Taylor et al., 2002). Illich sees school as a mechanism instilling in a children a sense of their permanent, unquestionable role in society (Illich, 2020).  Gatto sees as teaching children how to “envy and fear the better classes and how to have contempt for the dumb classes” (Gatto and Slayback, 2017)

Education as protection against exploitation
Lastly. compulsory education is also largely regarded as being protective of children in that it removes them from the dangers that they may experience in the workplace. It is considered that children’s vulnerability; expressed both in their smaller and weaker bodies, and in their less rational, more susceptible minds; leaves them both more likely to be placed in oppressive, dangerous workplace conditions; and more easily damaged by them. In this respect, compulsory education may be said to have enacted the social mobility of children as a social group, since historically a large proportion of children would have worked in unsafe and oppressive conditions. Furthermore, it may be said to be protective of their ability to be socially mobile in the future, since they may be viewed to emerge into adulthood less damaged physically or mentally, by dangers in the workplace  (Moulds, 2018; Bourdillon, 2006; UNICEF, 2022).
On the other hand, it could be argued that dangerous work is a feature of the economic oppression of poor people, rather than particularly of children (Bourdillon, 2006; Woodin et al., 2013). Arguably, children work in horrific conditions for little pay because their families live in desperate poverty (Bourdillon, 2006). In wealthy countries labour laws and better pay can result in far better lives for workers and exploitation, or certainly it’s cruellest effects, is greatly reduced.  Furthermore, school can be seen as a relatively dangerous environment in comparison to modern western workplaces (Department For Education, 2017; OFSTED, 2021)
Further discussion of the purpose of schooling
The form and content of compulsory schooling can seem somewhat confusing, large proportions of the material children are required to cover is likely to be of low use in adult life, yet Caplan’s explanation that teachers simply “teach what they know”  (2019, p. 10) seems strange in a billion pound industry charged improving the development of our children and our countries (OFSTED, 2019; England. Department for Education, 2021a; Woessmann, 2016).  Why are children’s lives spent so wastefully? Caplan suggests education is a signalling device to employers, and that it doesn’t matter what it contains as long as it is costly, and requires intelligence, conformity and conscientiousness. But if it doesn’t matter, why then teach a curriculum where, “it is difficult to see a link between many school subjects and the world of work” (Taylor et al., 2002,p. 288)
Evidence suggests that school attendance reduces socioeconomic inequalities in the level of achievement in academic tests, and  that the results of these tests have significant impact on children’s future earnings and wellbeing.  “Teaching to test” is therefore justified as essential in reducing income inequalities (England. Department for Education, 2022). On the other hand child led education in the early years has shown to be extremely beneficial to children’s social and emotional development, with impacts lasting far into adulthood (Gray, 2013; Manning and Patterson, 2006; Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997). Yet despite the high level of mental health problems in  children and young people  (Kromydas et al., 2022; National Institute of Mental Health, 2021; Blackburn et al., 2021), the idea of introducing more child led content into the curriculum of older children has received little attention.
People’s social mobility as children is severely restricted in the name of their social mobility, or that of society, as adults. Young et al.  (Young et al., 2011)define the 5 features of oppression to include exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural imperialism and violence. In  children’s removal from the workplace they have  arguably been shifted as a group from being in a position of being largely exploited, to one where they are largely marginalised. Yong et al’s statement on powerlessness “the powerless are situated so that they must take orders and rarely have the right to give them” (2011,p. 56) seems to accurately describe to social position of modern children. Children’s voices are rarely heard in any arena of power and are possibly subject to more violence than most adults  (Department For Education, 2017; OFSTED, 2021; Hart, 2009)
Children often  not  enjoy the experience of school and it arguably contributes significantly to levels of mental ill health (Kromydas et al., 2022; Blackburn et al., 2021; Kahneman et al., 2009). Much of the compulsory material covered in compulsory education is irrelevant in adulthood (Caplan, 2019; Weiss, 1995; Altonji, 1995; Kang and Bishop, 1986); and yet learning it is considered more important than offering children some autonomy in taking advantage of the ample resources provided at school , despite significant evidence that this could improve the  mental health, social functioning and motivation of children; with multiple positive effects on their lives as adults (Manning and Patterson, 2006; Schweinhart and Weikart, 1997). 
Some thinkers determine that the controlling element of school education promotes conformity, ensuring that the social system remains unchallenged  (Illich, 2020; Gatto and Slayback, 2017).  However if conformity is the goal, why not promote conformity and productivity in schools by making children complete tasks that were productive, or learn material which contributed to their future productivity? Another function attributed to education is the preparation of children for their position in the class system (Althusser, 2005).  However, despite their differences, the educations of working and middle class children have far more similarity with each other then they do with the adult world, which it is claimed school offers preparation for . Children of all socioeconomic classes are taught obedience of authority , conformity, and resilience in completing numerous useless and mundane tasks. Children of all classes progress through school experiencing progressively less enjoyment of subjects, lower self esteem and poorer mental health (Clark and Douglas, 2011; Marks, Shah and Westall, 2022; Blackburn et al., 2021; National Institute of Mental Health, 2021; Orth, Erol and Luciano, 2018).  Why is this situation allowed to continue when a solution (a partial injection of autonomy, replacing some of the most clearly useless learning) clearly presents itself.  Why is this solution not at least taken on by the wealthier classes, where arguably their children should be taught to lead, not to follow?
Marxist theory is commonly used to analyse society in terms of social groups and their relationship to the means of production (Umney, 2018; Giddens, 1997; Taylor et al., 2002).  Conflict between children, or young people; and adults is considered as part of childhood studies; however it is rarely considered in Marxist terms. This however this may arguably represent a solution to the above problem.
Although compulsory schooling has many functions, this “marginalisation” of children could arguably be considered a victory for  adults  in competition for resources. Although in modern times competition between adults and children for jobs is rarely overtly discussed it was certainly a topic of debate when child labour was still commonplace in the global north  (Woodin et al., 2013; Zelizer, 1985; Bourdillon, 2006). It is also part of the subtext in current discourse around companies which are able to “undercut prices” using child labour in the global south  (Moulds, 2018). Sceptical accounts of governments raising the school leaving age to “cut unemployment figures” also shed light on this competition between children and adults for jobs (Woodin et al., 2013). In short the fewer unemployed people available to do a job, the higher a price the worker is able to charge for their time. This arguably applies both to employees and to business owners – a reduction in competition results in greater access to reward. It could also be argued that (as Marxists might expect) wealthier people are better able to exploit the marginalised status of children than those with less power, since children of wealthier parents generally spend a great deal more time in full time education then their working class counterparts, and therefore delay the point when they compete with their parent’s generation for longer.  
Compulsory schooling therefore provides a means for preventing children from competing with adults for jobs. However, it also provides an explanation as to why much of schooling seems to harm young people’s productivity – preventing them from using their time usefully, reducing their motivation, and damaging their wellbeing (Caplan, 2019; Kromydas et al., 2022; Frey, 1994; Flink, Boggiano and Barrett, 1990). Furthermore it explains why even children from the upper classes are also trained in obedience and conformity: young people are still destined to serve the older generation, it is not just true that “children are the poor man’s capital”  (Schultz, 1998) young people, as lower level employees, are useful for the older generations regardless of their class.
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