ECED 7006 – The Social (Re)Production of Inequality
Assignment 1 – 40%
Rachel Salmon - 2106780
Critically explore the social reproduction of inequality associated with Meritocracy and Social mobility
To critically understand and analyse meritocracy and social mobility, and their interaction with the social reproduction of inequality, the sociological theory of conflict theory will be used as a spotlight to explore the education system in Britain. Functionalist theorists state that schools are ideologically neutral, operating within a meritocratic framework and allowing students to maximise their potential (Blackledge and Hunt, 2019). Conflict theorists, however, argue that inequality does exist within education and is based on the student’s socio-economic status, with education providing privileges to some, but not others (Ballantine and Spade, 1993). Conflict theory therefore focusses on societal tensions, created by the competing interests of groups (Ballantine and Spade, 1993), rather than studying individuals and their interactions with education (Willis, 1979). Previous research has shown that socio-economic status is one of the most important factors when educational compromises are made (Hanson, 1994; Kao and Thompson, 2003; Messersmith and Schulenberg, 2008;  Schels et al., 2022; Tjaden and Hunkler, 2017).
This submission will focus on the interrelation between education, meritocracy, inequality and social mobility. It will begin by considering the ways that schools reinforce a hierarchy rather than a meritocracy (Mijs, 2016), continue to discuss the impact of ability grouping on social mobility (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Darnon et al., 2018), before finishing on an overview of the impact of parental wealth on the meritocratic system and consequent reproduction of inequality (Souto-Otero, 2010).
The term 'meritocracy’ was first coined in Young’s The Rise of Meritocracy (1958), a satirical take on a future society where outcomes, including educational attainment, were distributed based on merit (Son Hing et al., 2011; Jin and Ball, 2020). Meritocracy has, therefore, been considered as an ideology of social justice by some scholars (Jin and Ball, 2020), as they argue that only relevant factors, such as ability, are accepted and other factors, such as ethnicity, are not relevant to outcomes (Kluegel and Smith, 1986; Littler, 2017; McCall, 2013; Miller and McNamee, 2013). Some have therefore argued that meritocracy is free from bias, creates social mobility (Son Hing et al., 2011), interrelates with diversity (Konrad et al., 2021) and means inputs are equal to outcomes (Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 1975; Lerner, 1977). Littler (2017), however, has argued that meritocracy is an ideological discourse and, rather than creating social mobility, it contributes to upholding power dynamics (Arendt, 2006), meaning it works in opposition to equality (Nozick, 1974; Rawls, 1971; Sen, 2000). Meritocracy cannot be understood separately from contextual issues, such as gender or ethnicity (Littler, 2017), as these play a significant role in outcomes. Young’s (1958) satirical take on meritocracy was meant as a warning against a future society where there was no sympathy for the poor, who a meritocracy implies deserve their position, but there has instead been a shift in understanding, where meritocracy appears to be seen as progressive and an ideal to aim for (Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2008; Littler, 2017; Reay, 2018). 
There has been a similarly long history of social mobility research in Britain (Abercrombie and Warde, 1994; Giddens, 1989; Goldthorpe, 1983, 1996; Pawson, 1989; Payne, 1996; Savage and Egerton, 1997; Saunders, 1995), with Goldthorpe (1980) arguing that social mobility is defined as the movement of people, with social class dependent on the occupation of their senior, most often male, member (Dex, 1987; Marshall et al., 1988; Stanworth, 1984). There have, however, been criticisms of Goldthorpe’s definition, including that a capitalist class is not included (Penn, 1981). The definition of social mobility as the movement of people is accepted (Goldthorpe, 1980), however, although the extent to which individuals can achieve this is limited (Bourdieu, 1984; Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Karabel and Halsey, 1977; Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014), and has declined in recent decades (Littler, 2017; Savage et al., 2015: Bukodi et al., 2015; Goldthorpe, 2013; Goldthorpe and Jackson, 2007), leaving increasing gaps and segregation between the wealthy and the poor (Lawler, 2017; Reay, 2017).
Both meritocracy and social mobility have an impact on the social reproduction of inequality. Bronfenbrenner (1973) argued that equality of distribution is objective and a matter of fact, and meritocracy does not reproduce inequality. Later scholars, however, have argued that distribution is subjective, and the reproduction of social inequalities are based on various factors, such as the generational transfer of cultural capital and maintenance of wealth (Tzanakis, 2011). Social structures of inequality, including education, are produced and reproduced through interacting with cultural capital (Münch, 1993). Transferring cultural capital down the generations is therefore a concern for those in higher social positions (Glucksberg, 2018), contributing to unequal starting positions within society (Littler, 2017).
Discussions on meritocracy are limited to those with the privilege to participate (Aronson et al., 2013; Hewstone et al., 2012; Hogg and Vaughan, 2008; Kuppens et al., 2018), confining the narrative to affluent, white males (Taylor and O’Brien, 2017). Beliefs that the social system is meritocratic often correlates with people believing in equity (Jost et al., 2003), rather than equality as a way of distributing outcomes (Fischer and Smith, 2003; Son Hing et al., 2011). Social dominance theory (Sidanius et al., 1999) argues that meritocracy enhances hierarchy by continuing inequality across society. This theory states that those who have power and wealth deserve their status, whereas those who do not have this deserve this due to lack of hard work (Darnon et al., 2018; Haley and Sidanius, 2006; Jost and Hunyady, 2002; Pratto et al., 1994; Son Hing et al., 2011; Wiederkehr et al., 2015). There is also a correlation between education levels and belief in meritocracy, with those with higher educational qualifications more likely to believe that the social system is meritocratic (Duru-Bellat and Tenret, 2012; Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014).
Young’s (1958) work proposed ‘merit = intelligence + effort’, and, despite the initial critical intent and consequent argument against this by Young (1994) in later works, this has generally been accepted by scholars (Jin and Ball, 2020). Young’s assertion suggests that intelligence and effort are integral to educational attainment, yet some meritocratic debates suggest that effort is the key factor (Souto-Otero, 2010). Despite this, measuring achievement does not consider effort as the most important indicator. One student may study harder and achieve a lower grade, than a student who did not try as hard but scored a higher grade. Mijs (2016) argues that, from a meritocratic perspective, the higher score deserves the higher grade, showing that intelligence is more significant than effort. 
All schools have differences in relation to quality of teaching and the student population, but there are also significant differences between public and private schools (Mijs, 2016). Current research on meritocracy within education has considered inequal opportunities (Arrow et al., 2000) and social immobility (Dench, 2006). Meritocracy in education is often shown to reduce social inequalities, as, in a meritocratic system, success would be a consequence of a student’s deservedness, not factors such as social status (Darnon et al., 2018). Despite this argument, meritocracy in schools, and the belief in this as a legitimate system, both reproduces social inequality and limits social mobility (Reay, 2018). Through engaging with meritocracy, schools and the wider education system can also reinforce the hierarchy. Education has been viewed as increasingly important within the UK (Grusky and DiPrete, 1990) and the continuing view of education as solving inequalities (Depaepe and Smeyers, 2008) has increased the likelihood of those from a lower socio-economic background being negatively viewed, whilst strengthening meritocratic views (Kuppens et al., 2018).
The functionalist view of education has long been used to explain inequalities in education (Lamont et al., 2014), although there has been a history of research that has criticised this (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Breen and Jonsson, 2005). Scholars have studied the inequalities within education and how these alleviate some social groups over others, including through non-meritocratic processes within supposed meritocratic selection (Mijs, 2016; Stephens et al., 2014). This perseverance with meritocracy within education, despite the inequalities it creates, means that policy making can ignore equality and need, focussing purely on merit instead (Mijs, 2016). The status attainment (Blau and Duncan, 1967; Lipset and Bendix, 1992) and reproduction models (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Willis, 1977) are therefore considered relevant here, as they demonstrate barriers that exist due to education, including social mobility (Davies, 1995; Stevens, 2008; Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014). The National Child Development Study (NCDS) (1958) was an integral study into social mobility in Britain, highlighted by Saunders (1996) as an unrivalled way to analyse the connections between social status and mobility (Savage and Egerton, 1997). The NCDS studied 17,414 children at different ages and, despite its basis in psychology, is seen as a key way to study social mobility (Fogelman, 1983; NCDS, 1958; Savage and Egerton, 1997). The NCDS measured the relationship between the social status of the children’s father, their ability on a test taken at 11 years old and their social class when they reached the age of 33, proposing a relationship not only between inherited social status, but also between the ability of the child and their social status in adulthood (Saunders, 1996; Savage and Egerton, 1997).
Structural factors can also lead to inequality in education and these can often be based on a belief in meritocracy. Saunders (1997) has studied structural factors as individual traits, and therefore deemed them not truly structural. He states that young people from lower socio-economic backgrounds who perform well in ability tests are more likely to gain lucrative employment than those from a higher socio-economic background who score poorly in the same tests. Blau and Duncan (1967) also argue that social mobility is based on meritocracy and that children with ability will succeed regardless of their background (Savage and Egerton, 1997). The structuralist argument considers this from a different perspective, where middle-class employment is increasing and therefore it is expected that some from a lower socio-economic background will fill these jobs, as there are not enough people from a middle-class background to take them (Savage and Egerton, 1997). It is also probable that those from a lower socio-economic background who perform better in ability tests will take these jobs (Souto-Otero, 2010). Social mobility is, therefore, not solely reliant on meritocracy, and is only possible if there are structural changes, with ability being used only to determine who is more deserving of these roles, rather than it being an explanation of mobility (Mare, 1980; Savage and Egerton, 1997). Consequently, it is apparent that there is not an empirical process to test the relative significance of individual or structural factors in social mobility, as they are closely correlated (Savage and Egerton, 1997). Conflict theory is therefore most relevant here, as it follows Marx’s views on society’s economic structure (Hicks et al., 2005), viewing education as a tool within capitalism, by selecting and allocating in a way that manipulates the public (Ballantine and Spade, 1993). Weber’s (1961) theories can also be used to view inequalities and conflict as sustained through distributions of status and power (Ballantine and Spade, 1993), and that, until educational systems are reformed, schools cannot provide equal access to all (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). The conflict theorist’s stance on education is therefore used here, as students’ achievement is not based on ability, but rather reflects the dominant groups within society, in order to perpetuate capitalism (Ballantine and Spade, 1993).
Ability grouping within education, associated with meritocracy as those who achieve the higher grades are in top sets, can have a significant impact on the social reproduction of inequality and social mobility. This can occur within private and state schools, as ability grouping can lead to top sets receiving more academic resources and teaching (LeTendre et al., 2003). This difference was highlighted in Britain in the 1950s, when children took the ability based 11-plus to decide if they would attend a grammar school or a secondary modern (Dorling 2011). The money spent per pupil on grammar school pupils was more when compared to their secondary modern peers (Dorling 2011), which was possible because of the ambiguous nature of meritocracy (Littler, 2017).
A socioeconomic achievement gap exists pre-primary education and continues through school, most notably in numeracy (Galindo and Sonnenschein, 2015; Jordan and Levine, 2009) and literacy (Aikens and Barbarin, 2008; Arnold and Doctoroff, 2003). This achievement gap in ability-based tests leads to groups based on ability, which impacts on teaching quality and the likelihood of harm from a peer group (Mijs, 2016). Lower ability group students are also more likely to dropout following secondary education and is also indirectly linked to anxiety (Arum and Beattie, 1999; Mijs, 2016; Oakes, 2005; Van de Werfhorst and Mijs, 2010). Conflict theorists argue that students being labelled as lower ability by both the teachers and the education system, leads to students defining themselves as unsuccessful and ultimately reproduces inequalities within society (Ballantine and Spade, 1993). The process of grouping students by ability therefore impacts on the quality of education that they have and the likelihood of them being successful. Mijs (2016) research showed that even when the process that allocates student uses meritocracy as a basis, for example through scores on tests, a student’s social class and ethnicity has an impact on what group they are placed in. It has been argued that this is due to teacher bias (Steele, 2011; Walton et al., 2013), and whilst this is true to an extent, it is predominantly because of stereotype threat (Fischer et al., 1996): as dominant groups decide on the criteria and evaluation process, they can choose to reinforce the status quo (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Fischer and Smith, 2003; Haney and Hurtado, 1994; McCoy and Major, 2007; Son Hing et al., 2011; Taylor and O’Brien, 2017). This means that schools motivate those in higher ability groups to achieve and diminish the ambitions of those in the lower groups, which creates a sense of false consciousness (Apple, 1993, 1996; Ballantine and Spade, 1993).
There is limited research on why a student in a higher ability group requires a better standard of education than the student in a lower ability group (Mijs, 2016). A different option to this meritocratic provision would be to provide those with lower ability scores with more educational resources, focussing on the principle of need, rather than test scores, or to provide educational resources regardless of their abilities, using the principle of equality. Contemporary debates, including those focussed on education, often focus on investment (Becker, 1964, 1993; Mincer, 1958), which would mean that the resources are allocated to those with the highest potential (Mijs, 2016). This is shown for those who go to Oxbridge and are statistically more likely to have been in higher educational sets (Vargas, 2010): 62% of management in the diplomatic services and 58% of elite lawyers attended Oxbridge (Sutton Trust, 2012), showing the inequality and barriers to social mobility that ability grouping can cause. Whilst Ballantine and Spade (1993) argue that teachers do not have to participate in this reproduction of inequality, as teachers can work with students from all backgrounds to give them a more equal opportunity, (Ballantine and Spade, 1993; Shor, 1986) Mijs (2016) argument is that this cannot be affected by the teachers alone, and educational needs a structural reform to reduce this inequality. This appears to be the case here: although teachers provide the resources, they are most often bound by a curriculum and need regional and national support to challenge these inequalities. 
Parental wealth, and the subsequent social status of children, is another factor that affects social mobility and reproduces inequality. For meritocracy to work perfectly, ability and effort would be the only factors in a student’s achievement in education, regardless of their social status (Mijs, 2016; Souto-Otero, 2010). Despite this, educational achievement is still influenced by social status, as is career progression (Bradley and Corwyn, 2002; Darnon et al., 2018; Goudeau et al., 2017; Sirin, 2005; Souto-Otero, 2010; White, 1982). 
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) highlight how education expects cultural capital behaviours that are not taught within schools, which higher class parents teach their children. Although this has been disputed as too generalised by some scholars (Swift, 2004; Jæger, 2007), further sociological research has shown that class has a substantial impact on educational achievement (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 1992; Shavit and Blossfeld, 1993; Shavit and Muller, 1998) as parents with wealth will ensure that their children are in a privileged position within education (Ball, 2003; Lucas, 2001; Power et al., 2003), ranging from access to private schools to paying for one to one tutoring (Reay, 2018). Studies have shown that children from a higher socio-economic background perform better in education than children from a lower socio-economic background (Bidwell and Friedkin, 1988; Irwin, 2009), as their cultural capital is rewarded by teachers, whilst those who do not possess this are penalised (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Using cultural capital as assessment criteria means that schools actively reward higher status behaviours, rather than ability or effort, the outcome of which is that schools become a contributor to the reproduction of social inequalities and a barrier to social mobility (Tzanakis, 2011).
Branches of conflict theory focus on cultural reproduction and resistance theory (Ballantine and Spade, 1993; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Bowles and Gintis, 1976) and argues that teachers provide different teaching experiences for students depending on their view of them, with students who are perceived as poorer assumed to have lower ability (Ballantine and Spade, 1993; Baron et al., 1995; Darnon et al., 2018). Although this is the case, it is a generalised view and ignores intersectional identities, for example someone from a lower social background, of a non-white ethnicity and from a single parent family (Littler, 2017), who would have more assumptions made about them due to the multiple disadvantages that they face. Despite Jin and Ball’s (2020) research into social justice as a key element of meritocracy, it is apparent that social inequality is hard to challenge and various critiques have been offered on social justice-based meritocracy (Brown, 2013; Norman, 1987; Radnor et al., 2007), including the various ways that inequality is disguised by the perception of equality of opportunity. There is a much higher prevalence of ability and effort in the public than there are opportunities to show this (McNamee and Miller, 2004), meaning that meritocracy has become a way for a capitalist culture to be legitimised (Littler, 2017). Meritocracy exists in a linear, hierarchical structure, with some people at the top, and some at the bottom (Littler, 2017). Despite Trautwein et al.’s (2006) assertion that performance is the only relevant factor in meritocracy, this unequal structure is mirrored in the education system, where grades are unequally distributed dependent upon parental occupation (Dompnier and Pansu, 2010; Pansu, et al., 2008)., and students of higher and lower socio-economic backgrounds are told that their success, or lack of success, is not due to their social standing, but instead due to their effort and/or ability (Darnon et al., 2018). This is vital, as how successful students think they will be (Bandura, 1977) has a direct correlation to how highly they achieve at school (Usher and Pajares, 2006, 2008), which demonstrates how social inequalities are reproduced. 
Parental wealth also impacts on where children are educated and in what format, as entering children into private school creates social capital (Coleman, 1988), whereby networks are built which can lead to future opportunities (Ballantine and Spade, 1993), consequently reproducing social status and limiting mobility for others. This process can start with attending a good preschool (Lareau, 2000), and being encouraged (Kalmijn and Kraaykamp, 2003), and having financial support, to access higher education (Espenshade and Radford, 2009). Although Boudon (1975) stated that families from lower status backgrounds did not understand the benefits of education and overestimated the costs involved, Jackson et al.’s (2007) research showed that, although children with a similar level of achievement from higher socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to access higher education than those from lower socio-economic backgrounds, this was because lower socio-economic families needed the income from a job, rather than the long-term benefits of education, despite understanding these (Souter-Otoro, 2010). Halaby (2003) has further highlighted this, as people from lower socio-economic backgrounds are more risk averse, favouring jobs with pension rights and job security, to avoid adverse outcomes. The assertion is that those from higher socio-economic backgrounds can afford to fail, as they have a financial security that others do not have (Breen, 1998).
Social mobility is therefore impacted by parental wealth in a variety of ways, including children from a higher socio-economic background being more likely to attend elite universities (Shiner and Modood, 2002; Archer et al., 2003; Reay et al., 2005; Warikoo and Fuhr, 2014), become professional sports people (Pells, 2016; Reay, 2018) and have higher paid jobs during their careers (Kamens, 1977; Meyer, 1977; Collins, 1979). The cultural capital within high status families and reproduced in schools (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977) is used within recruitment strategies for high level organisations, where social skills and networks are needed (Boxman et al., 1991; Lin, 1999; Souto-Otero, 2010), demonstrating the extent to which meritocracy does not work in education, and leads to social reproducing inequalities and limiting social mobility.
To conclude, meritocracy within the education system reproduces social inequality and limits social mobility, whilst maintaining the status quo of the dominant classes. Schools reinforce hierarchy rather than engaging with a true meritocracy, including by creating ability groups based on test scores and cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Darnon et al., 2018). Such ability groups are often also based on parental wealth and socio-economic background, rather than solely on ability, which limits the possibility of social mobility for the lower classes and ultimately reproduced inequality within society.
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