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Abstract 
 
This is a conceptual study borne out of an ongoing practitioner inquiry in which I, as a 

practicing teacher, am trying to understand, on a theoretical level, why the children at my 

inner-city school repeatedly underperform in an academic sense in spite of being 

provided with additional resources.  The achievement gap that exists between British 

Columbia’s inner-city children and their more affluent peers cannot be adequately 

explained by differences in finances alone, but it has sociological roots, which I explore 

in this study.  To understand the achievement gap, I have chosen to filter it through Pierre 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice and evaluate the effectiveness of his theory in being able to 

effectively explain the who, what, where, when, why, and how of this problem, which has 

been persistent for me as an inner-city educator.  I utilized the interpretive approach of 

hermeneutics to fuse my horizon with that of Bourdieu so as to develop a deep 

understanding of his theory of practice and its core concepts of cultural capital, habitus, 

field, and symbolic violence, and their implications for inner-city school children.  

Hermeneutics permitted me to uncover multiple layers of theoretical evidence that I used 

ultimately to make an inductive argument that finds in favor of using theory of practice to 

understand academic underperformance among British Columbia’s inner-city school 

children.  After concluding that theory of practice can be an effective heuristic for 

understanding the achievement gap, I made a number of recommendations with respect to 

how it has transformed my praxis (practical action) and phronesis (practical wisdom), 

and how it can help other teachers who work in British Columbia’s inner-city schools, as 

well as the students and parents with whom they work. 

Keywords:  Bourdieu; theory of practice; achievement gap; inner-city schools; cultural 

capital; habitus 
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Chapter 1: Introduction, Problem Statement, and Background 

Opening and Introduction 

 According to the European theory, men are divided into classes, some to toil and 

 earn, others to seize and enjoy.  According to the Massachusetts theory, all men 

 have an equal chance for earning an equal security in the enjoyment of what they 

 earn . . . Now surely nothing but universal education can counterwork this 

 tendency to the domination of capital and servility of labor.  If one class possesses 

 all the wealth and education, while the residue of society is ignorant and poor, it 

 matters not by what name the relation between them may be called: the latter, in 

 fact and truth, will be the servile dependents and subjects of the former.  But if   

 education be equally diffused, it will draw property after it by the strongest of 

 attractions . . . Education then, beyond all devices of human origin, is the great 

 equalizer of the conditions of men, the balance wheel of the social machinery. 

 (Mann, 1848, Report #12 to the Massachusetts School Board) 

This quote captures the convictions of Horace Mann, who was the Secretary of 

the Massachusetts Board of Education in 1848, regarding the role of education in 

American society.  Mann described education as the “the great equalizer” that would 

enable children from lower socio-economic status (SES)1 backgrounds to ascend the 

socio-economic ladder.  Mann was asserting that education was a neutral and objective 

panacea that operated in a meritorious way so as to enable children from all socio-

economic backgrounds to lay their claim to the American “dream.”  Although Mann was 

an American, many Canadians have also held his view of education as a universal vehicle 

for class ascendency.  

 In hindsight, the promise of education as an equalizer of class-based differences 

remains largely unfulfilled for the children of lower SES backgrounds, such as those who 

attend the inner-city elementary school where I currently teach.  For example, the 

children at my school (pseudonym Maple Elementary) are presented with a number of 

extra academic, social, and athletic opportunities to give them an extra edge and to help 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
1	  Some	  scholars	  draw	  a	  distinction	  between	  SES	  and	  social	  class,	  but	  for	  this	  study	  I	  will	  view	  these	  terms	  
synonymously,	  as	  they	  are	  usually	  viewed	  in	  the	  mainstream	  context	  of	  Canadian	  schools,	  though	  in	  full	  
knowledge	  that	  both	  of	  these	  terms	  can	  be	  contested	  and	  both	  are	  relative,	  not	  absolute.	  
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close the achievement gap between themselves and children from higher SES 

neighborhoods; however, in spite of these additional opportunities, they do not perform 

academically like children from wealthier communities.  I am left wondering what other 

factors might be at play that can explain this unsettling paradox, which works to 

establish, perpetuate, and legitimize classrooms of haves and have-nots, in which there is 

a significant achievement gap between the lower SES children of British Columbia’s 

inner-city schools and their more affluent peers.   

When I listen to the frustration that most of my colleagues express about the poor 

academic performance of the less privileged children at Maple they often say, “Some just 

don’t get it.” Or, “It’s beyond them.”  This leads me to ask what is the “it” that they are 

referring to? How is the “it” beyond their grasp?  How is the “it” so different for low SES 

students from Maple Elementary than for the children of more privileged backgrounds? 

And if they don’t get “it,” then what do they get?  As an inner-city practitioner, I am 

curious to understand why the lower SES children from inner-city schools like mine do 

not achieve on par with their middle SES peers and utilize education as a vehicle for 

upward class mobility.  As a practitioner, I am looking for a theoretical framework that 

can help me to understand these questions and devise educational responses to them. 

The French Sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu proposed an answer to this paradox in 

his theory of practice (1977, 1984, 1986, 1993, 2011), which is a social reproduction 

theory set within an economic framework.  Broadly speaking, social reproduction refers 

to understanding the process of how society is continuously reproduced by different 

social classes based upon their control of various economic, political, and social 

structures in a manner that benefits some while marginalizing others.  Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice applies the economic metaphor of capital to explain how socio-economic 

disparities among different social classes are due to differences in class-based 

predispositions or capital, and how such institutions as schools value these 

predispositions differently.   

Theory of practice begins with the premise that individuals’ levels of achievement 

in school or life are a function of their cultural capital, defined generally as specific 

class-based habits or predispositions that can act as social currency and confer 

advantages/disadvantages in different class-based settings.  Individuals acquire cultural 
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capital primarily from their families, and the form of cultural capital that a family 

transmits to its children is one that conforms to that of their social class.  Cultural capital 

has many different forms that eventually accumulate and form a person’s habitus, which 

broadly refers to an individual’s collective class-based habits.  Because different classes 

have different forms of habitus, it is understandable that they will transmit those unique 

forms of habitus to their children, which the children then bring with them into the field 

or context of education.   

Theory of practice argues that, although each different social class may have a 

different habitus, not all forms of capital and habitus are equally valued by the 

educational field, and some forms of cultural capital have greater value than others.  For 

example, schools implicitly ask for very specific forms of social codes, artifacts, 

language, practices, interactions, and styles that are derived from the dominant middle 

class (Flere, Krajnc, Klanjsek, Musil, & Kirbis, 2010).  These middle class preferences 

also seem to extend to parents in terms of communication, participation, and relationships 

that teachers expect from them (Lareau, 1987; Flere et al., 2010).  In addition, some 

schools may even coerce students to dress in a particular manner that is characteristically 

associated with middle class values (Morris, 2008).  Therefore, the degree to which 

individuals or groups are successful in school depends upon whether or not they have the 

specific form of cultural capital that is desired in the education field.  Theory of practice 

claims that, if individuals or groups do not possess the desired form of capital demanded 

by schools, they are marginalized, and this marginalization is a form of symbolic 

violence, which manifests itself as discrimination and lower achievement. 

Originally, I set out to study this phenomenon utilizing an empirical mixed 

methods approach that sought to bridge qualitative and quantitative research streams; 

however, I learned from this first attempt that empirical research at this early point in my 

understanding of cultural capital had been premature, considering that I did not have a 

firm enough conceptual grasp of the many nuances of theory of practice.  Before I could 

conduct reliable and meaningful empirical research, it was important for me to 

understand theory of practice at a greater depth conceptually.  It had been an exercise in 

futility for me to try to engage in empirical research using theory of practice, since the 

research itself could not help me to understand and resolve this phenomenon from a 
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conceptual standpoint.  If there were no theoretical merit to theory of practice with 

respect to understanding how social reproduction functions in British Columbia’s inner-

city schools, then by extension it could not be worthwhile using it to engage in empirical 

research.  For this current study, I want to develop a deeper understanding of theory of 

practice to see if it can clarify why low SES inner-city children would tend to 

underperform.  Furthermore, if theory of practice can help me to understand the nuances 

of social reproduction in schools, might it not also clarify the generative and 

transformative implications of this theory for my practice as an inner-city teacher?  While 

planning a methodology for my attempted mixed methods study, I suspected that many 

researchers who have empirically explored cultural capital did so with a possibly 

imperfect and incomplete understanding of what it is and how it functions, which could 

result in findings that were similarly imperfect and incomplete.  These gaps in theoretical 

understanding, whose consequences I address later in Chapters 5 and 6, cannot be 

ignored if Bourdieu’s theory of practice is to be adeptly applied in ways that unleash its 

potential for uncovering and clarifying the issue of the achievement gap that exists 

between children from lower and higher SES backgrounds in British Columbia’s inner-

city schools.   

In order to avoid the pitfalls that come with pursuing an empirical study that does 

not have a strong grasp of the bedrock theory within which it is rooted, I decided that it 

was necessary to step back and analyze the phenomenon of this achievement gap in a 

theoretical manner, by first filtering it through Bourdieu’s theory of practice, a move that 

might provide myself and others a secure theoretical foundation from which to conduct 

reliable empirical research in the future.  The current study is theoretical in nature and 

attempts to determine whether the gap in achievement between low SES children and 

their more privileged peers can be explained by Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  With this 

aim in mind, three issues will need to be clarified from the beginning: 1) though he 

focuses on class, in Bourdieu’s theory of practice both SES and cultural capital are 

intimately connected with class (Bourdieu, 1987); 2) at times in this document, I will 

need to focus almost exclusively on cultural capital because, in the research literature, it 

is the most frequently examined aspect of Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  However, my 

considerations regarding cultural capital will not lose sight of the fact that it is 
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thoroughly interdependent with the other concepts that make up theory of practice.  Also, 

in my close examination of theory of practice, it is not my intention to rule out other 

social factors, such as race, gender, ethnicity, indigeneity, etc.  In order to assess the 

suitability of theory of practice as an explanation for underachievement among low SES 

children, I will utilize hermeneutic inquiry, coupling it with an inductive process of 

argumentation to determine whether this phenomenon can or cannot be adequately 

assessed in a theoretical way.  

The Problem and the Research Questions 

As I explored the topic of cultural capital in education, I began to ask what role 

might teachers play in the process of social reproduction, considering that they serve an 

important gatekeeping function (Herbert, 2000; McLeod 2009; Oliver & Kettley, 2010).  

Gatekeepers are individuals who are in charge of critical checkpoints that can present 

different opportunities or constraints for other individuals, depending upon the decisions 

that are made by the individuals who preside over a particular checkpoint.  For example, 

Oliver et al. (2010) offered a powerful example of the effects of gatekeeping in their 

study of differences among British teachers regarding the influence they exercised over 

student’s choices to seek admission to the elite universities of Cambridge and Oxford, 

which (they discovered) depended upon the social class of the student.  Students 

attending three elite grammar schools were encouraged by their teachers to seek 

admission to the universities of Cambridge and Oxford.  In contrast, students attending 

three working class schools were discouraged by their teachers from attending 

Cambridge and Oxford, because they are “not for the likes of us,” or “it’s a so off the 

wall suggestion,” thereby illuminating the influence that teachers as gatekeepers exercise 

over students’ academic trajectories (Oliver & Kettley, 2010, p. 742). 

 Gatekeeping implies that teachers’ decisions regarding their students can have 

significant implications for the academic futures of those students.  Herbert (2000) argues 

in his study of school choice that the “gatekeepers within schools assume significant 

amounts of discretionary power” that can either help or hinder the student (p. 82).  

Tracking, or streaming, is another powerful example of how the gatekeeping practices of 

teachers’ impact children from different SES backgrounds differently (Finley, 1984; 

MacLeod, 2009; Spade, Colomba, & Vanfossen, 2008). 
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MacLeod (2009) in his ethnography Ain’t No Makin’ It describes how tracking 

decisions made by teachers at Lincoln High School in the Claredon Heights 

neighborhood of an eastern American city deliberately oriented students into academic or 

vocational tracks based upon their SES.  Both Finley (1984), in his study of a high school 

in the Southwest United States, and Werblow, Urick, and Duesbery (2013), in their 

review of the literature surrounding tracking, made findings similar to those of MacLeod 

(2009).  In fact, Finley (1984) found that, at his subject school, advanced English classes 

were populated with children from middle-class professional backgrounds, whereas 

remedial classes were populated with children from the lower SES groups.  Class-based 

tracking processes produced different consequences in terms of the students’ aspirations, 

motivations, sense of self-worth, the rigor of the curriculum, the quality of instruction, 

teachers’ expectations, and dropout rates that students from different socio-economic 

classes experienced (Finley, 1984; Hallinan, 1994; Werblow et al., 2013).   

Spade et al. (2008) argue, in their study of six high schools in one US state, that 

tracking initiatives can begin as early as kindergarten and can be conducted on the basis 

of non-pedagogical and class-based reasons such as physical appearance, interpersonal 

behaviors, language usage, and parental background.  However, by the time the tracked 

kindergartener reaches high school, it is made to appear as though the courses that the 

student was placed into were based on willful choices made by the student, rather than 

decisions prescribed by teachers.  Spade et al. (2008) also made two (un)surprising 

discoveries in their study, which again are strong indicators of how having the correct 

type of cultural capital can be beneficial or detrimental to students’ success in school.  

They found that there was a strong relationship between the structure of the available 

curriculum in a school and the predominant SES background of that school.  Schools in 

affluent communities generally made more diverse courses available to students, which 

included the advanced college-preparatory, accelerated, honors, and Advanced Placement 

courses that are required for university and high paying careers.  In contrast, schools in 

impoverished areas offered fewer courses and included no accelerated, honors, or 

Advanced Placement courses, limiting the ability of the students from those schools to 

attend university and attain more lucrative careers.  These researchers discovered that 

there was considerable variance between the ways in which underprivileged and affluent 
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high schools placed students into various courses.  In underprivileged communities, there 

was a “laissez-faire” approach to placing students that was predominantly left to the 

student and his/her parents with little guidance from teachers and counselors (Spade et 

al., 2008, p. 293).  On the other hand, in the affluent schools the course selection process 

was much more rigorous and involved input from the student, parent, teachers, and 

counselors, as well as the employment of objective testing measures to ensure that there 

was a precise match between students’ interests and their choice of courses.  In the face 

of such evidence, tracking initiatives can have significant impacts on the life-chances of 

students from different SES groups.  Given the serious ramifications that teachers’ 

decisions can have for the schooling careers of students, it is critical to understand the 

processes by which they make their decisions.   

Considering that the majority of such gatekeepers come from the middle class, it 

is necessary to see whether teachers tend to (un)consciously favor students who hold 

similar middle class values, while limiting those who do not (Dumais, 2006; Hall, 2001; 

Knapp, 2001; MacLeod, 2009).  In this regard, DiMaggio (1982) claims that teachers 

“communicate more easily with students who participate in elite status cultures, give 

them more attention and special assistance, and perceive them as more intelligent or 

gifted than students who lack cultural capital” (p. 190).  As a teacher myself, I often 

question my own part in how social reproduction manifests for my students, or the role I 

might play in that process.  In particular, I would like to understand whether teachers at 

inner-city settings such as my school assess students’ performance differently based upon 

the cultural capital of those students.  It would be beneficial from a pedagogical point of 

view to discover whether teachers in inner-city settings treat students differently 

depending on whether their own forms of cultural capital match those of their students.  

If there is a relationship between the cultural capital of a student and the teacher’s 

perceptions, then research into this phenomenon will have significant implications for 

issues of teacher education, hiring, continued professional development, teacher 

effectiveness, and, above all, student achievement.  My current conceptual study intends 

to investigate these issues by utilizing a theoretical approach to explore the following 

three central research questions:  
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1) Is Bourdieu’s theory of practice an appropriate heuristic lens through which to 

examine the underachievement among lower SES inner-city children in British 

Columbia? 

2) What aspects of Bourdieu’s theory of practice might be most useful to a practicing 

teacher in understanding the academic (dis)advantages of children from lower SES 

backgrounds in British Columbia’s inner city schools? 

3) How might these understandings suggest transformations of the practices that teachers 

employ when they are working with children from lower SES backgrounds in British 

Columbia’s inner city schools? 

Deficiencies in Prior Research 

It is important to engage in original research that will create knowledge that will 

fill existing “gaps” or voids.  After examining extensive literature on Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice, I was able to identify four such gaps that need to be filled for the research to 

go further and grow more astute in its applications of this theory.  These four gaps relate 

to  (a) the limited number of studies that utilize Bourdieu’s theory of practice from the 

perspective of the teacher, (b) the limited number of studies that pay specific attention to 

Canadian contexts, (c) the existing uncertainty in the scholarship as to whether 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice can adequately explain the academic disadvantages 

experienced by lower SES inner-city children, and (d) the limited number of theoretical 

studies that address Bourdieu’s theory of practice.   

An underexplored area.  A preliminary reason that research needs to be 

conducted regarding the possible influence of concepts related to theory of practice on 

the perceptions and assessments of teachers is the fact this is an area of research that is 

underexplored (Oliver et al., 2010; Savage, 2011; Wildhagen, 2009).  Many researchers 

(Aschaffenburg & Maas, 1997; Baicai & Jingjian, 2010; DiMaggio, 1982; DiMaggio et 

al., 1985; Dumais, 2002; Jaeger, 2009; Farkas et al., 1990; Flere et al., 2010; Jaeger, 

2011;) have examined cultural capital issues from the students’ perspective, but only a 

few  (Dumais, 2005; Dumais, 2006a; Dumais 2006b; Roscigno & Ainsworth-Darnell, 

1999; Wildhagen, 2009) have actually examined it from the perspective of the teacher.  

Evidence from the findings of this first group of researchers indicates that there is a 

positive correlation between the cultural capital of students and their grades.  This 
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implies that children who possess the forms of cultural capital that are desired by schools 

tend to perform better academically than children who do not.   

 I do not mean to state that researchers have never explored the ways in which the 

particular qualities of teachers can influence their assessments of students; however, 

many researchers have done so through lenses other than cultural capital.  What becomes 

evident from this latter group of researchers is that teachers’ predispositions do have 

significant implications for students’ achievement and academic trajectories, so this 

would warrant and legitimate investigations into how cultural capital might also be at 

play.  For example, Hedges, Konstantopolous, and Nye (2004) and Konstantopoulos 

(2009) have used the term “teacher effect” to characterize the role that teachers play in 

influencing student achievement.  Their findings are significant because they suggest that 

the teachers’ experiences and education do influence the levels of success that their 

students experience.  Using data originally collected in a seminal study known as the 

Tennessee Class Size Experiment (STAR), Hedges et al., (2004) discovered that the 

effectiveness of a teacher, as characterized by experience and education, could 

significantly influence the performance of students in both mathematics and reading.  In 

addition, Hedges et al. (2004) concluded that the impact that a teacher can have on the 

achievement of a student is greater than the impact of the school.  Furthermore, the 

magnitude of the teacher effect becomes even more pronounced in lower SES settings.  

Hedges et al. (2004) concisely express the greater influence that teachers in lower SES 

schools have on the achievement of students by stating, “in low SES schools it matters 

more which teacher a child receives that it does in high SES schools.” (p. 254).   

Rubie-Davies, Hattie, and Hamilton (2006) provide another example of how 

teachers’ expectations can influence achievement through channels other than cultural 

capital in their study of students from different ethnicities in Auckland schools.  These 

researchers investigated how a student’s ethnicity influences teacher expectations and 

educational outcomes, and how expectations are symmetrical with differences in SES.  

They hypothesized that minority students such as the Maori and Pacific Islanders, who 

are also from the lower SES group, would be perceived by teachers as lower in terms of 

their achievement when compared to Asians and Europeans, who predominantly come 

from middle SES backgrounds.  Their findings mirrored their hypothesis and 
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demonstrated that teachers had the lowest expectations for Maori students, whereas the 

teachers’ expectations for the other groups, particularly the Asian and European students, 

were much higher in spite of the fact that the Maori students’ performance had not been 

below that of any other ethnic groups at the beginning of the school year (Rubie-Davies 

et al., 2006, p. 436).  They concluded that a “sustaining expectation” effect is at play 

when teachers “expect students to continue to act or perform according to previously 

established patterns and may disregard contradictory evidence of change” (Rubie-Davies 

et al., 2006, p. 430).  There was a prevailing belief among teachers in this study that 

Maori students came from lower SES families that did not value education, and this 

negative stereotype was reflected in teachers’ expectations of their achievement.  

Conversely, Asian students, who were regarded by teachers as generally being 

industrious and valuing education, received higher expectations of achievement from 

teachers.  This study concluded that ethnicity and ethnic stereotypes can influence 

teachers’ perceptions of students both positively and negatively, which can lead to further 

differences (positive and negative) in educational outcomes.   

Rist (1970) provided another strong example of how teachers’ expectations can be 

influenced by factors other than cultural capital.  Rist (1970) examined how social class 

mediates teachers’ expectations and educational outcomes.  He conducted a longitudinal 

study (K-3) of one class of black children from an urban ghetto school.  This study found 

that the kindergarten teacher had constructed an image of the ideal student and measured 

students against this standard when interacting with students.  This standard coincided 

with middle class values regarding behavior, use of language, dress, physical appearance, 

and ability to complete educational tasks.  The ideal student was seen by the teacher as 

one who was dressed neatly, did not have a foul body odor, frequently interacted with the 

teacher, had a strong command of English, and had parents who were college graduates 

with incomes above a particular threshold.  Apparently, the teacher’s perception of the 

ideal student also mirrored her own familial background, which was middle SES.  The 

degree of symmetry between the middle SES background of the teacher and the SES 

background of the students had several important effects on the nature and quality of the 

teachers’ interactions with the students.  For example, students who matched the 

teacher’s ideal type were placed together at one table, had more favorable interactions 
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with the teacher, were assigned to a more advanced reading group, and were designated 

as fast learners.  In contrast, students who did not reflect the middle-SES background of 

the teacher were placed together at a separate table, had less favorable interactions with 

the teacher, were assigned to a remedial reading group, and were designated as slow 

learners.  As these students progressed to the next grades, the same class-based biases 

appeared to persist and become institutionalized.  Thus, it was concluded that teachers 

were influenced by SES.  My task in this study is to determine whether the findings of 

researchers such as Rist (1970), Hedges et al. (2004), Rubie-Davies et al., (2006), and 

Konstantopoulos (2009) might hold true for cultural capital or habitus.  In other words, 

can it be demonstrated from a theoretical standpoint that cultural capital or habitus could, 

in fact, influence the perceptions of teachers and impact educational outcomes? 

Absence of Canadian studies.  There is also a significant gap in the research 

literature with respect to studies that examine Canadian contexts. The aspect of context, 

which Bourdieu refers to as field (discussed later in Chapter 3), would be critical to the 

application of theory of practice in understanding how social reproduction might operate 

in British Columbia’s inner-city schools.  Therefore, context or field could not be ignored 

without seriously compromising the effectiveness and integrity of any research conducted 

on this topic.  I was able to find only a small number of studies that explored cultural 

capital in Canadian contexts, or that focused on Canadian teachers in particular.  

Although many parallels can be drawn between the American and Canadian experiences, 

these parallels at best are broad generalizations that do not adequately address the 

specifics of the Canadian education system, which is significantly different from the 

specifics of the US system.  In order to understand precisely how the phenomenon of 

cultural capital might function among Canadian teachers, studies that examine distinct 

and specific forms of Canadian cultural capital and habitus in Canadian contexts will 

need to be conducted.  A Canadian researcher can only extrapolate to a certain degree 

from American research before the extrapolations become mere guesses.  Research that 

seeks to utilize Bourdieu’s theory of practice appropriately and effectively must be 

contextually sensitive and, for me as both researcher and practitioner, British Columbian 

contexts are critical and need to establish their own characteristics. 
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McDowell (2011) is a study that deserves mention, because it was conducted in 

an area of urban British Columbia that is geographically very close to Maple elementary.  

Although McDowell (2011) does not focus on the connection between Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice and academic achievement, he does give attention to theory of practice in his 

efforts to understand how students from different economic backgrounds view the 

concept of “care.” 

Inconclusivity of results.  Another reason to investigate the effect that cultural 

capital has on student achievement was put forth by Dumais (2002) and Sullivan (2002), 

who argued that the research is inconclusive as to whether cultural capital actually does 

impact educational achievement (and my review of literature suggests the same).  For 

example, studies conducted by a group of researchers (Aschaffenburg & Maas, 1997; 

Baicai & Jingjian, 2010; DiMaggio, 1982; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Dumais, 2002; 

Jaeger, 2009; Farkas, Grobe, Sheehan, & Shuan, 1990; Flere et al., 2010; Jaeger, 2011) 

concluded that cultural capital does impact the achievement of students in a strong way.  

However, studies conducted by another group of researchers (DeGraaf, 1986; Katsillis & 

Rubinson, 1990; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1996) concluded that cultural capital has little 

or no impact on the academic achievement of students.  My research will seek to bring 

clarity to the debate regarding the influence of cultural capital upon student achievement, 

but will do so by examining cultural capital from the inside out, rather than the outside 

in, which typifies much of the empirical scholarship.  I would like to understand the 

usefulness of Bourdieu’s theory of practice for illuminating the achievement paradox by 

focusing on its theoretical core and then applying its tenets to scrutinize the secondary 

literature and assess this paradox through a theoretical lens. 

Few theoretical studies.  A final reason to study the phenomenon of cultural 

capital in British Columbia’s inner-city schools is the significant gap in the research with 

respect to the use of theoretical studies as a form of inquiry in educational contexts.  The 

majority of the research that is conducted in relevant educational contexts is of a 

quantitative nature, and this paints an incomplete view of educational practice, which 

does not fully characterize the social complexity of schools (Klingner & Boardman, 

2011).  There is an overreliance on quantification within education, particularly within 

the US Department of Education, because they have placed a “premium on significance 
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values and effect sizes” in a rush to “determine what works” (Klingner & Boardman, 

2011, p. 208).  Furthermore, this overemphasis on the use of quantitative methods in 

education also extends to studies that are specifically conducted with respect to cultural 

capital.  Winkle-Wagner (2010) reports that, in her meta-analysis of 105 studies that 

explored cultural capital in higher education as well as the K-12 system, 47 percent were 

quantitative, 34 percent were qualitative, and only 19 percent were theoretical (p. 25).  

This picture becomes even bleaker if we consider only the studies within the K-12 

system, of which 50 percent were quantitative, 34 percent were qualitative, and only 10 

percent were theoretical (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 25). Although the overwhelmingly 

empirical nature of the research may address the net results of whatever form of cultural 

capital may be operating within a specific context, it cannot provide cogent answers to 

the more significant and meaningful questions of how and why, which can be explored 

more intensively within a theoretical approach to inquiry.  I believe that theoretical 

inquiry into social reproduction is likely to be more generative in providing answers to 

these critical questions and answers to related questions that must be addressed in order 

fully to assess the applicability of Bourdieu’s theory of practice to a comprehensive 

understanding of why inner-city children in British Columbia continuously underperform 

in school. 

Justification for This Research 

Before I elected to move forward with my current conceptual research, it was 

important for me to take a step back and confirm that this particular topic was worth 

examining.  I wanted to ensure that my research would make a significant academic and 

real world contribution to my practice and to the practice of my colleagues, but in order 

to ensure its relevance, I needed to justify its necessity.  In this regard I found four 

reasons that underscore the necessity of exploring the cultural capital and habitus of 

teachers, and the ways teachers might allow their cultural capital or habitus to create and 

maintain social inequalities within schools. The four reasons include (a) understanding 

the role of teachers in the “achievement ideology,” (b) understanding the sociological 

nuances of the achievement gap, (c) understanding the implications for the training and 

placement of teachers, and (d) understanding my own, personal, reasons. These four 
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reasons combine to convince me that the cultural capital of teachers is a significant issue 

that warrants an intensive expenditure of investigative resources. 

The teacher’s role in furthering the achievement ideology.  Traditionally, 

education has been commonly regarded as a vehicle for upward class mobility, as was 

suggested by Young (1958) in his ironic science fiction book titled, The Rise of 

Meritocracy.  Expressions such as “Just work hard and you will succeed,” or “Anyone 

who comes here has the opportunity to pull themselves up by their bootstraps,” or “You 

get out as much as you put in,” or “IQ plus effort” are used to explain the pervasive North 

American belief that our society functions in a meritocratic manner that recognizes talent 

over pedigree (Alvarado, 2010, p. 10; Goldthorpe, cited in Lareau, 2008, p. 93). It is 

believed that a meritocratic society allows individuals to “achieve social status by virtue 

of their actual abilities and contributions rather than having it merely ‘ascribed’ by 

accident of birth” (Moore, 2004, p.39).  

 The application of meritocracy within education is captured in the term 

“achievement ideology” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 98).  The achievement ideology is an 

(un)conscious decision on the part of schools and teachers to further the belief that 

“academic performance is the crucial link to economic success” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 98).  

This means that if students work hard in school and get good grades, then they are 

ensured a good, well-paying job.  I cannot count the endless number of times that, as a 

student, I heard the achievement ideology professed by my own teachers and the equally 

endless number of times that, as a teacher, I have professed this ideology to my students.  

Classic sequential phrases such as “behave yourself, work hard, earn good grades, get a 

good job, and make a lot of money” have been used by my own teachers, myself, and my 

colleagues in conversations with students to get them to buy in to the idea that education 

is a universal vehicle for economic prosperity that can be utilized by both rich and poor 

alike (MacLeod, 2009, p. 98).   

The rationale behind the achievement ideology is that, regardless of socio-

economic class, all individuals can utilize their natural endowments and count on the 

impartiality of the education system to objectively evaluate and reward them so they may 

improve their economic and social status.  Johnson (2008) acknowledges this commonly 

held (mis)perception of education as a meritorious conduit, which he claims “more than 
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any other institution is the system’s way of making certain that achievement is 

independently earned, not tied to one’s background” (p. 274).  To further this ideology, I 

have frequently cited examples of individuals such as Barack Obama and Bill Clinton, 

who came from humble backgrounds and utilized education to reach the upper echelons 

of society.  However, while frequently giving my students examples of these few 

individuals who have used education for social ascendency, I cannot ever recall telling 

them of the numerous individuals who also came from meager beginnings, tried to use 

education to improve their conditions, and failed.  This is not to say that teachers like 

myself perpetuate the achievement ideology because we believe in deliberately 

maintaining socio-economic inequalities.  Rather, teachers  

parrot the achievement ideology because they think it will motivate students, 

 because it probably does not contradict their own experiences, and because they 

 believe it.  The equality-of-opportunity line of reasoning may have worked in the 

 middle-class high schools from which most teachers hail, but its utility in an 

 urban school serving low-income neighborhoods is diminished greatly. 

 (MacLeod, 2009, p. 264)   

In concrete terms, the promise of education as an equalizer remains unfulfilled, 

particularly for individuals from lower SES backgrounds (Alvarado, 2010; Douthat, 

2005; Goldthorpe, 2007; Johnson, 2008; Liu, 2011; MacLeod, 2009; Young, 1958).   The 

promissory effects of education as a vehicle for upward mobility have not been realized 

especially by the lower socio-economic classes, and this produces an “achievement 

paradox,” whereby children from lower SES backgrounds, regardless of how hard they 

work, cannot realize the benefits that are commonly believed to attend upon strong 

academic achievement (Carter, 2005, p. 11).  For example, if hard work is the main 

criterion for socio-economic success, then why is it that 40 percent of low-income 

Americans hold jobs but are still coming up short (Johnson, 2008)?  Specific to 

education, Douthat (2005) argues, “through boom and recession, war and peace, the 

proportion of the poorest quarter of Americans obtaining college degrees has remained 

constant, at around six percent” (p. 122).  This picture becomes even bleaker when you 

consider that of the 146 prominent colleges in the US, only 3 percent of their student 

populations come from the bottom economic quartile of the US population, whereas 76 
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percent came from the top economic quartile (Douthat, 2005, p.122).  MacLeod (2009) 

solidifies the point that education does not pay off for many individuals from lower SES 

backgrounds by arguing that in 1989 white high school graduates and dropouts 

respectively earned $14,237.00 and $9,294.00 per year, whereas black high school 

graduates and dropouts respectively earned $8,856.00 and $7,648.00 per year (MacLeod, 

2009, p. 214).  A high school diploma improved the earnings by 53 percent for white 

graduates, but only by 16 percent for black graduates (2009, p. 314).   

 The achievement ideology gives individuals, particularly those from the lower 

SES groups, a false sense of hope that they can “make it” by performing well as students 

(MacLeod, 2009).  For example, MacLeod (2009) in his ethnography “Ain’t No Makin’ 

It” describes the experiences of a group of black youth known as “the Brothers,” who 

come from a working class neighborhood of government subsidized housing known as 

Claredon Heights.  In spite of believing in the achievement ideology and following its 

prescription of working hard and getting good grades, the Brothers do not get ahead 

socially or economically.  In fact, the Brothers are no better off (or fare even worse) than 

their white counterparts known as “the Hallway Hangers,” who come from the same low-

income neighborhood but reject the achievement ideology and actively work to develop a 

counterculture.  The comparison that MacLeod (2009) makes between the conformism of 

the Brothers to school rules and values, and the non-conformism displayed by Hallway 

hangers, both of which yield equally dismal results in terms of gainful employment, 

suggests that education is not based on merit, as is commonly believed.  

 In conjunction with the gloomy picture that the previous statistics and 

ethnographic summary paint for the ability of lower socio-economic groups to utilize 

education to improve their life conditions, there are two more covert impacts (Bowles & 

Gintis, 1976; Goldthorpe, 2007; MacLeod, 2009).  The idea that education is a 

meritorious vehicle for upward class mobility has been ingrained in the consciousness of 

North Americans (Alvarado, 2011).  The idea that “the hardest working, smartest, and 

most talented people will succeed in life; these people have merit and deserve to fulfill 

the dream” is deeply entrenched (Alvarado, 2010, p. 11).  Consequently, since education 

is widely regarded and accepted as a neutral and objective measuring stick that is freely 

available to all, the inequality that results from it is seen by most, and particularly by 
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individuals affected by poverty, as legitimate (Goldthorpe, 2007; MacLeod, 2009).  In 

this sense, previous inequalities that were based on race, wealth, or ascription, and were 

regarded as morally wrong, are now justified by education and regarded as being morally 

acceptable.  Hence, the meritocracy myth is essentially “the displacement of one principle 

of stratification by another, achievement for ascription.” (Bell, 1973, cited in Liu, 2011, 

p. 391).  “IQism” is a term employed to capture the justification for the differences 

between those who do and those who do not succeed in using education, which is freely 

accessible to all, to ascend the ladder of social status (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 114).  

According to IQism, poverty and inequality are “the consequences of individual choice or 

personal inadequacies, not normal outgrowths of our economic institutions,” and the 

“problem, clearly is to fix up the people, not change the economic structures which 

regulate their lives” (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 26).  Put very bluntly, IQism accepts that 

people affected by poverty are poor because “the poor are dumb” (Bowles & Gintis, 

1976, p. 115).  Therefore, the inequality that coexists with the achievement ideology 

becomes a powerful force that legitimizes both inequality and social reproduction 

(MacLeod, 2009).   

 Second, as MacLeod (2009) argues, because individuals believe, like the 

Brothers, that achieving good grades and conforming to school rules results in good jobs, 

when they fail to secure those well-paying jobs, they blame their failure on themselves 

rather than the education system.  In other words, individuals who subscribe to the 

achievement ideology, but still do not come out ahead, are likely to blame only 

themselves for their failure.  Carter (2005) confirmed this in her ethnography of teenagers 

from a lower SES neighborhood of Yonkers, New York, as did Johnson (2008) in her 

interviews of 206 individuals in five major metropolitan areas across the US.  

Furthermore, “by internalizing the blame for failure, students lose their self-esteem and 

then accept their eventual placement in low-status jobs as a natural outcome of their own 

shortcomings” and the “process of social reproduction goes on unscrutinized and 

unchallenged” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 114).  For these individuals, failure becomes a matter 

of finding fault with their own inability to exercise agency, rather than finding fault with 

the tacitly biased sphere of larger societal structures within which individual agency is 

exercised.  Hall (2001) echoes MacLeod (2009) when he argues that “what observers and 
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participants themselves may interpret as innate differences result not from individual 

inheritances, but categorically organized experiences and differentially limited 

opportunities for access and success” (p. 217).  Individuals like the Brothers have become 

blind to the idea that perhaps there are other structural elements that are contributing to 

their failure to achieve well-paying jobs; instead, they regard their failure as exclusively 

their own. 

 To further compound the issue of the achievement ideology, individuals from the 

lower socio-economic groups (particularly parents) place an inordinate degree of trust in 

the ability of the education system to help alleviate their poverty (Carter, 2005; Lareau, 

2007; MacLeod, 2009).  This disproportionately high level of trust that parents of lower 

SES students bestow on the neutrality of the education system also causes them and their 

children to experience the negative impacts of that same system to a disproportionately 

higher degree.  For example, in her ethnographic study, Carter (2005) discovered that 

more than 95 percent of the lower SES black and Latino students whom she studied 

believed that education “really pays off in the future” and that “getting a good education 

is a practical road to success” (p. 24).  Furthermore, 100 percent of the participants in her 

study believed that “achievement and effort in school leads to job success later on” 

(Carter, 2005, p. 24).  Individuals from lower SES backgrounds are generally less 

informed about the education system and, therefore, place an inflated and unquestioned 

level of faith that it will do what is best for their children.  Parents from lower SES 

backgrounds tend to defer to the ‘professional’ judgment of teachers and place an almost 

unquestioned faith in the education system, which leads to an unconscious but willful 

blindness as to the concealed impacts of schools on children.  This study seeks to 

understand the more covert aspects of education for children and parents from lower SES 

backgrounds, and uncover the ways in which education may not offer as level a playing 

field as is commonly believed. 

Understanding the sociological nuances of the achievement gap.  A significant 

justification for conducting research in the areas of cultural capital, habitus, field, and 

symbolic violence in relation to teachers concerns the particular part these phenomena 

play in producing differences in academic achievement among children from different 

socio-economic backgrounds.  There is a general consensus within the literature 
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regarding the persistence of an achievement gap among different socio-economic classes 

and ethnic groupings of students.  The argument is that children from lower socio-

economic backgrounds and children of visible minorities continue to perform 

academically much lower than white children from the dominant middle and upper SES 

groups.  For example, children from lower SES backgrounds are 2.0 times more likely 

than their middle SES peers to repeat grades and 1.4 times more likely to be labeled with 

learning disabilities (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2001, p. 52).  

In order to close the achievement gap, a number of costly initiatives, the latest of 

which is the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, have been implemented in the 

United States at tremendous costs of time and financial resources. NCLB has its roots in 

the 1983 US federal government report tiled A Nation at Risk, which attempted to 

marshal support for reforming an educational system that was commonly regarded as 

being inadequate, particularly with respect to teacher education and competency and the 

underachievement of children in impoverished communities (Borman et al., 2008). This 

report predicted that, unless the critical issue of poor student achievement was addressed 

quickly and forcefully, the global economic supremacy of the US would be in jeopardy.   

Prior to the 1983 report, the Elementary and Secondary Schools Act (ESEA) was 

passed by the US congress in 1965 to perform a “redistributive function and put in its 

place a floor under spending in the nation’s poorest communities as well as lend federal 

clout to the improvement of educational delivery systems” (Borman et al., 2008, p. 246).  

At the center of ESEA was a piece of legislation known as Title 1, which was designed to 

provide financial support in large sums ($1.06 billion dollars in 1965) to those 

communities, schools, and children that were the most impoverished (Borman et al., 

2008, p. 246).  The primary mandate of Title 1 was to improve the academic achievement 

of students from impoverished backgrounds through additional funding, because there is 

a correspondence between school funding and social class (Condron & Roscigno, 2008).  

In the US, schools are primarily funded by local property taxes.  This leads to drastic 

differences in funding between impoverished and wealthy communities.    

Title 1 has been reauthorized by congress six times since 1965 and was also 

enshrined in the NCLB Act of 2001.  However, in spite of the infusion of large sums of 

cash as a result of Title 1, the achievement gap between students from impoverished 
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neighborhoods and their more fortunate peers has not been ameliorated.  Per-pupil 

student funding has steadily been increasing in the US from $3,812 in 1969/70 to $8,044 

in 2002/03; nonetheless, the achievement gap still persists (Savage, 2011).  In spite of 

various aggressive policy initiatives such as the NCLB, the achievement gap between 

white students and non-white students continues to widen (Hedges, 1999; Lee, 2002; 

Dillon, 2009).  In the case of British Columbia, per-pupil student funding has increased in 

British Columbia by 36 percent from 2000-01 to $8,493 in 2012-13 (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2013), but this has not resolved the academic underperformance of the 

children at my school.  The government of British Columbia has also been injecting 

additional cash ($30 million 2012/13; $60 million, 2013/14; $75 million 2014/15) into 

the educational system as a Learning Improvement Fund (LIF), but inner city schools 

continue to underperform (British Columbia Teachers Federation, 2015).  Early 

intervention programs targeted at lower SES families in British Columbia such as Strong 

Start, or Ready-Set-Learn, have not closed the achievement gap.  Furthermore, 

intervention and head-start programs at my school, such as You-Can, Sticks and Stars, 

Girls in Action, and Parents as Literacy Supporters also seem unable to improve the 

achievement of our predominantly inner-city lower SES students.  Our school also 

received a $97,500.00 literacy grant and a $25,000.00 technology grant in 2013, but 

improvements in achievement have remained negligible.  

 The persistence of an achievement gap, in spite of the various costly programs 

designed to eliminate it, suggests to me that this may be more than just a monetary issue.  

Are there other sociological factors at play, which warrant in-depth inquiry?  Ironically, 

this was signaled by the US Department of Education in 2007 as an area of exploration 

and importance: “To ignore the societal factors in policies aimed at reducing the 

achievement gap will inevitably limit the effectiveness of educational policies aimed 

primarily at the school level, as NCLB is, to adequately reduce the achievement gap” 

(Borman, 2008, p. 249).  A significant aspect of my research will be its examinations of 

the intricate sociological details of how teachers respond to cultural capital in their 

various pronouncements and decisions, and whether a portion of the achievement gap can 

be explained by these responses.  I would like to understand the nuances and particulars 

of how inner city teachers may be influenced by cultural capital and whether they assess 
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students differently, depending upon their own SES and that of their students.  My 

inquiry will be alert to the specifics of this phenomenon as it relates to educational 

practice.  By unraveling the nuances of cultural capital, I will also be exposing the 

principles by which Bourdieu’s theory of practice operates, and assessing how useful 

theory of practice can be in explaining the academic underperformance of children in 

British Columbia’s inner city schools. 

 I have determined to explore the intimate details of how cultural capital 

influences teachers, as a result of the work of DiMaggio (1982), DiMaggio & Mohr 

(1985), Lareau (1987), Dumais (2006), Flere (2010), and Jaegar (2011).  These empirical 

researchers found hopeful signs that the rates of return for having the desired cultural 

capital are greater for lower SES students than for high SES students.  Lower SES 

students have been empirically shown to derive a disproportionately greater benefit by 

acquiring the cultural capital of the dominant socio-economic class than their more 

affluent peers who acquire more of the desirable cultural capital than they already had.  

Hence, there is sufficient empirical evidence to show that the academic performance of 

low SES children can be increased provided they obtain the form of cultural capital that 

is tacitly expected by schools.  I aim to interpret this evidence, and its implications for the 

influence of teachers on the achievement of lower SES students, from a theoretical 

standpoint.  

Implications for the education and placement of teachers.  Another reason for 

me to explore whether teachers assess students differently based upon their cultural 

capital would be to help teachers become more consciously aware of their own cultural 

capital as well as that of their students.  If there is a relationship between the cultural 

capital of teachers and their assessments of students, then this will have significant 

implications for the recruitment, education, hiring, and in-servicing of teachers.  For 

example, teacher education programs and continuing in-service programs may need to 

include components that sensitize teachers to their own cultural capital and that of their 

students and help them understand how symmetry or asymmetry between the two may 

influence their perceptions and assessments of their students in different ways.  Having 

undergone teacher education myself not so long ago, I cannot recall devoting any time to 

developing an understanding of my own cultural capital, that of my potential students, 
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and what the possible implications of differences might mean for students who may or 

may not share the cultural capital that has become ingrained in me.   

It is very difficult for teachers like myself to become consciously aware of their 

cultural capital and that of their students, because this phenomenon, according to 

Bourdieu (1977), resides below the surface of our consciousness but serves as a powerful 

driver of human actions nonetheless.  A deliberate attempt may need to be made during 

teacher education and in-service to sensitize teachers to their own cultural capital and 

that of their students.  In fact, Giroux (1981) argues that social reproduction in schools 

cannot be understood unless “teachers begin by acknowledging not only the source and 

meaning of their own cultural capital, but also the importance and meaningfulness of the 

cultural capital that characterizes their students” (p. 123).  The need for teachers to be 

aware of the cultural capital of their students is described as “cultural brokering,” which 

involves a deliberate action on the part of teachers to “stretch to know those students (and 

their families) and to bridge the differences in order to invite them into the educational 

transformation” (Hall, 2001, p. 231).  This very point is also argued by Brice-Heath 

(1983) who discovered ethnographically that teachers “examined their own habits at 

home and learned to recognize that they carried these home habits into the classroom just 

as did their students from other communities” (p. 266).  In the absence of an 

understanding of their own cultural capital, teachers may unknowingly continue their 

preferential treatment of certain students who share their particular cultural capital, and 

their discriminatory treatment of others who do not share their particular form of cultural 

capital, as contended by Bourdieu (1977).   

My areas of research will also have implications for the hiring and positioning of 

teachers within school districts.  For example, currently in most school districts the 

primary criterion that determines where a teacher gets placed is seniority, which has more 

to do with collective agreements than with sound pedagogy.  Minimal regard has been 

given to designing a pedagogically based teacher placement strategy that matches 

teachers to students and schools based upon core commonalities.  Instead, the current 

teacher placement design is relatively random in nature and does not pay attention to 

determining a best fit.  When principals hire teachers, perhaps they should be directed to 

pay less attention to the seniority date of a teacher and more attention to whether a 
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teacher brings the right fit for the student population.  District leaders may want to 

examine the cultural capital of their teachers and place them in schools where they have 

an appropriate match with the cultural capital of the students in order to ensure 

maximum connectivity.  This would seem to be a more logical, pedagogically sound, and 

theoretically grounded approach to assigning the right teachers to specific schools.  

Furthermore, having strong teacher-student connectivity may be even more crucial for 

inner city settings such as my current school, since inner-city students generally perform 

lower academically than their middle class peers.  
A personal reason.  Apart from uncovering the particulars of how cultural 

capital may influence teachers’ assessments in a broader sense, my research will explore 

the theoretical reasons behind the underperformance of the children specifically at my 

own school.  Being a practitioner who went from teaching in an higher SES community 

to a lower SES community at Maple Elementary, what struck me the most about the 

teachers at Maple was the frequency with which they used the expression, “Some just 

don’t get it,” which coincidentally was the same statement that prompted Carter’s (2005) 

study regarding the continuous underperformance of a group of lower SES black and 

Latino students in their high school in Yonkers, New York.   

Considering that I had just transferred from a school in a middle SES 

neighborhood that was less than a few kilometers away, how could the “it” be so different 

for two groups of children who were geographically so close?  It was clear to me that my 

former students came from more affluent families than my current students, but even if 

my school were to hire more teachers and provide more resources and funding, I felt that 

this would still not ameliorate the situation.  This led me to believe that dollars and 

staffing alone do not adequately explain why this disparity exits for the children at my 

school.  Perhaps what is required is a better understanding of how the “it” is different for 

lower and higher SES students, and how the various forms of “it” are valued 

differentially by educational institutions.  I propose that theory of practice is conceptual 

window that provides a creditable view of this “better understanding.”   

Khalifa (2010) demonstrated that the engagement level of low SES children, 

which is a precursor to improved academic achievement, increases when teachers 

validate the students’ cultural capital.  Acknowledging the language, norms, values, and 
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beliefs of lower SES children and giving these factors a place in the classroom as a 

meaningful medium of communication provides this validation.  Rather than regarding 

the cultural capital of lower SES students as an impediment to progress, teachers may 

need to engage this same cultural capital as a strength.  For example, lower SES students 

are typically penalized for and discouraged from speaking the jargon or slang that they 

have grown up with.  Instead of viewing the jargon or slang of lower SES students as an 

obstacle to communication and learning, when teachers capitalize on the distinct form of 

spoken language that lower SES children are already familiar with, the children’s 

commitment to education increases.  When teachers and schools actively validate the 

cultural capital of lower SES students, those students begin to feel a greater sense of 

connection to the school and make a greater investment in their own education (Khalifa, 

2010).  Carter (2005) echoes Khalifa’s argument by stating, “if we can figure out how to 

acknowledge and affirm the multiple capitals that exist while avoiding the structuring of 

achievement by race and ethnicity, then we could be one step closer to in-creasing these 

students’ attachment and engagement in school” (p. 76).  

 Similarly, Brice-Heath (1983) argued that, when teachers adapted their 

instructional practices to reflect those of the lower SES adults, they were able to increase 

the motivation and interest of the students, as well as open doors to curricular reforms 

and pedagogical modifications (p. 270).  Furthermore, “in finding ways to make reading 

and writing make sense to these students they had to alter their methods of teaching, but 

not their standards of judging,” so as to create a win-win situation for both the teacher 

and students, wherein both the integrity of the assignment and the linguistic capital of the 

students did not need to be compromised (p. 314).   As I ponder how cultural capital 

might influence the decisions made by the teachers at my own school, Khalifa’s (2010) 

and Brice Heath’s (1983) research might point to a way forward for our staff in 

improving the academic performance of our predominantly lower SES students at Maple. 

Situating Myself 

Prior to continuing my work on this conceptual study, which for me is essentially 

a work of practitioner inquiry (Bruyn, 1963; Gade, 2014), I think it is important to situate 

myself and provide readers with an upfront and transparent understanding of who I am as 
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a person, as a scholar, as a professional, and the sources of my authority to engage in 

practitioner inquiry that bridges these three worlds.  

 Bourdieu addressed the importance for researchers to situate themselves in his 

construct of reflexivity, which assists me in making my background transparent to the 

reader.  Reflexivity argues for researchers to be aware of their own biases while 

conducting research in order to maintain a degree of objectivity, and this is something 

that I have been mindful of while conducting this study.  Reflexivity is an act of self-

reference whereby researchers are simultaneously aware of both the setting that they are 

examining and their position within that setting while engaged in research (Swartz, 

1997).  Researchers can come into a domain of research with their own predispositions, 

which they can unknowingly project onto the setting they are researching, thereby 

compromising the validity or persuasiveness of their findings (Swartz, 1997).  Reflexivity 

entails being aware of three categories of biases which include awareness of your own 

social class habitus (attitudes, dispositions, values, and perceptions), awareness of the 

context within which research is being conducted, and awareness of a tradition of 

deference to epistemological supremacy that seeks to establish absolute, constant, and 

static truths against which all findings are to be measured, and which has been the 

dominant form of scientific inquiry (Swartz, 1997).  In essence, reflexivity means “all 

knowledge producers should strive to recognize their own objective position within the 

intellectual and academic field” and make “explicit the unthought categories, perceptions, 

theories and structures that underpin their pre-reflexive grasp of the world” (Grenfell, 

2008, p. 201-202).  These are issues that I have tried to remain mindful of while 

conducting this research.  In the interest of reflexivity, I will next describe myself as a 

person, as a practitioner, and as a scholar, so as to provide readers with a clear view of 

my own habitus and cultural capital. 

As a person, I am the son of two immigrant parents who came to Canada from 

India in 1963 in search of a better life.  My parents both come from a humble 

background, and neither of them achieved a formal education beyond grade 6.  My father 

worked in a sawmill along the Fraser River until taking retirement a few years ago, and 

my mother has been a housewife.  Growing up, the basic necessities were always 

provided for us, but by no means were we middle class, and this is something that I have 
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always been aware of.  Money was always tight, and my parents always stressed the hard 

work that had to go into earning a dollar, and the need to spend that dollar wisely.  My 

parents also saw education as the vehicle for bettering our lives, and consequently pushed 

us to pursue postsecondary degrees.  Currently, I see myself as middle class, which has 

occurred as a result of my joining the teaching profession.  I have been married to my 

beautiful wife for 8 years, and she works as an occupational therapist for the Health 

Authority.  God has blessed us with one little boy who is three years of age.  We reside in 

a single-family home, and have strong network of family and friends who are employed 

in professional occupations such as law, dentistry, teaching, private business, and 

engineering. 

 I am a practicing teacher in a British Columbia inner city elementary school who, 

as a scholar, is pursuing a Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) degree to improve my practice 

working with underachieving lower SES inner-city school children.  My understanding 

of the Ed.D. degree is that it weaves together both praxis (practical action)2 and phronesis 

(practical wisdom)3 with epistemology and practice-based research, in a manner that may 

produce more substantial benefits for the practitioner than for the scholar.  Unlike the 

Ph.D., which has more benefits for scholarship, research, and epistemology, the Ed.D. 

degree is more focused on one’s own area of practice and has implications for both the 

praxis and phronesis of the practitioner (Gade, 2014) because it is rooted in the messiness 

of real life that characterizes practice.  The phenomenon of underachievement among 

inner-city school children, which I am investigating, is an interest that emerges from my 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  I	  have	  begun	  to	  think	  of	  my	  own	  relation	  to	  praxis	  in	  relation	  to	  Freire’s	  (2012)	  pronouncement	  that	  
“activity	  consists	  of	  action	  and	  reflection;	  it	  is	  praxis;	  it	  is	  transformation	  of	  the	  world.	  	  And	  as	  praxis	  it	  
requires	  theory	  to	  illuminate	  it”	  (p.	  119).	  	  For	  me,	  this	  does	  not	  contradict	  Aristotle’s	  (2002)	  assertions	  
that	  praxis	  is	  related	  to	  practicable	  “goods”	  rather	  than	  things	  produced,	  and	  that,	  for	  praxis,	  “doing	  well	  
itself	  serves	  as	  an	  end”	  (114065,	  p.	  180).	  
3	  Gade	  (2014)	  cites	  R.	  Bernstein	  (1983)	  in	  defining	  phronesis	  as	  “an	  ethical	  stance	  that	  is	  played	  out	  in	  
concrete	  situations,	  one	  that	  requires	  understanding	  of	  human	  beings”	  resulting	  from	  a	  “deliberate	  
weighing	  of	  universal	  aspects	  of	  education	  and	  particular	  aspects	  of	  classroom	  realities”	  (Gade,	  2014,	  p.	  
722).	  	  For	  me,	  these	  aspects	  of	  a	  teacher’s	  phronesis	  need	  to	  be	  tempered	  with	  Aristotle’s	  (2002)	  
statements	  that	  “the	  objects	  of	  wisdom	  [phronesis]	  also	  include	  particulars,	  which	  come	  to	  be	  known	  
through	  experience”	  (1142a15,	  p.	  183),	  and	  “the	  good	  deliberator	  is	  the	  one	  whose	  calculations	  make	  him	  
good	  at	  hitting	  upon	  what	  is	  best	  for	  a	  human	  being	  among	  practicable	  goods”	  (1141b15,	  p.	  182).	  	  
However,	  again	  citing	  Bernstein	  (1983),	  Gade	  neatly	  captures	  the	  relation	  between	  phronesis	  and	  praxis	  in	  
the	  following	  expression:	  “Practitioner	  knowledge	  cannot	  be	  detached	  from	  being	  and	  becoming,	  but	  is	  
determined	  in	  and	  is	  determinative	  of	  praxis”	  (Gade,	  2014,	  p.	  726).	  
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own practice.  It is a phenomenon that I plan to filter through the epistemological lens of 

theory of practice, in hopes of returning with what I learn to my situated practice.  The 

Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) degree enables a form of inquiry that is ideally suited to 

practitioner-scholars like myself, because it encourages us to study real world problems 

through an epistemological point of view, and bring what we have learned back to 

practice, for the improvement of practice. 

 As a professional, I have been working as an elementary school classroom teacher 

for the past seven years.  I currently teach Grade Four at Maple Elementary, and have 

been working there for four years.  Prior to arriving at Maple, I was employed at a nearby 

school that is located in a more affluent area of the same district.  Maple Elementary is an 

inner city school of approximately 458 students that is situated within a lower SES pocket 

of urban British Columbia.  In a quantitative sense, Maple consistently performs poorly 

on the standardized Foundation Skills Assessment exams that are administered yearly by 

the BC Ministry of Education to all students in grades four and seven.  These exams 

assess student competencies in reading, comprehension, writing, and numeracy.  Based 

on the Fraser Institute’s 2012 rankings of schools, Maple was ranked in the bottom 20 

percent of 860 schools and given an overall rating of less than 3/10.  ESL students 

compose 44 percent of the student population, while special needs students and 

Aboriginal students compose 14 percent and 13 percent respectively (Fraser Institute, 

2012).  In addition, according to the 2006 BC census statistics, visible minorities 

compose 69 percent of the total population of the surrounding community, while 

immigrants compose 49 percent of the total population.  Twenty percent of the total 

population is classified as low income, and for 54 percent of the population the average 

income was $22,009.00.  54.7 percent of the families are single parent households with 

the majority of them being headed by women.  25 percent of the total population has no 

grade 12 diploma and 35 percent have completed only grade 12 (BC Statistics, 2012).  

On Clyde Hertzman’s (2015) vulnerability scale, which measures the vulnerability of 

children with respect to physical, social, emotional, language, and communications 

indicators, 100 percent of the children in this community are vulnerable on one or more 

of these fronts. 
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Apart from this statistical profile, Maple can be more humanely described as a 

school in which many of the children and families are in a constant state of crisis as a 

result of the chronic poverty in which they live.  Many of these children have been thrust 

in and out of the revolving door of foster care.  Some families are refugees who have fled 

civil and political strife in their countries of origin, such as Rwanda and Somalia, with 

little more than the possessions that they could carry.  A number of children have parents 

who currently, or at some point in time, have been incarcerated for various offences.  

Alcoholism, domestic abuse, illegal drug sales, and prostitution are everyday occurrences 

in this neighborhood, which consists predominantly of government social housing in the 

form of low rent apartments.  Opportunities are sparse for the children of this community 

and, in fact, many of them have never really been outside of its invisible confines. The 

world that most of these children know is restricted to a few urban blocks that contain 

pawn shops, fast food establishments, pay-day loan services, thrift stores, convenience 

stores, discount food stores, and a police detachment.  Many parents are busy working 

two or even three low paying part time jobs just to cover the basic necessities of life, so 

they do not have the luxury of being able to spend time with their children, which most 

middle class parents take for granted.  Together these statistical and observational data 

provide a bleak but comprehensive picture of the lives of the children and families that 

compose Maple Elementary School.  

I would like to make a few general comments that speak to the dedication, 

integrity, and professionalism of my colleagues at Maple, with whom I work every day.  

The teachers at Maple work under tough conditions linked to endemic poverty, which are 

not felt by other teachers who work in more affluent communities.  In spite of the toll that 

working in a low SES community exacts on them, these teachers willingly and 

contentedly come to school every day in an attempt to make tangible and meaningful 

differences in the lives of children who dwell on the lower end of the socio-economic 

scale.  The teachers at Maple have the best of intentions in mind for their school and 

students, and this sincerity and commitment is felt in how they teach and relate to 

students.  These teachers display a tremendous dedication to their students and to their 

craft, and this devotion is very evident to me, having been given the opportunity and 
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privilege to work side by side with them on a daily basis in trying to improve the 

achievement of the children at Maple.   

To close this section, I would like to bridge my lives as an individual, a scholar, 

and as a practitioner by commenting on the sources of my authority to conceptually study 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice, and to disclose how this study can help me improve my 

practice and ensure that my research and findings are seen to have integrity.  Olson 

(1995), echoes Bourdieu in describing how research has been traditionally grounded in a 

positivist epistemology, which gives primacy and authority to proven knowledge over 

individual experiences.  The paradigmatic approach of positivism “is a view that implies 

no matter what any particular person happens to believe about it, there is a correct and 

true view of the world” (Olson, 1995, p. 121).  According to the viewpoint of positivism, 

life is regulated by objectively theoretical laws, and it is against such absolute truths that 

all experiences should be judged.  Furthermore, because the findings of epistemological 

research are measured against ‘objective’ truths, the resulting findings have legitimacy 

and credibility thereby, giving them an authority that is beyond reproach. The positivist 

view has “led to the belief that knowledge gained by a positivistic orientation was 

superior to that gained by a subjective experience” (Olson, 1995, p. 121).   

Olson (1995) argues that episteme is not the only source of research authority, and 

that authority can be found in practitioner research, which positivists would regard as 

being subjective.  According to Olson (1995), practitioner research is rooted in individual 

experiences that we continuously construct and reconstruct as a result of our dealings 

with other individuals and contexts.  Olson (1995) is advocating for an approach in which 

an individual’s authority is derived through the continuous, dialectical, and interactive 

relationship between the individual and his or her environment, which reshape one 

another.  And thus, a “person’s narrative authority grows through experience where the 

principle of continuity of experience means that every experience both takes up 

something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the quality of 

those which come after,” thereby making each individual an “authority on their own 

experience” (Olson, 1995, p. 123).  In my current study, I will not be making any claims 

with respect to absolute truth, but rather I will be making claims based on 

understandings—my understandings—and I am invoking Olson’s (1995) exemplary 
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argument regarding the authority of personal and professional experiences.  I am 

anchoring my authority in the belief that we are all experts on our own lived experiences; 

our expertise and phronesis grow in proportion with our conceptual understandings and 

our reflective praxis. 

The Audience 

 Understanding whether teachers’ cultural capital influences the achievement of 

students is an issue that should be of particular interest to school leaders, policy makers, 

and parents.  For school leaders, the findings of this study could have valuable 

implications regarding the hiring, in-service policies, and practices of teachers.  If my 

research further reinforces the idea that the cultural capital of a teacher can have a 

profound impact on students, then perhaps this will provide further evidence that will 

move teacher education faculties and school boards to reflect this in their professional 

development and in-service programs.  Polices designed to improve the achievement of 

children in lower SES schools have been misguided and incorrectly focused on 

improving school conditions, when they really should be focused on improving the 

effectiveness of teachers (Hedges, 2004).  Perhaps the time has come for policy writers to 

refocus and implement policies that concentrate on improving the quality and positioning 

of teachers by placing the most effective teachers in lower SES areas, in order to provide 

the maximum gains for those students.  However, gains in enhancing the effectiveness of 

teachers can only be made if there are educational programs available to teachers that 

actively sensitize them to their own cultural capital and the ways it influences their 

perceptions, their treatment of students, and their students’ achievement.  Furthermore, 

this research is also significant for parents because it will arm them with the theoretical 

information that they need to advocate for their children.  If parents are actively aware of 

how the fit between the cultural capital of the teacher and student functions, then they 

can demand that school leaders match their children with teachers who understand the 

distinct cultural capital of their children. 

The Layout of this Conceptual Study 

 This conceptual study represents my research journey into understanding whether 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice is an appropriate theoretical vehicle to understand and 

address academic underachievement among inner-city children, such as those at my 
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school, Maple Elementary.  To accurately capture this journey, I have chosen to organize 

my study into six chapters, which follow an inductive pattern that compliments the 

process of inductive argumentation that I am engaged in.  This means that just as I am 

attempting to inductively assess the usefulness of theory of practice to explain differences 

in academic underachievement among children from different SES backgrounds, the 

structural aspect of my dissertation is similarly inductive, so that the sequence in which 

this conceptual study unfolds as a written document parallels the processes of 

hermeneutic interpretation and inductive argumentation that I utilized to consider the 

usefulness of theory of practice to the practitioner.   

 In brief, Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the problem, along with my 

rationale for conducting this study.  Chapter 2 outlines my methodology and explains 

what constitutes conceptual research and describes the research tools of hermeneutic 

inquiry and inductive logic, which I employ to conduct my practitioner research.  Chapter 

3 is a presentation of my understanding of the theoretical framework of Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice arrived at through hermeneutic interpretation.  In this chapter I also 

highlight the works of other notable scholars such as Apple (2004) and Giroux (1981) 

whose scholarship helped to clarify theory of practice.  Chapter 4 presents my review of 

selected empirical research studies that have examined aspects of theory of practice, 

cultural capital in particular, and offer the best evidence for/against theory of practice, 

which I then examine as evidence as I consider the usefulness of theory of practice in 

Chapter 5.  Chapter 5 is an inductive consideration of theoretical findings with respect to 

the suitability of theory of practice for generating an adequate understanding of the 

achievement gap between lower SES inner-city children and their more privileged peers.  

In Chapter 5, I present multiple layers of evidence both for and against theory of practice 

as an effective heuristic for understanding the differences in academic achievement for 

children from various social classes.  Lastly, Chapter 6 provides a practitioner’s 

recommendations as they have emerged for me as a result of the review of the research 

literature in Chapter 4 and the inductive argument of Chapter 5.  These recommendations 

are grounded in the critical pedagogy of Paulo Freire (2012) and backgrounded by the 

work of related critical pedagogues (e.g., Apple, 2004; hooks 1994, 2010) to address a 
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number of  “changes of focus” that will prove beneficial for both the educational practice 

and future research of myself and other practitioners.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

Introduction 

 While I am conducting the current study to explore Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice from my viewpoint as an inner-city practitioner, one of my primary aims is to 

gain a firmer theoretical grasp upon the degree to which inner-city teachers might be 

viewed as conscious (or unconscious) contributors to the social reproduction of academic 

disadvantages among their students.  As I mentioned in Chapter 1, I originally began my 

research on this topic using a mixed method approach, but came to a realization that 

before I could undertake any meaningful or reliable empirical study, I would need to 

establish a deeper theoretical understanding of Bourdieu’s theory of practice, and its 

applicability in the context of British Columbia.  I view this conceptual study as an 

important contribution to future empirical inquiries regarding social reproduction and 

how it manifests within British Columbia’s inner-city schools.  The current study 

represents a foray into social reproduction within inner-city schools, a topic that I find 

personally relevant, both as an inner-city practitioner and as an individual who emerged 

from a lower SES background, to an understanding of the theoretical underpinnings of 

how aspects of SES may be (re)produced and maintained by institutions such as public 

schools.  A strong motive for this conceptual study is the improvement of my own 

professional understanding of Bourdieu’s theory of practice so that I can evolve both my 

own phronesis and praxis.  In order to achieve these goals, I am conducting a theoretical 

inquiry that utilizes the qualitative research tool of hermeneutics to engage in a process of 

deeper understanding, before proceeding with an inductive argument whose conclusions 

will emerge toward the end of the study.   

What Is a Conceptual Study? 

 A conceptual or theoretical study involves qualitative methodologies that conduct 

philosophical inquiry and intellectual analysis of a theory as a whole and of the individual 

concepts that comprise that theory (Boates, 2002; Petocz & Newbberry, 2010).  Given the 

importance of the terms theory and concept and the hierarchical relationship between 

them, it is important for me to describe both separately.  A theory is an “ordered set of 

assertions about generic behavior or structure assumed to hold throughout a significantly 

broad range of specific instances” (Wacker, 1998, p. 364).  There is a general consensus 
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in the literature that good theories answer questions regarding how, when, where, and 

most importantly, why (Wacker, 1998).  Furthermore, theories are composed of four 

specific components which include concepts; a domain where the theory functions; a 

description of the relationships between concepts; and predictions.  In contrast, concepts 

are “the basic building blocks of scientific knowledge or theoretical frameworks.”  

Therefore, the strength of a theory that guides a discipline is dependent upon the strength 

of the concepts that form that particular theory (Boates, 2002, p. 23).    

  In this conceptual study I am conducting an exploration of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice as whole as well as its constituent concepts of cultural capital, habitus, field, and 

symbolic violence.  I will be examining and describing the individual concepts that 

comprise this theory along with details about the network of relationships among them, 

and doing so in a manner that is relevant and beneficial to my praxis, so that I can 

develop a practical understanding of how social reproduction might operate in British 

Columbia’s inner-city schools such as Maple Elementary.  The conceptual analysis that I 

am undertaking is entirely philosophical in nature, but I would like to draw a distinction 

between my approach and the conceptual analysis technique that was developed by 

Coombs and Daniels (1991), which typifies the technical nature of many common 

approaches to conceptual analysis.   

In order to visually capture the relationships between the individual concepts and 

to understand social practice theory as a whole, I have created a concept map (Morgan, 

2008) (see Figure 2 in Chapter 3).  Concept mapping is useful tool in theoretical studies 

because it produces a concrete representation of an abstract reality (Novak & Canas, 

2006).  Concept maps are useful in helping to embody concepts that are otherwise 

intangible and to permit them to be understood in a manner that is clear, without 

sacrificing the complexity that surrounds the relationships among the various related 

concepts.  There are four basic types of concept maps, which include: hierarchical, 

spider, flowchart, and systems (All & Huycke, 2007).  To create my concept map I have 

engaged in a type of bricolage, whereby I have selected features from all four types of 

maps.  I have done this for purposes of accuracy and completeness. 
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Benefits of Conceptual Studies 

Conceptual scholarship has a number of merits that go to the core of what it 

means to conduct meaningful research; however, scholarship in the human sciences has 

generally neglected conceptual studies in favor of empirical methodologies (Baldwin & 

Rose, 2009; Petocz & Newberry, 2010).  My review of the literature, along with the 

meta-analysis done by Winkle-Wagner (2010), corroborates the notion that theoretical 

research has been undervalued.  The problem with undervaluing or neglecting theoretical 

research is that conceptual inquiry provides the bedrock upon which all subsequent 

empirical research is founded; therefore, a neglectful approach to theory will result in 

repercussions throughout any subsequent empirical research.  In other words, conceptual 

analysis it can be viewed as the primary method: 

far from sitting alongside experimentation and mathematisation as one of the 

 three separate activities constituting science, is logically and temporally prior to 

 the other two, is responsible on occasion for precluding the other two when it 

 reveals them to be scientifically inappropriate, and is indispensable during the 

 other two. (Petocz & Newberry, 2010, p. 127)   

In this regard, it makes sense that theoretical analysis should take temporal and 

scientific primacy, because all subsequent empirical research flows from it, and this 

clarifies why I have found it necessary to engage deeply in this conceptual study prior to 

planning any future empirical research into aspects of Bourdieu’s theory of practice.   

A second benefit of conceptual research is suggested by Baldwin & Rose (2009), 

who specifically advocate for more theoretical dissertations because they can increase the 

body of knowledge surrounding a given theory or concept.  Many concepts and theories 

that have been employed in research are not necessarily static entities that do not change 

over time and space, and I will contend that Bourdieu’s theory of practice is one of those 

theories that is not immune to evolution in both of these regards.  Consequently, as 

concepts and constructs change both temporally and spatially, researchers need to be 

continually mindful of those changes and reflect them in their empirical studies, in order 

to preserve and promote the accuracy and credibility of those studies.  In addition, when a 

theory or concept has been used for an extended period of time and becomes mature, it 

can often be taken for granted by researchers, who may then neglect temporal and spatial 
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evolutionary changes (Petocz & Newberry, 2010).  In other words, when a theory or 

concept becomes seasoned, which is the case with Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

(considering it has been in use since the 1970’s), then some researchers may come to see 

it as a matter of proven fact and not scrutinize it in a critical manner.  This would 

compromise their application of the conceptual framework, which in their current context 

might no longer mean what they continue to believe it to mean.  Furthermore, theoretical 

examination is also important from the standpoint of praxis.  If Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice does have implications for my own teaching practice and that of my colleagues, 

then theoretical analysis will help to clarify the concepts that are embedded within theory 

of practice, so that all practitioners can agree to use a shared professional vocabulary.   

Hermeneutic Inquiry 

 Hermeneutics is a methodological tool that I will utilize in conducting my 

conceptual research into Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  Two significant and 

contemporary pioneers of the hermeneutic method of inquiry were Hans-Georg Gadamer 

(1900-2002) and Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005), whose works have helped to establish 

hermeneutics as a credible form of social inquiry. The discussion that follows will outline 

what hermeneutics is, describe its key concepts, explain why hermeneutics is appropriate 

for this conceptual study of theory of practice, and lastly, describe the challenges 

associated with a hermeneutic approach. 

What is hermeneutic inquiry?  The term Hermeneutics is derived from the 

Greek word hermeneuein, which describes the act of interpretation (Moules, 2002).  

Hermeneutics is rooted in Greek mythology and pertains to the Greek god Hermes, who 

would deliver messages between the gods and from the gods to humans.  But before 

Hermes could deliver messages, he first had to interpret and understand the messages for 

himself (Butler, 1998).  In other words, Hermes’ core activity involved the mediation of 

meaning (Smith, 1991).  

The modern practice of hermeneutics dates back to the 17th century, when 

theologians interpreted biblical texts and attempted to understand God’s word as He 

intended it (Moules, 2002).  Contemporary hermeneutics is defined as “interpretation 

with the category of understanding,” where understanding is defined as “the recognition 

of the author’s intention from the point of view of the primitive addressees in the original 
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situation of discourse” (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 22).  Or more concisely, hermeneutics is “the 

phenomenon of understanding and of the correct interpretation of what has been 

understood” (Gadamer, 2013, p. xx).  Contemporary researchers who utilize hermeneutic 

inquiry are interested in the space between the text and the researcher where 

interpretation and subsequent appropriation occurs as it leads to a new understanding, 

which is the ultimate goal of hermeneutics (Freeman, 2008; Kinsella, 2008).   

  Key hermeneutic concepts.  Hermeneutics does not have a formal methodology, 

but it does have parameters that are defined by four key concepts (Gadamer, 2013).  

Since hermeneutics, unlike positivist science, has no rigid methodologies, its task “is not 

to develop a procedure of understanding, but rather to clarify the interpretative conditions 

in which understanding takes place,” and these conditions are spelled out by its key 

concepts (Gadamer, 2013, p. 306).  The first of these hermeneutic concepts is known as 

historicity.  Historicity refers to a “historically effected consciousness,” which means that 

the consciousness of individuals is shaped by their history (Freeman, 2008, p. 387).  

Moules (2002) elegantly captures the notion of historicity when she says, “we are 

historical” and “we cannot step over our shadows,” which means that “we are connected 

in a continuous thread with our past,” which is “inadvertently and deliberately inviting us 

both into the past and new ways of being” (p. 2).  Hermeneutics regards texts and 

interpreters as being contextually located within particular spatial and temporal spheres; 

therefore, any interaction between the two is also an interaction between their respective 

histories.  Gadamer (2013) addressed the influence that history has over our 

understanding by commenting “that in all understanding, whether we are expressly aware 

of it or not, the efficacy of history is at work” (p. 312).  And speaking strictly from the 

perspective of an interpreter such as myself, historicity is in essence the effect that an 

individual’s historical background exerts in conditioning how they see, interpret, 

understand, and respond to the world.  Therefore, when we engage in hermeneutics we 

are inevitably studying ourselves which, in turn, becomes a study of our own history. 

Inherent within the concept of historicity is the idea of prejudice, which is the 

second of the key hermeneutic concepts, and which is regarded as a significant threat to 

reliability and validity within the traditional positivist viewpoint that dominates much of 

research.  Hermeneutics takes a different approach to the debate between subjectivity and 
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objectivity by openly asserting that prejudices are an inescapable part of what it means to 

be human, and that “we do not hold our prejudices in abeyance but we situate them in our 

understandings,” causing them to “move with us and stand in front of and between us and 

the world, filtering our perceptions and interpretations” (Moules, 2002, p. 25).  

Hermeneutic researchers must be mindful of our prejudices and acknowledge that our 

interpretations and understandings are (un)knowingly influenced by them.  However, 

because the hermeneutic researcher is not searching for an absolute truth, but rather one’s 

own truth, which Smith (1991) describes as “finding ourselves,” then prejudice is no 

longer a detriment, but rather an honest self-disclosure (p.100).  In hermeneutics, 

prejudices are not regarded as limitations, but hold a transformative power because they 

enable individuals to establish their own understanding—a new understanding (Gadamer, 

2013).  Prejudices become generative because they enable researchers to be liberated and 

openly come to acknowledge and understand themselves in an authentic way that reflects 

them as the persons they are, prejudices included.  

The third key hermeneutic concept is known as horizon.  A horizon is a “range of 

vision which can be seen from a particular viewpoint” (Gadamer, 2013, p. 313).  To me a 

horizon is essentially an interpreter’s world view at a particular point in time that has 

come to be as result of historicity and prejudices up to that given point in time.  However, 

just as the individual has his/her own horizon, so does the text that he/she is trying to 

understand, and “working out the hermeneutical situation means acquiring the right 

horizon of inquiry” (Gadamer, 2013, p. 313).  Understanding, or appropriation of the 

text’s intent, is reached by the interpreter when his or her horizon is fused with that of the 

text to arrive at a new understanding, thereby rendering the fusing of horizons into the 

“culmination of the act of understanding between the interpreter and the interpreted” 

(Butler, 1998, p. 289).    

The fourth hermeneutic concept is known as the hermeneutic circle, and this 

represents the overall spatial metaphor for the process of interaction that occurs between 

the text and the interpreter.  Both the text and the interpreter enter into the circle with 

their individual horizons, and a process of interaction occurs between them.  This process 

of interaction is dialectical and continues in a cyclical manner until the interpreter 

appropriates the meaning of the text (Schwandt, 2007).  The interpretation and 
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understanding that results is due to the occurrence of a continuous dialogue of negotiation 

between the text and the interpreter.  Each time the interpreter enters the hermeneutic 

circle, he/she will likely do so with a different horizon, which may cause him/her to 

interpret and understand the same text differently and lead to a new understanding.  The 

process of generating a new understanding continues recursively in a circular manner.  As 

the interpreter’s historicity and prejudices change, so does the horizon by which he/she 

comes to reinterpret and understand the same theory, but in a different manner 

(Schwandt, 2007). By viewing Bourdieu’s theory of practice through a hermeneutic lens, 

I will recursively create new understandings every time I engage in a dialogue with it, 

and thus it will recursively transform my understandings of my own praxis. 

Ricoeur (1976) intensively mined the topic of the hermeneutic circle, particularly 

the aspect of understanding, and described its nuances in detail.  Ricoeur (1976) 

references the work of Roman Jacobson in describing the key features of the 

communication process, which include “the speaker, hearer, medium, code, situation, and 

message” (p. 26).  The process begins with the speaker who is contextually situated and 

has a particular intent (“noetic” meaning) and inscribes his/her message into writing 

which is the medium (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 12).  However, once a message has been 

inscribed into text, it comes to acquire its own meaning (“noematic” meaning) or it 

becomes fixed, which can be problematic if that fixation is different from the writer’s 

intent (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 12).   

At the other end of the message is the hearer, who is situated in a different context 

and who is trying to understand, a process which occurs in a series of stages progressing 

from guessing, to explanation, and finally to comprehension (Ricoeur, 1976).  At first the 

reader guesses the meaning of the text because there is an asymmetrical relationship 

between the text and the reader, where only one party (the reader) is speaking for both 

(Ricoeur, 1976).  Because of this unbalanced relationship, the writer likely has to guess at 

the meaning of the author’s intention and, consequently, misunderstandings may occur at 

this point.  Guessing eventually progresses to explanation, whereby the reader comes to 

understand the text as a whole, or understands the overall “architecture” of the text, 

without much attention to specific details (Gadamer, 1976, p. 77).  A holistic explanation 

eventually progresses to comprehension, wherein the reader “appropriates” the text.  
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Appropriation can take one of two forms: in the first form the text is divorced from its 

context and is treated as a “worldless entity,” and in the second form the text is treated 

respective to its original intended meaning and context (Ricoeur, 1976, p 81).  According 

to Ricoeur (1976), both forms are legitimate, but the former is a “surface interpretation” 

and the latter an “in-depth interpretation,” following what he describes as a “hermeneutic 

arc” (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 87).  To me this means that the difference between thoughtful and 

unthoughtful “hermeneuts” is that the former can understand a text in both its contextual 

and non-contextual sense, whereas the latter have only a non-contextual understanding.  

Ricoeur (1976) addresses the core of the thoughtful hermeneut when stating, “to 

understand a text is to follow its movement from sense to reference: from what it says, to 

what it talks about,” which “goes beyond the mere function of pointing out and showing 

what already exists” and progresses “towards a new mode of being” (p. 88).   

Why use hermeneutics to study Bourdieu?  Before I began to employ 

hermeneutics to understand Bourdieu’s work, I inquired into the appropriateness of this 

qualitative strategy for conducting an inquiry into theory of practice.  My decision was 

influenced by two arguments provided by Gadamer (2013) and by one argument that I 

discovered on my own.  First, Gadamer (2013) argued that the common convention 

among researchers is to follow the scientific methodologies of positivism characterized 

by universal laws and repetition, and apply them to all forms of scientific inquiry.  

However, Gadamer (2013) felt that, although scientific positivism may be an appropriate 

way to examine the natural sciences, it was not an appropriate way to study the human 

sciences, which include topics such as social reproduction.  Gadamer (2013) reasoned 

that humans (as a group or as individuals) may not function according to universal laws 

like nature does, because humans are historically situated and, therefore, differences in 

their historical contexts may cause them to act differently, given the same situation.  In 

other words, the positivist principle of universal laws may not apply to humans 

collectively, because their different histories can cause each of them to see, understand, 

and respond to the same situation differently.  Similarly, the principles of universal laws 

may not apply to individuals either, because the history of an individual human can also 

evolve such that the same person can begin to see, understand, and respond to the same 

situation differently.  Gadamer (2013) aptly captures how the human sciences do not fit 
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into the rigid mold of positivism when he says, “the object of the natural sciences can be 

described idealiter as what would be known in the perfect knowledge of nature,” but “it 

is senseless to speak of perfect knowledge of history” (p. 298).  Gadamer (2013) rejected 

the positivist idea, which attempts to objectify everything, including humans and their 

experiences, and thus sever them from their history.  According to Gadamer (2013), “the 

aim of science is to objectify experience [such] that it no longer contains any historical 

element” and “through the objectivity of their approach, both methods [referring to 

positivist methods] are concerned to guarantee that these basic experiences can be 

repeated by anyone” (p. 355).  Humans are a product of their history and, as their history 

changes, so does the way they respond to the same situation, and so they are non-

conformant to the kinds of universal laws that characterize the natural sciences.  

Therefore, social reproduction cannot be understood accurately through a positivist lens, 

but requires a hermeneutic lens instead, which can discern its inherent contextuality and 

unpredictability. 

Hermeneuts such as Gadamer (2013) reject positivist scientific notions of an 

absolute or single truth (which is a lasting legacy of Descartes), in which truth is equated 

with “frequency, reoccurrence, and control,” and is reached through a static, consistent, 

and prescribed method of inquiry (Moules, 2002, p. 23).  Jardine (1992) rejects the 

sterility of positivist research by explaining that in order to maintain ‘objectivity,’ 

positivist science has required researchers to become wrongly “severed” from what they 

are trying to understand, in order to falsely purify themselves so as to produce a “virginal, 

untouched instance”; any connection with the instance would “despoil or defile the 

instance we have so carefully and methodically purified” (p.53).  Gadamers’s seminal 

work, Truth and Method (1960) was given this paradoxical and ironic title to contest the 

notion of a single truth professed by positivist researchers who had come to dominate the 

research landscape.  Hermeneutics argues that there are multiple truths, and that one is 

not necessarily better than another, making “the possibility that the other person may be 

right” the “the soul of hermeneutics” (Grondin, 1994, cited in Moules, 2002, p. 23).  The 

understanding that results from hermeneutic inquiry is not intended to be an authoritative 

or absolute explanation, but rather the reasoned understanding of the researcher at a 

particular point in space and time (Kinsella, 2008).  By engaging in hermeneutic inquiry, 
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I am not making definitive claims in the positivist sense of scientific inquiry but, instead, 

I am advancing my own understanding of Bourdieu’s theory of practice at a specific point 

in time, in an effort to transform my praxis. 

A second argument that Gadamer (2013) put forth as to why the positivist mold is 

not appropriate for understanding the human sciences is an extension of the first, and has 

to do with differences between the human and natural sciences with respect to their goals.  

The natural sciences were seen by Gadamer (2013) as studying various aspects of nature 

in their collectivity (and not their individuality) so as to form generalizations about that 

collectivity.  In other words, the natural sciences expect all species of a particular 

organism to behave in the same way in a particular situation, but that is not the 

expectation of human sciences, which view humans as individuals who may act very 

differently in similar situations.  This means that the aim of hermeneutics “is not to attain 

knowledge of law—e.g., how men, people and states evolve—but to understand how this 

man, this people, or this state is what it has become” (p.  4). The aim of hermeneutics is 

not to study humans as large groups and arrive at generalizable conclusions about 

humans as a whole, but rather to study individual persons and arrive at conclusions 

specific to each.  

Finally, my own argument as to why hermeneutics is an effective tool to conduct 

inquiry into theory of practice has to do with the respective parallels that exist between 

key hermeneutic concepts of historicity and horizon, and key Bourdieuian concepts of 

field and habitus. (These parallels will become more apparent in Chapter 3, where I 

discuss Bourdieu’s concepts in significant detail.)  Bourdieu’s concept of field, or 

context, is critical to theory of practice and modulates all of the related concepts and, 

similarly, hermeneutics is strongly shaped by the importance it places on context, via its 

concept of historicity.  The concept of field is the concept that breathes life into theory of 

practice and from which Bourdieu’s other key concepts of habitus, cultural capital, and 

symbolic violence emerge and gain a value.  Hence, it was pleasantly surprising to me 

that hermeneutics, like theory of practice, is animated by context, and this occurs through 

the hermeneutic concept of historicity, which contends that an individual’s history shapes 

one’s outlook or horizon.  Hermeneutics is keenly interested in the ways that specific 

spatial and temporal spheres (contexts) influence how an interpreter can come to 
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understand a text differently, and how the understanding changes over time as the context 

changes.  Similarly, there are parallels between the hermeneutic concept of horizon and 

the Bourdieuian concept of habitus.  Both horizon and habitus refer to an individual’s 

outlook, and I find it pleasantly surprising that hermeneutics and theory of practice both 

give prominence to concepts so similar in nature.  In hermeneutics, the horizon influences 

how the interpreter views and understands the text and, in theory of practice, habitus has 

the same impact with respect to an individual’s overall practice.  Hence, just as theory of 

practice places a significant importance on context (field) and habitus, so in its own way, 

does hermeneutics.  This makes hermeneutic inquiry a compatible and effective 

methodological tool, which I can use to understand and evaluate various interpretations 

of Bourdieu’s theory of practice.   

Challenges with hermeneutic inquiry.  Hermeneutic inquiry is not without its 

challenges, however, and Ricoeur (1976) identified two primary challenges.  The 

strategies that I have used to mitigate them are discussed in a later section of this chapter, 

which deals with reliability and validity.  The first of the hermeneutic challenges 

concerns what Ricoeur (1976) refers to as “distanciation” (p.25).  Distanciation refers to 

the “absence of a common situation generated by the spatial and temporal distance 

between the writer and reader” that prevents the reader from correctly appropriating the 

text (p. 35).  Distanciation transforms itself into “cultural estrangement” (Ricoeur, 1976, 

p. 43).  In other words, the contextual gap that exists between the text and the reader can 

cause the reader to misunderstand the text in a way that is different from the original 

intent of the writer.  The goal of the hermeneut becomes to rescue the text from 

“estrangement and put it in a new proximity, a proximity which suppresses and preserves 

the cultural distance and includes the otherness within the owness” (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 

43). 

A second challenge associated with hermeneutics as described by Ricoeur (1976) 

is “semantic autonomy” (p. 30).  Semantic autonomy implies that, once the author has 

written the text with a particular intention, it can become free to acquire a different 

meaning.  The process of inscription disconnects “the mental intention of the author from 

the verbal meaning of the text, of what the author meant and what the text means” 

(Ricoeur, 1976, p. 30).  Semantic autonomy makes the hermenuet’s job more complex, 
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because not only is he/she separated from the text, but he/she can be even further 

separated from the reader, because the text can acquire its own meaning, which is 

different from the original intentions of the author. 

The benefits of hermeneutic inquiry.  Having described the key hermeneutic 

concepts, I would like to explain the benefits of utilizing hermeneutic inquiry for my own 

praxis.  The goal of hermeneutics is “to understand text [and] is not just to know what it 

means; rather, it is to grasp how it would apply today and in one’s own personal life and 

understanding” (Cubukcu, 2012, p. 113).  For me the real benefit of utilizing hermeneutic 

inquiry is not so much in fusing my horizon with Bourdieu’s theory of practice, but rather 

in being able, on an ongoing basis, to emerge from the hermeneutic circle with 

applications of Bourdieu’s concepts that suit the particulars of my praxis.   

Hermeneutics has a considerable generative and transformative potential, which 

Jardine (1992), echoing Gadamer, describes as the “fecundity of the individual case” (p. 

51).  Hermeneutic inquiry into theory of practice is meaningful because it permits me as a 

researcher to appropriate Bourdieu’s theory and repeatedly extend it by applying it to the 

specific context (or field) of my school in manner that matches the field of Maple.  This 

creative application continues anew each time I interact with Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice, because I come into the dialogue with a freshly shaped horizon, which leads to 

new understandings that will modify my praxis in new ways.  The creativity and 

generativity of hermeneutics stands in direct contrast to that of the positivist sciences, for 

which reproduction, and not transformation, is the end goal (Gadamer, 2013).  The 

positivist scientific methodology locks the inquirer into a mode of repetition that only 

looks at what is, rather than what could be. Or viewed differently, hermeneutics does not 

constrain me to adopt Bourdieu’s theory of practice in a manner that is specific to his 

temporal and spatial context, but rather it gives me the freedom and flexibility to interpret 

theory of practice in an a manner that is uniquely applicable to the field or context of my 

school.  Understanding “is always more than merely re-creating someone else’s 

meaning,” but “opens up possibilities of meaning, and thus what is meaningful passes 

into one’s own thinking on the subject” (Gadamer, 2013, p. 383).  Hence, from a 

hermeneutic perspective, the history that positivist science would wish to sever from us 

becomes an asset or the “supportive ground” that can produce fresh new information 
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rather than just recreate a repetitive past.  As I will reassert in Chapters 3 and 6, 

Bourdieu’s concept of field is central to his theory of practice.  The creative and 

transformative power of hermeneutics will enable me as researcher to interpret this 

concept in a manner that does not cause it to lose its theoretical integrity, while 

simultaneously advancing theory of practice into an evolving field that will evolve my 

praxis and my phronesis (Cubukcu, 2012).   

Hermeneutic reliability and validity.  Validity refers to “the correctness or 

credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of 

account” (Freeman, 2011, p. 544).  The issues of reliability and validity are central to all 

good research; however, there is sharp difference between positivist and hermeneutic 

approaches concerning what these credibility requirements mean and how they are 

enacted (Freeman, 2011; Moules, 2002).  The hermeneutic form of qualitative inquiry 

that I will engage in employs three separate layers of validity that give me confidence 

that I have correctly mitigated the hermeneutic challenges described above, so that I can 

interpret and understand Bourdieu’s theory of practice appropriately. 

 Research that adheres to the notions of positivist science focuses on objectivity 

and absolute truths as the gold standards for reliable and credible research. Viewed from 

this perspective, “knowledge, according to realist assumptions, must be attained through 

an objective distance from the world, and if this distance is not maintained, there is a risk 

of tainting reality with your own subjective beliefs and biases” (Angen, 2000, p. 380).  

Because positivist research is the dominant form of inquiry that is conducted in social 

science, its notions of reliability and validity are also applied to interpretative works, 

causing them to be improperly and unfairly labeled as subjective, unscientific, and 

therefore lacking credibility (Angen, 2000).   

Hermeneutic inquiry has to deal with aspects of validity and reliability too, but it 

relies upon a different form of reliability that is no less rigorous and credible (Moules, 

2002).  For example, interpretative inquiry has adopted an approach to validity that 

regards it as “confidence rather than certainty” making “plausibility, relevance, and 

importance of the topic” the main criteria to judge validity (Angen, 2000, p. 382).  As 

researchers, we need to be cautious about assuming that hermeneutic inquiry should be 

discounted because “there will be no way to arbitrate between contending viewpoints” 
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and “all viewpoints are equally valid: therefore, rather than doing research, we may 

simply defend our favorite opinions and beliefs” (Angen, 2000, p. 384).  Interpretative 

researchers regard reality as intersubjective, and they regard interpretation as temporally 

and spatially situated; therefore, there are accurate and inaccurate representations of 

reality for a particular context.  As time passes and the conditions for the same 

researchers change, this will likely lead them to view the same situation differently.  For 

interpretive researchers, reality becomes context specific, and it is the conditions of the 

context that dictate how a researcher comes to regard reality.  As the context changes, so 

does the sense of reality, making neither context nor sense of reality any more or less real 

than the other.  Validity and objectivity in the hermeneutic sense are no longer defined by 

absolute laws of nature, but rather “redefined as fidelity” that preserves the humanity, 

which Angen (2000) argues, is lost with positivism (p. 386).  As humans we are never 

free of our conditions; therefore, contextuality must also be reflected in our research 

when we are searching for a human truth.  

One way that hermeneutics establishes validity is that it openly accepts and 

regards prejudice as being an inescapable part of what it means to be human.  Therefore, 

hermeneutics argues, “on the contrary, it is desired that [one’s] story will reflect [one’s] 

own personal attitudes and interpretations,” which are “quite valuable as objective 

descriptions, provided of course, that these rejections be properly identified and 

classified” (Bryun, 1963, p. 232).  This means that a prejudice is not necessarily a 

detriment, as long as it is openly recognized with respect to content, and it is recognized 

that prejudices are an inescapable fact of reality.  As I have mentioned continuously, with 

this dissertation I am not making declarations of absolute truths concerning Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice and its effectiveness in being able to explain underachievement among 

inner-city children of British Columbia.  Instead, I am making declarations of my own 

understanding, and how I understand Bourdieu’s theory of practice as a potential resource 

to help me in improving my praxis as an inner-city teacher.   

A second way that hermeneutic researchers establish validity is by rejecting 

relativism, which is a criticism that has been leveled against them by positivist 

researchers.  Relativism argues that there is no single truth because truth is relative; 

therefore, all truths are equally valid.  To counter relativism, hermeneutics employs the 
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Gadamerian concept of fusion of horizons.  A fusion of horizons occurs when the horizon 

from which the text was written melds with that of the interpreter, resulting in a 

composite understanding that resonates the essence of the original text (Kinsella, 2006).  

Ricoeur (1976) describes fused horizons as a “mutual understanding” where 

“understanding relies on sharing in the same sphere of meaning” (p. 73).  In other words, 

when two horizons fuse together, both parties (text and interpreter) agree on a common 

understanding that encompasses the original intent of the text, in spite of those two 

parties having been differently shaped by their individual historicities and prejudices.  

When the horizon of the interpreter becomes fused with the horizon of the text, the issue 

of relativism is negated, because the truth that is generated by the interpreter align with 

that which was encoded in the text.  Viewed this way, validity in hermeneutic 

interpretation is a process determined by the degree to which an interpreter is able to 

plausibly appropriate the intended meaning of the text (Ricoeur, 1976).  In other words, 

truth is both “referential” and “relational,” and is achieved when both the text and 

interpreter come to a common and agreeable understanding with respect to both (Moules, 

2002, p. 33).  Therefore, validity becomes a matter of “harmony,” whereby the “reader 

can follow how the author came to interpretations they chose,” even though they may 

disagree about those interpretations (Moules, 2002, p. 34).  On the flip side, hermeneutic 

researchers can come to an incorrect understanding of a text if they do not interpret the 

text in a manner that is consistent with the intent of the text. Or, as Ricoeur (1976) 

bluntly states, “the text represents a limited feel of constructions” and “it is not true that 

all interpretations are equal” (p. 79). 

In addition to attempting to fuse my horizon with that of Bourdieu, I will also add 

another layer of validity to my research by relying on the work of several other notable 

scholars (Apple, 2004; Collins, 2009; Grenfell, 2008; Lareau, 2011; MacLeod, 2009; 

Patillo, 2008; Savage, 2011; Swartz, 1997; Winkle-Wagner, 2010; Wright, 2008) whose 

horizons I have fused with both Bourdieu’s and my own.  Utilizing the work of other 

researchers who also have appropriated Bourdieu’s theory of practice is permissible in 

hermeneutics because “hermeneutic imagination is not limited in its conceptual resources 

to the texts of the hermeneutic tradition itself but is liberated by them to bring to bear any 

conceptualities that can assist in deepening our understanding of what it is we are 
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investigating” (Smith, 1991, p. 201).  In other words, the hallmark of good hermeneutic 

research is determined more by its ability to show a deep understanding of a topic or 

concept rather than adhering solely to the original source text from which a topic or 

concept arose (Smith, 1991).  Triangulating my understanding of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice with the understandings of other scholars enables me as a researcher to build into 

my study an element of redundant verification (Creswell, 2012).  The advantage of 

triangulation is its similarity to a process of checks and balances, which enables the 

researcher to confirm evidence from different and multiple sources and check for 

(in)consistencies (Creswell, 2012).  Both explicitly and implicitly I will be comparing the 

ways that I have fused horizons with Bourdieu’s and the ways that other scholars have 

done so, in order to assess the degree to which I (and they) have successfully 

appropriated Bourdieu’s meanings.  Critical pedagogy, particularly the views of Paulo 

Friere and admirers of Friere’s work (e.g., hooks, 1994, 2010), hovers in the background 

of this study and comes forward from time to time.  Indeed, in Chapter 6, I give the final 

words to Friere (2012). 

The Inductive Process and Argument 

In order to make the case that Bourdieu’s theory of practice can effectively 

explain the academic underachievement of inner-city children, I will essentially be 

engaging in an inductive process and advancing an inductive argument.  During the 

course of this study, I will be coupling hermeneutics with the process of induction, as 

well as inductive argumentation, to examine the layers of theoretical evidence and 

discern whether theory of practice is an effective lens for understanding social 

reproduction in British Columbia’s inner-city schools.  

Induction is a bottom-up approach to logic, which begins with the presentation of 

the individual components of a topic, progresses to uncovering patterns and regularities 

among them, and concludes with a hypothesis (Copi, Cohen, & McMahon, 2011).  In 

contrast, deduction is a top down approach to logic, which begins with a conclusion and 

invokes evidence to prove that conclusion (Copi et al., 2011).  A key distinction between 

induction and deduction is that the former is an inference “in which the premises, or 

evidence, only ‘support’ but do not entail the conclusion,” whereas the latter is an 

inference “in which the premises entail, or demonstrate, the conclusion” (Fritz, 1960, p. 
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127).  In other words, if the premises of a deductive argument are true, then the 

conclusion is certainly true, whereas if the premises of an inductive argument are true 

then it is likely or probable (but not certain) that conclusion is also true.  Therefore, the 

weakness of an inductive argument is that it is based upon probability or likelihood, 

whereas deductive arguments are based upon certainty (Anstey, 1995; Carnap, 1953). 

Although inductive reasoning may not produce as strong an argument as 

deductive reasoning, its probability can be strengthened in two ways so as to 

subsequently increase its reliability and validity (Anstey, 1998; Carnap, 1953; Marzano, 

2007; Mayberry, 2009; Rooks & Boyd, 2003; Salmon, 1984).  The first way of increasing 

the probability that the conclusion of an inductive argument is true is by ensuring that 

there is a significant sample size of research upon which to base the conclusion 

(Mayberry, 2009; Rooks & Boyd, 2003; Salmon, 1984).  For this study I have reviewed 

37 empirical studies, which I believe is an ample number to determine how Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice has been interpreted within empirical research.  The second way that 

inductive probability can be enhanced is by ensuring that there is sufficient diversity 

amongst the samples (Mayberry, 2009; Rooks & Boyd, 2003; Salmon, 1984).  In order to 

ensure an ample diversity of research, I have looked at empirical studies that come from 

quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methodologies.  I have also examined studies that 

were conducted at the levels of the nation, the state, the local community, the school, and 

the individual.  Lastly, I am also cognizant that a successful argument requires being 

mindful of the categories of general errors, which include using faulty logic, being 

committed to a position so that you cannot see validity in counter arguments, accepting 

weak reference, and believing misinformation.  I have been vigilant regarding these 

errors while engaging in my research and in the establishment of my argument (Marzano, 

2007).  In addition, I am also mindful of categories of errors that relate specifically to 

induction, which include post hoc fallacies, hasty generalizations, and fallacies of 

oversimplified cause (Ramage, Bean, & Johnson, 2010).  

Inductive arguments are of two types: analogy and enumeration.  I will be using 

the latter type (Copi et al., 2011).  An enumerative argument is a “type of generalization 

in which the premises are instances where phenomenon of two kinds repeatedly 

accompany one another in certain circumstances, from which it is concluded that 
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phenomenon of those two kinds always accompany one another in such circumstances” 

(Copi et al., 2011, p. 474).  By contrast, inductive analogies are arguments where “a 

parallel is drawn between two entities by indicating one or more respects in which they 

are similar” (Copi et al., 2011, p. 447).  An enumerative argument makes the most sense 

in the case of my research, as I am trying to determine from a theoretical standpoint 

whether the school system and teachers value particular forms of cultural capital and 

habitus that confer a distinct advantage upon those students who have them, while 

disadvantaging those students who do not.  In other words, I am trying to enumerate 

whether distinct forms of cultural capital and habitus are paralleled by academic 

advantages for certain students and disadvantages for others. 

The Benefits of Employing Induction 

Inductive reasoning is a particularly appropriate way for me to investigate, reason, 

and present my argument, because it mirrors the overall sequencing of the chapters of my 

dissertation and the technical process of reasoning that I have employed during my 

theoretical inquiry into Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  With respect to the ordering of my 

chapters, they follow an inductive progression whereby I commence with outlining the 

problem, progress to presenting Bourdieu’s theory of practice, shift to examining how it 

was employed empirically, arrive at theoretical findings, and make recommendations.  

This inductive layout of chapters will be buttressed by employing an inductive 

investigation and reasoning regarding the evidence itself to uncover the multiple layers of 

emergent theoretical support or refutation and arrive at a conclusion as to whether 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice is an effective lens for helping teachers understand the role 

they play in the academic disadvantages that are experienced by many of British 

Columbia’s lower SES inner-city children.   

The unique way that validity is conceived and employed in hermeneutic inquiry, 

which is very different from validity in positivist research, also appears during an 

inductive argument.  In this study, I am not making claims of absolute truth in the 

positivist sense, but claims only of understanding.  Unlike deductive logic, which makes 

absolute claims, inductive logic draws conclusions that something may be probable or 

credible based upon evidence, and this permits a degree of uncertainty that is not 

permissible under the rules of deductive logic.  Hence, inductive logic compliments 
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hermeneutics nicely, because it permits and acknowledges the hermeneutic idea that 

humans are shaped by their history and, therefore, may behave differently in similar 

situations because of those historical differences.  A second parallel between 

hermeneutics and induction is that inductive logic, by design or default, does not look for 

an absolute truth, and thus compliments the underlying base of hermeneutics, which 

leaves the door open for multiple truths.  Lastly, since inductive logic does provide for 

the possibility that alternative conclusions may be true, this parallels the generative 

potential of hermeneutics for arriving at new understandings as the horizons of the text 

and the interpreter interact over time, which ultimately can lead to improvements in an 

ongoing way.  In contrast, while deduction does provide certainty, with that certainty 

comes an absolute and finite conclusion, which may not be helpful for transforming 

practice and keeping it from becoming complacent, outdated, and ineffective (Salmon, 

1976).   

A final benefit of employing induction is that it “breeds a sensible caution” 

(Missimer, 1995, p. 76). Unlike deduction, where the claims are absolute, induction 

leaves the door open for alternative explanations and the constant need to reexamine a 

phenomenon, which under deductive laws, would be an open and shut case.  In other 

words, if I were able to prove deductively that theory of practice is an effective lens to 

inquire into social reproduction in British Columbia inner city schools, then there would 

be no need to conduct further inquiry into it or to seek related heuristics that may prove 

more useful.  Induction leaves the door open to further inquiry on this topic by not 

considering the usefulness of theory of practice as an open and shut case, where 

individuals’ actions are fixed by scientific laws and, therefore, once proven, require no 

further examination.  

Bridging to Theory 

	   A key intention of this study is to help me improve my own praxis, so that I can 

better understand the problem of academic underperformance among lower SES inner-

city school children in British Columbia, and how teachers may contribute to that 

problem.  In order to understand the achievement gap, I am hoping that Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice can offer some insight, and therefore I have chosen to evaluate its ability to do 

so.  However, in order to be able to evaluate theory of practice I must have a deep 
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understanding of the Bourdieuian lens, and to deepen my understanding I have chosen to 

conduct a theoretical analysis of Bourdieu’s theory of practice utilizing the 

methodological tools of hermeneutics and induction.  By using hermeneutics, I intend to 

fuse my horizon of understanding with that of Bourdieu, so that I understand theory of 

practice in a manner consistent with that envisaged by Bourdieu.  Having gained a deeper 

understanding of theory of practice, I will be then able to examine and evaluate its 

situational effectiveness inductively.   

While I was engaged in the process of developing my methodology, I was 

pleasantly surprised that there are parallels between key hermeneutic and Bourdieuian 

concepts, suggesting that hermeneutics is an effective vehicle for inquiry into theory of 

practice.  Furthermore, there are also symmetries between theoretical analysis and the 

tools of hermeneutics and induction, as well as parallels between hermeneutics and 

induction argumentation, which permit them to complement each other.  The symmetries 

that exist between theoretical analysis, hermeneutics, and inductive argumentation occurs 

on several key fronts that include process, claims about truth and validity, and the ability 

to be generative and transformative for purposes of praxis.  Having outlined the itinerary 

of my further journey into theory of practice, I will commence the next steps of that 

journey in Chapter 3, where I will conduct a fusion of my horizon with that of Bourdieu, 

so as to arrive at a robust understanding of his theory of practice.  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Inquiry 

Introduction 

 This chapter examines Bourdieu’s theory of practice as I have come to understand 

it.  Bourdieu’s works are not easy to read.  They sometimes seem dense to the point of 

impenetrability.  Bourdieu compresses multiple ideas into single complex sentences that 

are often the length of short paragraphs.  To understand his texts I have engaged in a type 

of hermeneutic inquiry (Smith, 1991), during which I have attempted to fuse my own 

advancing horizon (Gadamer, 2004, p. 313) with that of Bourdieu, in order to arrive at an 

understanding of the key aspects of his theory of practice.  As an important part of my 

own hermeneutic inquiry, I have consulted the work of several notable scholars (Apple, 

2004; Collins, 2009; Grenfell, 2008; Lareau, 2011; MacLeod, 2009; Patillo, 2008; 

Savage, 2011; Swartz, 1997; Winkle-Wagner, 2010; Wright, 2008), whose interpretations 

of Bourdieu have resonated with, challenged, and/or contributed to my own. 

In this chapter, I examine the component concepts of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice, which include cultural capital, habitus, field, and symbolic violence.  In order to 

establish a robust narrative of how Bourdieu’s theory of practice operates, I explain each 

of these concepts individually, and then connect them together in the following three 

ways:  (a) linking them in a general way, (b) linking them in reference to the context of 

education, and (c) linking them in relation to educators.  Next, I attempt to locate 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice within the contexts of both Conflict Theory and Social 

Reproduction Theory.  Lastly, I make a few comments that bridge between Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice and the ways it has been understood and utilized in the empirical 

studies that I examine in Chapter 4. 

Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice 

 In the 1960s, the French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, was the first to coin the 

term cultural capital to explain the disparities that exist among various social classes 

relative to education.  The theory of practice advanced by Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986, 

1993, 2011) is the main theoretical focus of my research and the core around which my 

inquiry is woven.  Bourdieu’s theory of practice provides a particular window through 

which I will be examining my research questions, which will provide a very distinct 

perspective on them.  His theory of practice is co-emergent with his four key theoretical 
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concepts: capital, habitus, field, and symbolic violence.  These four concepts function 

together in an overlapping and interdependent way to explain the process of stratification 

among the classes, and to demonstrate how schools and educators participate in a process 

of social reproduction, which leads to social inequality. The discussion that follows 

provides in-depth descriptions of the individual components of this theory, followed by 

an exploration of how these components all fit together in a general sense, and a 

consideration of their implications for education and for teachers.    

Bourdieu’s explanation of capital.  Capital is Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984, 1986, 

1993, 2011) most immediately accessible theoretical concept, because he employs an 

economic metaphor to clarify abstract social factors, such as beliefs, ideas, and habits, by 

assigning a quasi-monetary value to them.  Bourdieu defines capital as “accumulated 

labor, which when appropriated on a private basis by agents or groups of agents, enables 

them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (Bourdieu, 2011, 

p. 83).   Capital represents a struggle for power, and both individuals and groups who 

have the desirable form of capital hold an advantage over others who do not possess it 

(Swartz, 1997; Palmer, 2001).  Capital, therefore, is a desired commodity that gives a 

distinct advantage to the individuals and groups who possess the preferred forms, while 

disadvantaging those who do not.  Capital can also be regarded as a form of currency that 

can be exchanged among individuals.  However, a particular type of capital that is seen as 

desirable in one setting may not be as desirable in a different setting (Swartz, 1997).  The 

value of individual forms of capital is contextually sensitive and “the interchange is not 

equally possible in all directions” (Swartz, 1997, p. 80).  For example, an automotive 

mechanic who has no in-depth knowledge of law will likely feel out of place in a room 

full of lawyers.  Conversely, a lawyer who has no in-depth knowledge of automobiles 

may feel awkward in a room full of automotive mechanics.  Furthermore, the type of 

capital valued by each group (knowledge of law for lawyers and knowledge of engines 

for mechanics) will depend upon the norms of the particular group.  

Bourdieu has determined that there are three forms of capital: economic, social, 

and cultural (1977, 1984, 1986, 1993, 2011).  Economic capital takes precedence over all 

other forms, given that we live in a capitalist society that values financial resources 

(Swartz, 1997).  In other words, “economic capital is at the root of all other types of 
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capital, such as cultural capital, social capital, and symbolic capital, and . . . these are in 

fact transformed or, disguised forms of economic capital” (Swartz, 1997, p. 80).  

Economic capital refers to financial wealth in such forms as cash, jewelry, real estate, and 

other commodities that can be readily converted into cash.    

Social capital is the second form of capital described by Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 

1986, 1993, 2011); it includes relationships and the networks of relationships that an 

individual holds. Having the kinds of relationships that lend assistance in a given context 

can confer distinct advantages upon individuals, which can enable them to accumulate 

further capital.   

Cultural capital is the third type of capital described by Bourdieu.  It is “long 

lasting dispositions of the mind and body in the form of cultural goods” that present 

themselves in the form of embodied, objectified, and institutionalized states (Bourdieu, 

2011, p. 84).  In essence, cultural capital resides in “instruments for the appropriation of 

symbolic wealth socially designated as worthy of being sought and possessed” (Byun, 

2007, p. 14).  In a very general sense, cultural capital can be seen as “wealth in the form 

of knowledge or ideas, which legitimate the maintenance and status of power” (Palmer, 

2001, p. 15).  Cultural capital includes the verbal facility, aesthetic preferences, artifacts, 

attitudes, beliefs, education credentials, values, tastes, and behaviors of an individual or 

group, which differ from those of other individuals and groups (Bourdieu, 2011).   

 It is important to understand that these three forms of capital can be converted 

from one form into another (Bourdieu, 2011).  However, the conversion of one form of 

capital into another does not necessarily occur in a one-to-one fashion, because the 

exchange rates may not be constant.  For example, an individual may have to expend a 

great amount of social capital to receive a relatively small amount of economic capital in 

return.  

Bourdieu’s explanation of cultural capital.  Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986, 1993, 

2011) has delved further into the concept of cultural capital and determined that it exists 

in three forms: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized.  First, embodied cultural 

capital refers to “dispositions of the mind and body” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243).  

Embodied cultural capital essentially denotes knowledge, skills, language, and behaviors 

that are entrenched in an individual or within a group.  An individual acquires the 
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embodied form of cultural capital over time, but it cannot be acquired like a gift nor can 

it directly transferred to another individual or group.  For example, an individual’s ability 

to enjoy a cultural artifact such as a painting or piece of literature is a consequence of 

his/her embodied cultural capital, which he/she has cultivated over time.  Therefore, 

cultural capital can be seen to represent “the ensemble of cultivated dispositions that are 

internalized by the individual through socialization and that constitute schemes of 

appreciation and understanding” (Swartz, 1997, p. 76).   

Secondly, objectified cultural capital refers to “cultural goods such as pictures, 

books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc.” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243).  Objectified 

cultural capital consists of physical objects that an individual or group can acquire using 

economic capital or by direct transfer from others.  However, not every artifact 

constitutes cultural capital in every setting, but rather each setting values very particular 

types of artifacts, which correspond to the underlying goals, beliefs, values, and ideals of 

the particular setting (Palmer, 2001).  Furthermore, although an individual may possess a 

piece of objectified cultural capital, such as a painting, that individual cannot necessarily 

enjoy it or understand its significance, if he/she does not have the necessary embodied 

cultural capital.     

Thirdly, institutionalized cultural capital refers to academic credentials that are  

“sanctioned by legally guaranteed qualifications,” which “confer on its holder a 

conventional, constant, legally guaranteed value” (Bourdieu, 2011, p. 88).  For example, 

the level of education that an individual has attained (i.e., diplomas or degrees) will 

confer upon him/her a level of status that others may value.  For Bourdieu, examining the 

role that education plays in providing a vehicle of upward mobility for the lower classes 

is critical (Swartz, 1997).  In other words, education is believed to be the key agent that 

permits the lower classes to penetrate the invisible and exclusionary boundaries of the 

upper class.   

According to Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986, 1993, 2011), the acquisition of cultural 

capital occurs primarily within the home.  It is in the home that an individual learns 

particular attitudes, behaviors, beliefs, values, and norms.  The family is seen as the 

primary source for “the systematic cultivation of a sensibility in which principles of 

selection implicit within the environment (a milieu or habitat) translate into physical and 



	  
	  

57	  

cognitive propensities expressed in dispositions to acts of particular kinds” (Grenfell, 

2008, p. 111).  Cultural capital “requires the investment of time by parents, other family 

members, or hired professionals to sensitize the child to cultural distinctions” (Swartz, 

1997, p. 76).  Hence, the home becomes a critical setting for social reproduction, because 

it replicates and maintains the cultural capital of a family and of the class to which the 

family belongs.  We learn what our family has to teach us.  If an individual has a form of 

cultural capital that does not conform to that of mainstream society, it is viewed as a 

consequence of his/her upbringing.  If an individual has received a form of cultural 

capital that does not match that of the dominant class, then he/she will be disadvantaged.  

Furthermore, once that individual has children of his/her own, the forms of cultural 

capital that he/she will transmit to them will be similar to the forms that he/she acquired, 

thus continuing the cycle of social reproduction.  The upshot is that families who do not 

value education will instill this same evaluation in their children, who will subsequently 

instill it in their children.    

Bourdieu’s explanation of habitus.  Habitus, a second of Bourdieu’s key 

theoretical concepts, can be viewed as “the sum of one’s total cultural capital, the series 

of dispositions that one has internalized and that one will employ” (Winkle-Wagner, 

2010, p 8).  Bourdieu (1992) defines habitus as the “cumulative collection of 

dispositions, norms and tastes,” which “functions at every moment as a matrix of 

perceptions, appreciations, and actions” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 82).  Habitus, then, is a 

“generative principle” that orchestrates our thoughts, perceptions, motivations, and 

actions.  This generative principle is rooted in our history and becomes the “product of 

our history,” which produces “individual and collective practices, and hence history, in 

accordance with the schemes engendered by history” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 78, 82).  

Habitus is “history turned into nature,” and homogeneous class-based histories produce 

homogeneous class-based practices, “which become the basis of perception and 

appreciation of all subsequent experience” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 78).  In other words, 

habitus appears as “the subjective dispositions which reflect a class-based social 

grammar of taste, knowledge, and behavior inscribed in each developing person” 

(Giroux, 1983, p. 89).   
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Our socialization towards a particular habitus begins in our early stages of life 

and primarily occurs within the family (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  Different classes are 

inclined to adopt different forms of habitus, but “individuals who internalize similar life 

chances share the same habitus” (Swartz, 1997, p. 105).  Habitus is a “structured 

structure that derives from the class-specific experiences of socialization in family and 

peer groups” (Swartz, 1997, p. 102).  In this sense, habitus is analogous to an inherited 

type of capital, and different classes adopt a habitus that has been passed down to them 

(Bourdieu, 1992).  Furthermore, the unique characteristics of a given habitus, like genes, 

“predispose actors to select forms of conduct that are most likely to succeed in light of 

their resources and past experience” (Swartz, 1997, p. 106).  This implies that habitus 

naturally compels an individual to deal with the present and anticipate the future based on 

past experiences, thereby creating “self-fulfilling prophecies according to different class 

opportunities” (Swartz, 1997, p. 104).  Hence, habitus involves a link between the past, 

present, and future, and it animates the cognitive and experiential filters through which 

decisions are made.   

 Bourdieu (1984) goes on to argue that individuals are not necessarily aware that 

they have a distinct habitus, because habitus operates below the level of awareness.  

Bourdieu (1984) claims that the “the schemes of habitus, the primary form of 

classification owe their specific efficacy to the fact that they function below the level of 

consciousness and language, beyond the reach of introspective scrutiny and control of 

will” (p. 465).  A study conducted by Lacy et al. (2008) corroborates Bourdieu’s (1984) 

contention that class awareness is not something that most individuals, especially the 

lower SES, are aware of.  In their study of black people from middle and lower SES 

backgrounds, Lacy and Harris (2008) found class awareness to be at its lowest among 

black people who were the most impoverished and least educated.  MacLeod (2009) 

discovered limited consciousness of their own class among groups of white (the Hallway 

Hangers) and black (the Brothers) young men from the Claredon Heights projects.  Both 

groups tended to regard their failures to be of their own making, and both groups failed to 

acknowledge that there might be other elements of social class that operate to prevent 

them from obtaining success in school and finding well-paying jobs.  Therefore, 

Bourdieu would say that different classes, especially those living in poverty, are unable to 
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see how their specific habitus helps or hinders their social progress, because they have no 

awareness of its existence.  Furthermore, Bourdieu (1984) argues that the lower classes 

are the least aware of how their social origin impacts their class mobility, because they 

have the least amount of information and awareness, due to their preexisting 

marginalized position.   

Habitus predisposes different classes to make different decisions and can be 

understood through the metaphor of a fork in the road: our habitus determines that “we 

are faced at any moment with a variety of possible forks in that path, or choices of actions 

and beliefs,” but “at the same time which of these choices are visible to us and which we 

do not see as possible are a result of our past journey, for experiences have helped shape 

our vision” (Grenfell, 2008, p. 52).  Structural advantages or “structural disadvantages 

can be internalized into relatively durable dispositions that can be transmitted across 

generations through socialization and produce forms of self-defeating behavior” or forms 

of self-improving behavior (Swartz, 1997, p. 104).  Bourdieu (1977) identified three 

zones of dispositions that he termed as “highbrow” [sic], “middlebrow” [sic],, and 

“lowbrow” [sic] tastes 4, which he aligns with high, middle, and lower classes 

respectively.  For example, the upper class displays cultural capital traits that Bourdieu 

refers to as “highbrow activities,” which commonly include fine dining, classical music, 

poetry, fine wines, classical literature, live theatre, ballet, opera, visiting museums, and 

fine art.  In contrast, the lower class tends to adopt “lowbrow activities,” which 

commonly include beer, fast food, pop-music, commercial sporting events, and movie 

theatres.  Habitus becomes a form of classification or categorization, which influences 

the types of social, economic, and political resources to which particular individuals or 

groups can lay claim (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  Different classes have unique and 

different forms of habitus; these then are used as indicators that distinguish, separate, 

categorize, and classify the different classes. 

It is critical to understand that habitus is quite resistant to change and evolution 

(Swartz, 1997).  Because habitus is so deeply unconscious, any sort of evolution can be 

very slow and difficult, often requiring multiple generations for changes to appear.  Just 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Highbrow,	  middlebrow,	  and	  lowbrow	  are	  offensive	  terms;	  I	  use	  them	  here	  because	  they	  are	  often	  used	  
in	  the	  relevant	  literature	  and	  I	  want	  to	  be	  consistent	  with	  the	  usage	  in	  the	  studies	  that	  I	  review.	  	  However,	  
I	  do	  not	  support	  the	  continued	  usage	  of	  these	  terms,	  and	  I	  will	  recommend	  alternative	  terms	  in	  Chapter	  6.	  



	  
	  

60	  

as genetic change can be a lengthy, incremental, and multi-generational process, the same 

is deemed to be true for changes of habitus.  For example, a study conducted by Alayan 

and Yair (2010) of highly educated Palestinian-Israeli women found that, in spite of their 

being given transformative tools (such as education) to change their habitus, the 

transformation did not occur, and the women continued to adhere to patriarchal norms 

that suppressed their very agency and self-image.  Alayan and Yair (2010) described 

Palestinian-Israeli women as increasingly more educated than the men and outnumbering 

them in higher education, but still unable to identify themselves as equal to their male 

counterparts.  Patriarchal norms that traditionally place females in a subordinate position 

to men were so ingrained in Palestinian-Israeli society that changing the habitus was 

nearly impossible, even though these women had been educated toward an evolving 

viewpoint.  The study suggests that there is a strong inertia in habitus, which is reluctant 

to accommodate change.  Although individuals may try to disrupt this inertia through 

interventions such as education, often their efforts do not succeed in changing a habitus 

that has been fortified over time.  

Bourdieu’s analysis of the French working class contends that the form of habitus 

possessed by the lower classes is much less adaptable to change than the habitus of the 

middle class.  Bourdieu (1984) provides examples of individuals from the lower classes 

who have managed to ascend the social ladder but still retain the habitus of their original 

class because it is so deeply ingrained.  Bourdieu (1984) characterizes this paradox by 

saying, “ having a million does not necessarily make one able to live like a millionaire,” 

pointing out the resistance to change of the working class habitus (p. 374).  Differences 

in the evolution of habitus can have serious implications for the ways that different social 

classes jockey and compete for limited resources in their attempts to gain upward class 

mobility.  An individual from a social class that has a flexible and adaptable form of 

habitus will be better able to adopt the habitus of the dominant class and gain upward 

class mobility. 

Bourdieu’s explanation of field.  Field is a third of the key theoretical concepts 

developed by Bourdieu.  It provides a spatial metaphor for specific environments in 

which habitus operates.  Field refers to the particular setting or arena in which interaction 

and competition among individuals occurs with respect to the appropriation of scarce 
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resources.  Bourdieu (1992) described field as being “a network, or configuration, of 

objective relations between positions,” where the “positions are ‘objectively’ defined in 

their existence and in the determinations they impose upon their occupants, agents or 

institutions, by their present and potential situation in the structure of distribution of 

species of power (or capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits 

that are at stake in the field.” (p. 97).  In a later work, Bourdieu describes field more 

clearly as “a separate social universe having its own laws of functioning independent of 

those of politics and the economy,” and this “autonomous universe is endowed with 

specific principles of evaluation of practices and works” (1993, p. 162).  Field can be 

viewed as “the space in which cultural competence or knowledge of particular tastes, 

dispositions, or norms is produced and given a price” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 7).  Or 

alternatively, field can be described as “arenas of production, circulation, and 

appropriation of goods, services, knowledge, or status, and the competitive positions held 

by actors in their struggle to accumulate and monopolize these different kinds of capital” 

(Swartz, 1997, p. 117).    

 The concept of field has three significant implications for the success or failure 

that the members of various groups experience in their attempts to ascend the ladder of 

social class (Grenfell, 2008; Swartz, 1997).  First, not all fields are similar and each field 

has its own unique unwritten rules (referred to by Bourdieu (1977) as doxa), which 

require individuals and groups to understand and conform to them in order to function 

successfully in the given field.  Doxa represents a form of tacit knowledge that 

individuals of different social classes acquire during childhood, which (un)consciously 

influences their perceptions and understandings of each field.  Bourdieu (1993) describes 

doxa as equivalent to mastery over the particular unquestioned code that is required to 

understand a particular field.  Apple (2004) likens doxa to a “hidden curriculum,” but he 

echoes Bourdieu (1983) in arguing that it is “the norms and values that are implicitly, but 

effectively, taught in schools and that are not usually talked about in teachers’ statements 

of ends or goals” (p. 79).  Furthermore, doxa can be described as “what is taken for 

granted to the reality that goes unanimously unquestioned because it lies beyond the 

notion of enquiry” (Grenfell, p. 120).  This implies that we do not actively think about 

our experience of doxa, but rather accept it without reflection as a matter of established 
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fact.  In other words, “these assumptions [doxa] are obligatory for the students, since at 

no time are the assumptions articulated or questioned,” and “by the very fact that they are 

tacit, that they reside not at the roof but at the root of our brains, their potency as aspects 

of hegemony is enlarged” (Apple, 2004, p. 81).  Each field demands a different form of 

doxa or class-based code from its participants, and participants come into each field with 

different forms of doxa-related habitus.   

The second implication of field is that there is competition for power within each 

field.  The individual or group that wields the greatest power in a particular field is the 

one that has the specific form of habitus that best conforms to the requirements of the 

particular field.  However, the ability of an individual to appropriate the capital that is 

valued in a given field is dependent upon his/her ability to accurately decode or decipher 

the rules of that field.  Viewed differently, this need for conformity between field and 

habitus can manifest as socio-economic penalties or rewards.  Bourdieu (1984) captures 

this duality by claiming, “the more legitimate a given area, the more necessary and 

profitable it is to be competent in it, and the more damaging and costly to be 

incompetent” (p. 86).  However, established agents within a given field will seek to 

preserve their power over that field, whereas challengers will strive to overtake them, 

turning the field into an arena of struggle for power (Swartz, 1997).  In light of this power 

struggle, there are a number of strategies that the dominant class will employ to preserve 

its dominance over a given field.   Bourdieu (1984) contends, for example, that the 

dominant class will block the dominated classes from joining their exclusive social clubs 

by deliberately forcing potential members from the lower class to pay high membership 

fees that are typically outside of their budget, or to gain the endorsement of several 

existing club members whom they do not know.  In this regard, the dominant class erects 

deliberate barriers to prevent members of the lower classes from joining their domains of 

exclusivity.   

The final implication of field suggests that different classes tend to gravitate 

towards those fields that match their dispositions, avoiding what is described as a “field-

habitus clash” (Grenfell, 2008, p. 59).  The “fish in water” metaphor can be used to 

suggest that different classes feel most comfortable and at ease in those fields that match 

the habitus to which they are accustomed (Grenfell, 2008).  However, being predisposed 
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to a particular field, each class contributes to its own segregation by consolidating its 

position in the world.  By not venturing outside of their field, each class tends toward 

isolation.  And when members of a social class do venture outside of their familiar field, 

they may experience the sort of field-habitus clash that has been described as the 

“hysteresis effect” (Grenfell, 2008, p. 59).  Hysteresis, with respect to habitus and 

cultural capital, results from “a mismatch between two elements which previously were 

coordinated” (Grenfell, 2008, p. 133).  When such a mismatch occurs, members of the 

outside class may fail to secure resources in the new field and, as a result, regress back 

into their field of comfort, further segregating themselves.  Furthermore, as Bourdieu 

(1984) contends, the “hysteresis effect” impacts the lower class more than the higher 

class, because the lower class has a more limited knowledge base, affecting their ability 

to be flexible and adapt to new fields with ease.  Bourdieu (1984) emphasizes the greater 

difficulty for the lower class in moving into different fields by stating, “the hysteresis 

effect is proportionately greater for agents who are more remote from the educational 

system and who are poorly or only vaguely informed about the market in educational 

qualifications” (p. 142).   

 Within the competition for scarce resources in a particular field there is also an 

implicit competition for legitimacy, which manifests itself in two ways.  First, there is a 

competition for the ability to define the ‘norm’ and define the ‘other.’  When the 

members of various social classes compete within a given field, they are not only 

competing for precious resources, but also for a broader legitimacy of the dominance by 

their social class.  Having ascendancy within a particular field grants the dominant class 

credibility in the eyes of other classes, because the dominant class are able to tightly 

control who has access to a field and who is regarded as an authentic participant in that 

field.  Bourdieu (1993) describes this perception of legitimacy by different social classes 

as “class-centrism,” which “consist in considering as the ‘natural’ (in other words, both 

as a matter of course and based on nature) way of perceiving which is but one among 

other possible ways and which is acquired through education that may be diffuse or 

specific, conscious or unconscious, institutionalized or non- institutionalized” (p. 217).  

Since the dominant class is able to define who should be regarded as a member of a field, 

they are able to exercise a monopoly over legitimacy and establish the boundaries of the 
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field.  In addition, having control over the requirements of a field gives the dominant 

class the power and the advantage of defining other classes.  It is “a very powerful thing 

to have the privilege of self-description, the ability to be an expert about the facts of your 

own life,” and  “if your life is marked by lower educational attainment, lower income, 

and lower class, you are less likely to be considered an expert about anything, even your 

own life” (Suarez, 2008, p. 362).  

The implications of the ability to define others are best understood through a 

discussion of labeling (Apple, 2004).  There is a tremendous amount of power held by 

teachers and schools because of their abilities to label children to fit various categories 

that have been created by those same teachers and schools, which coincidentally also 

reflect middle class values (Apple, 2004). Apple invokes the power of one group to label 

another by using the term “anglo-centrism,” which “in schools is a form of ethnocentrism 

that causes school people to act as if their own group’s lifestyle, language, history, and 

values and normative structures were ‘proper’ guidelines against which all other people’s 

activity should be measured” (2004, p. 129).  Furthermore, labeling students as learning 

disabled or gifted can have far reaching and long lasting constructive or destructive 

consequences that students may carry with them for the rest of their academic careers.  

Apple (2004) found that children from lower SES backgrounds are assigned negative 

labels more often than children from higher SES groups, and that the assigned labels 

come with negative consequences such as tracking (described earlier in Chapter 1).  By 

being able to define who and what is acceptable and unacceptable, the dominant class is 

able to exercise covert power over other classes by establishing the hierarchical social 

structure and having it accepted by the non-dominant class as ‘normal,’ ‘natural,’ or 

‘objective.’  In this sense, by validating its own habitus and having it accepted as the 

norm, the dominant class essentially invalidates the habitus of the lower classes in the 

eyes of both.  Bourdieu (1984) characterizes the dominated classes’ acceptance of living 

in accordance with the criteria put forth by the dominating class by proposing the term 

obsequium, which he defines as “the deep-rooted respect for the established order” (p. 

456).   In fact, Bourdieu (1984) argues that the lower classes tend to misappropriate the 

habitus of the upper class, because the lower classes do not have the necessary 

knowledge to cultivate an awareness that a habitus is being imposed on them, rather than 
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being allowed to emerge naturally.  Bourdieu (1984) describes this misappropriation by 

stating, “the politically incompetent have every likelihood of placing themselves in the 

camp of the champions of the moral order and the social order, and even appearing more 

conservative in this area than the conscious defenders of that social order” (p. 431).  

Viewed in this way, schools represent a specific type of field that has very specific 

unstated attitudinal and behavioral requirements, which are primarily aligned with those 

of the middle and upper classes, and which disadvantage the lower classes, who do not 

understand them (Wagner, 2010).    

Bourdieu’s explanation of symbolic violence.  Symbolic violence is an additional 

concept that Bourdieu uses to theorize social inequality.  Symbolic violence is much 

different from the physical violence that we are commonly aware of, but has 

repercussions that can be just as damaging.  Bourdieu (1977) finds symbolic violence in 

“every power which manages to impose meanings and to impose them as legitimate by 

concealing the power relations which are the basis of its force” (p. 4).  Symbolic violence, 

also known as ‘soft violence,’ functions largely within various forms of discrimination, 

which are often accepted as legitimate without question by the victim(s).  Symbolic 

violence can be more dangerous than physical violence, because it is covertly installed 

within social structures and works to maintain the hierarchy of classes. The covert nature 

of symbolic violence contributes to the reproduction and maintenance of social 

hierarchies, because those hierarchies are unquestioningly regarded by the dominant and 

dominated classes as natural and legitimate.  Therefore, the perpetrators of symbolic 

violence are rarely challenged (Grenfell, 2008). 

Closer scrutiny reveals that there are two ways in which the dominant class 

practices symbolic violence.  First, when individuals or groups are excluded from a 

particular field because of their habitus, a form of symbolic violence is being perpetrated.  

Exclusion is a form of symbolic violence because it limits the access of the lower classes 

to economic, political, and social resources.  Exclusion is described using the term “social 

closure,” which is the establishment and sustenance of boundaries formed by the group 

that dominates a particular field in an effort to keep out potential newcomers (Patillo, 

2008, p. 266).  Apart from preventing outsiders from gaining entry into a field and 

reaping its rewards, social closure has the added effect of producing “opportunity 
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hoarding” by members of the dominant group within a field (Patillo, 2008, p. 264, 338).  

Opportunity hoarding is a deliberate process by which social closure enables the 

dominant group to disproportionately amass the available rewards in a particular field, 

thereby strengthening and entrenching their dominant position within that field.   

The second way that symbolic violence is directed toward the lower SES groups 

concerns the conditioning of the lower SES groups to see their own habitus as non-

penalizing; this conditioning restricts any awareness that their own habitus actually 

works to maintain class stratification (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  In other words, “cultural 

preferences are accepted without recognition of them as an exercise of power but rather 

are seen as normal cultural expressions that exist within the natural social order” 

(Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 13).  Furthermore, the characteristics that are used to define 

the lower classes are created by the upper class (Swartz, 1997).  The upper class has 

tremendous power, because it can define the lower classes and have the lower classes 

accept its definitions.  Hence, the maintenance of the stratified social structure becomes 

another form of symbolic violence directed toward the lower classes by the upper class, as 

it seeks to sustain its dominance.   

Considered from this point of view, it can be argued that schools are settings that 

enact symbolic violence on the lower classes.  Schools not only exclude and marginalize 

students from the lower classes, but also contrive to maintain the structure of domination.  

By not valuing the cultural capital of children from the lower classes, the school 

excludes them from gaining upward social mobility.  

Connecting Bourdieu’s Core Concepts  

If we inter-connect the core concepts of cultural capital, habitus, field, and 

symbolic violence, the development and perpetuation of social inequality becomes 

robustly comprehensible.  The narrative starts with the idea that an individual’s level of 

achievement in school or life is a function of the cultural capital that he/she possesses 

and which he/she has acquired from the family and conforms to that of family’s social 

class.  Cultural capital has many different forms, which collectively participate in the 

formation of habitus.  Considering that different classes have different forms of habitus, 

it is presumable that they will transmit those very unique forms of habitus to their 

children.  Next, different individuals and groups come into a social field equipped with 



	  
	  

67	  

different forms of cultural capital.  However, not all forms of capital and habitus are 

equally valued in any particular field.  Therefore, the degree to which an individual or 

group is successful in a particular field depends upon whether or not they have the 

specific form of cultural capital that is valued in that particular field.  Moreover, when 

individuals or groups do not possess the form of capital preferred in a particular field, 

they are marginalized.  This marginalization is a form of symbolic violence that is enacted 

upon them.   

Bourdieu (1984) represents this narrative chain of events in the form of a social 

conditioning formula which details that, [(Cultural capital)(Habitus)] + Social Field = 

Practice.  When cultural capital is multiplied by a habitus and the resulting product is 

added to a social field, it produces an equivalent amount of practice (behaviors that 

individuals display in a particular environment) (p. 101). 

For me, an effective characterization of the core concepts of cultural capital, 

habitus, field, and symbolic violence, as well as their relative importance and inter-

relationships, can be captured in a concept map (Figure 1) that takes the form of a Venn 

diagram.  This concept map shows the significance of the individual concepts in relation 

to one another, as well as illustrating the ways in which they operate as a collective.  The 

largest circle represents the concept of field, which is, perhaps, the most important 

concept because it represents the arena that an individual enters in hope of securing the 

benefits that reside within that field.  The smaller circle represents an individual’s 

habitus, which itself is composed of different forms of cultural capital (embodied (E), 

objectified (O), and institutionalized (I).  The area where the two circles overlap 

represents the amount of benefit an individual actually might gain in this particular field.  

In other words, the overlapped area represents the specific aspects of cultural capital that 

are valued in a field.  The greater the degree of overlap between the habitus and the field, 

the more successful a newcomer might be in securing the benefits associated with the 

given field.  The area of the field that is not covered by the habitus represents opportunity 

cost, or the potential for symbolic violence, which results in proportion with the 

components of cultural capital that are not valued in the given field.  The less overlap 

there is between the habitus and the field, the greater the possibility that symbolic 

violence will be enacted upon the individual. 
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Figure 1. Concept Map of theory of practice in the form of a Venn diagram. 

 

Implications for Schooling 

 The role that schools play in social reproduction occupies a central position in 

Bourdieu’s work.  When we apply his general theory of practice to education, it presents 

serious implications regarding the maintenance of socio-economic inequalities among the 

different social classes.  It proposes that the educational system, “more than the family, 

church, or business firm—has become the institution that is most responsible for the 

transmission of social inequality in modern societies” (Swartz, 1997, p. 190).  In other 

words, the educational system can be viewed as “the principal institution controlling the 

allocation of status and privilege in contemporary societies,” and that “schools offer the 

primary institutional setting for the production, transmission, and accumulation of the 

various forms of cultural capital” (Swartz, 1997, p. 189).   

In Bourdieu’s own words, school is an “institutionalized classifier which itself is 

an objectified system of classification reproducing the hierarchies of the social world in a 

transformed form, with its cleavages by level corresponding to social strata and its 

divisions into specialties and disciplines which reflect social divisions ad infinitum, such 

as the opposition between the theory and practice, conception and execution, transforms 

social classifications into academic classifications, with every appearance of neutrality” 

(Bourdieu, 1984, p. 387). 
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There are four areas of schooling that privilege the views of the dominant class 

(Apple, 2004; Bourdieu, 1977, 1984; Swartz, 1997; Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  The first 

concerns the role that schools play in producing and preserving socio-economic inequity 

on a comprehensive level, suggesting that schools are not neutral fields and that they 

unfairly value the cultural capital of the middle and upper classes (Swartz, 1997; Winkle-

Wagner, 2010).  Or, as Bourdieu (1993) phrases it, “the educational system transforms 

social hierarchies into academic hierarchies” (p 23).  Furthermore, the types of behaviors 

that schools demand from students are not explicit, but are rather implicit and aligned 

with the behaviors of the dominant class.  In this respect, Bourdieu (1977) claims “an 

educational system based on a traditional type of pedagogy can fulfill its function of 

inculcation only so long as it addresses itself to students equipped with the linguistic and 

cultural capital—and the capacity to invest it profitably—which the system presupposes 

and consecrates without ever expressly demanding it and without methodically 

transmitting it” (p. 99).  For example, the curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation 

structures of schools are aligned with the cultural ideals of the dominant social group 

(Swartz, 1997). This inequitable situation leads to a scenario in which the children of the 

lower class cannot be successful in school because they are thrust into a school system 

that does not understand them and that they do not understand.  

In his discussion of language as it is used in schools, Bourdieu (1977) identifies a 

second area of bias by schools in favor of middle class dispositions, revealing that 

schools ask for a very particular type of linguistic competency that is closely aligned with 

the linguistic capital of the dominant class.  This means that students who have the 

desired vocabulary, style of conversation, ability to decipher tones, and ability to decode 

class-specific utterances will perform better in school than those who do not.  In another 

respect, linguistic competency can also be used as a means for selection that is designed 

to exclude.  Individuals who have the linguistic capital that aligns with the norms of the 

school are afforded membership in the school, and those who do not have it are tagged 

are outsiders.  In a different respect, the imposition of the language class’s language upon 

the lower classes also has a disempowering effect that can be described as “allodoxia,” 

which renders the lower classes voiceless and powerless because they lack fluency in the 

language of power (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 461).  Through allodoxia Bourdieu (1984) argues 
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that, “the dominant language discredits and destroys the spontaneous political discourse 

of the dominated,” which “distances and neutralizes,” and thereby imposes “a totally 

invisible censorship on the expression of the specific interests of the dominated” (p. 462).  

Since schools are unfairly oriented towards middle and upper class ideals, children from 

the lower class cannot be successful within that system, because they are not consciously 

aware of this unspoken bias, its intricacies, and consequences.    

A third area of school bias in favor of the dominant middle SES interests is 

offered by Bourdieu (1984) through his examples of “channeling” (described earlier in 

Chapter 1 as tracking) and the lesser value assigned to credentials obtained by children 

from lower class backgrounds.  Channeling is a systematic educational practice whereby 

individuals are streamed into areas of study that conform to their social status.  For lower 

SES children, teachers practice channeling both consciously and unconsciously, and it 

results in lower SES children occupying vocational subject areas traditionally associated 

with the working class, rather than academic subject areas associated with the dominant 

class.  Bourdieu (1984) explains that because the vocational subjects have less value in 

society than traditional academic subjects, the credentials that working class children gain 

from school are viewed as less worthy and simply serve to perpetuate the existing socio-

economic inequalities.  Bourdieu (1984) concisely describes the devaluation of the 

educational credentials held by individuals from the lower class by stating, “a diploma is 

worth what the holder is worth, economically and socially; the rate of return on 

educational capital is a function of the economic and social capital that can be devoted to 

exploiting it” (p. 134).  In addition, the illusory promise of upward class mobility 

provided by education tends to draw an inordinately large number of children from the 

lower classes into vocational subjects, thereby saturating the market and further 

devaluing their credentials.  The education system is held to be guilty of encouraging the 

lower classes in “overestimating the studies on which they embark, overvaluing their 

qualifications, and banking on possible futures which do not really exist” (Bourdieu, 

1984, p. 155).  Consequently, the children of the lower class are disadvantaged by the 

school system in terms of achievement and access to opportunities because, lacking the 

required cultural capital of the dominant class, they are less successful in school.  The 

net result of this, according to Bourdieu, is that working class children do not aspire to 
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higher levels of education, because they have internalized the generational preconception 

of their class that they cannot succeed academically and, therefore, like their parents, they 

see no value in education.   

In his discussion of curriculum, Apple (2004) offers a fourth area of bias by 

schools in favor of dominant class dispositions.  Apple (2004), like Bourdieu (1977, 

1984, 1993), argues that schools are not neutral institutions but, in effect, they are 

subservient to the hegemony of the economic system, which coincidentally benefits a 

particular class of people that does not include the lower SES.  With respect to 

curriculum, Apple (2004) argues that schools are agents of economic hegemony, and he 

describes a “selective tradition” that imitates and replicates economic structures (p. 5).  

Questions such as Whose knowledge is it? Who selected it? Why is it organized and 

taught in this way? Why to this particular group? are brought to the forefront in Apple’s 

analysis and point in a direction that indicates that neither curriculum nor pedagogy is 

neutral, but rather they are driven by the economic structures of a society, which are 

established to benefit a particular segment of society that does not include individuals 

from lower SES backgrounds.  Apple (2004) argues that what gets taught in schools is 

not accidental, but is deliberately selected information that promotes and preserves the 

economic power of a particular class of individuals at the expense of other classes, all the 

while being cloaked as natural and normal.  Similar to Bowles and Gintis (1976), Apple 

(2004) contends that individuals from different social classes are taught different 

information, have different educational expectations, and are exposed to different 

pedagogical practices that correspond to their social class and are designed to maintain 

their position in that class order.  The goal of curriculum designers in producing 

differentiated curriculum for differentiated classes is to produce an “education for 

leadership and an education for what they called followership” (p. 72).  Members of the 

working class are regarded by curriculum designers as individuals who complete very 

narrow tasks, which require a limited amount of knowledge that extends no further than 

their immediate procedures.  In contrast, members of the managerial class are required to 

complete more complex tasks that require more detailed and comprehensive knowledge 

that extends beyond the scope of the immediate organization.  Therefore, schools and 
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curriculum act as filters that process “both knowledge and people,” thereby “latently 

recreating cultural and economic disparities” (p. 32).   

If we delve deeper into the role that education plays in establishing and 

perpetuating inequalities among the classes, the underlying covertness of the inculcation 

process becomes evident.  Bourdieu (2011) recognizes the reason that education goes 

unquestioned in its ability to produce socio-economic inequalities among classes, arguing 

that it has much to do with how it education is perceived by the various social classes.  

The general perception among most classes is that education is a credible vehicle for 

transmitting what society at large regards as ‘normal’ and ‘acceptable’ behavior and 

practices.  There is a general unspoken consensus among all classes that education is 

autonomous, neutral, and meritorious, and it enables members of all classes to ascend the 

class ladder based on their individual skills and knowledge, or what Bourdieu (2011) 

refers to as “technical requirements” (p. 177).  Bourdieu states, “an educational system is 

more capable of concealing its social function of legitimizing class differences behind its 

technical function of producing qualifications” (p. 164).   These “technical requirements” 

are regarded as objective and class neutral and, therefore, they are readily accepted by the 

lower classes without question.  However, the objectivity and neutrality of these 

“technical requirements” is actually a façade designed to conceal the functions of 

categorization and exclusion they perform, because the technical requirements comprise 

very specific skills and knowledge that are usually specific to the habitus of the dominant 

class.  The system “overtly or tacitly selects the legitimate addressees of its message by 

imposing technical requirements which are always, to various degrees, social 

requirements” (Bourdieu, 2011, p.  177).  Bluntly stated, “ a number of official criteria in 

fact serve as a mask for hidden criteria: for example, the requiring of a diploma can be a 

way of demanding a particular social origin” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 102).  Contrary to the 

common perception, therefore, schools are not meritocratic institutions, because the 

academic skills and knowledge that they require from students are tacitly derived from 

those of the dominant class.  Schools demand very specific types of cultural capital from 

students, which are not available to all.  

Apple (2004) provides an additional explanation as to why the social reproduction 

that schools carry out goes unquestioned, explaining that schooling, like healthcare, is 
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often perceived as a “helping professions,” and this label carries with it a considerable 

amount of clout.  Individuals are unwilling to challenge schools because schools, like 

hospitals, are regarded as institutions that are ethical and moral entities whose central 

goal is to help those in need, and are, therefore, beyond criticism.  As an experienced 

teacher myself, I would even venture to say that allowing students or parents to challenge 

the school is usually regarded as taboo by teachers and administrators under the 

supposition that their own actions are pedagogically sound, socially just, ethically 

grounded, and beyond reproach.  When the label of helping profession is ascribed to 

schools, they essentially become immune to criticism.  In fact, questioning such a moral 

enterprise seldom enters the minds of potential critics for fear of committing a social 

trespass upon an enterprise that professes to be essential for the promotion and 

preservation of a strong and decent civil society. 

If we consider the deeper implications of this arrangement in terms of the 

important class legitimation function it performs, it is reasonable to argue that, because 

the education system is misunderstood as being neutral and objective, this 

misunderstanding legitimizes the current hierarchical social order, which furthers its 

acceptance by all classes as ‘natural’ and ‘normal.’  The common misperception of the 

neutrality and objectivity of the education system by the different social classes grants the 

education system the authority to legitimize inequitable relations and advance their 

acceptance by all classes as normal.  However, the consequent de-legitimization of the 

non-dominant class culture has an erosionary effect, which significantly reduces the 

credibility of the non-dominant class in the eyes of other classes, as well as within the 

minds of its own members.  The recognition given to the legitimacy of the dominant class 

by the dominated classes constitutes a powerful “force which strengthens the established 

balance of power because, in preventing apprehension of the power relations as power 

relations, it tends to prevent the dominated groups or classes from securing all the 

strength that the realization of their strength would give them” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 15).  

Because the dominated classes tend to regard education as naturally self-legitimizing, 

they are less inclined to challenge any biases in the roles that education plays and, by 

doing so, to realize the strength of their collective abilities. 
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The Role of the Teacher 

Bourdieu (1992) declares that the role of the teacher is central in the process by 

which education reproduces inequalities among social classes.  He compares teachers to 

priests who, by virtue of their authoritative position, are unquestioningly regarded as 

infallible.  Given that “the teacher, like the priest, has a recognized authority, because he 

is an agent of a moral body greater than himself,” teachers’ pedagogical strategies and 

curricular choices go unquestioned by students and are regarded as objective and neutral 

(p. 64).  Students and parents are inclined to defer to the authority of the teacher without 

question and to accept his/her ideas and come to regard them as providing customarily 

correct, objective, neutral, and accurate representations of reality.  In this regard, teachers 

serve a critical gatekeeping function (described in Chapter 1), which warrants further 

examination.  

In exploring the issue of how ascribing the title of ‘expert’ to a teacher contributes 

his/her unquestioned power, Apple (2004) echoes Bourdieu’s (1992) argument regarding 

the unquestioned position that teachers occupy due to societal reverence.  Giving the title 

of expert to an individual infuses him/her with an immense amount of power, authority, 

and influence in society that ‘non-experts’ are willing to accept and unlikely to question.  

However, experts are not above being influenced by societal forces that are larger than 

themselves and, in fact, they may be “strongly influenced by the dominant values of the 

collectivity to which they belong and the social situation within the society which they 

fill,” and “these dominant values necessarily affect their work” (Apple, 2004, p. 138).  

Experts such as teachers may (un)knowingly mimic the beliefs, values, and ideals of the 

dominant culture, which may benefit some social groups, while limiting the 

socioeconomic progress of others (Apple, 2004).   

Bourdieu (1977) contends that most teachers utilize curriculum and pedagogical 

strategies that conform to the ideals of the dominant class, thus making their inculcation 

among students more concentrated and intensified with the passage of time, because 

change is not welcomed within the pedagogical realm.  Hence, examining the role that 

cultural capital plays in how teachers might assess students differently assumes 

importance, because “teachers are the filters through which forms of cultural and social 

capital are valued or rejected” (Savage, 2011, p. 8).  Bourdieu (1992) argues that teachers 
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come to regard their own teaching practices and curriculum as neutral and objective, 

because they are fully assimilated into a civil service that has its wages paid by the state, 

as opposed to an independent private institution.  Because the teacher is an agent of the 

state, he/she “finds himself in the conditions most conducive to the misrecognition the 

objective truth of his task” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 66).   

 Considering that the majority of teacher/gatekeepers come from the middle class, 

(Dumais, 2006; Hall, 2001; Knapp, 2001; MacLeod, 2009), it is necessary to discern 

whether teachers tend (un)consciously to favor students who hold similar middle class 

values and penalize those who do not.  In this regard, it is argued that teachers 

“communicate more easily with students who participate in elite status cultures, give 

them more attention and special assistance, and perceive them as more intelligent or 

gifted than students who lack cultural capital” (Dimaggio, 1982, p. 190).  As a practicing 

teacher, I question the part I might play in the ways that social reproduction manifests 

among students in my charge.  I would find it beneficial from a pedagogical point of view 

to discover whether teachers treat students differently if their own cultural capital does or 

does not match that of the student.  

Savage (2011) developed a diagram (see Figure 2) to illustrate the consequences 

for students of having (dis)similar cultural capital to that of the teacher.  This diagram 

shows the differential effects on student achievement for students who have, or do not 

have, the types of cultural capital that are valued by their teachers.  This diagram makes 

a simple but intriguing argument that the grades a student receives can be plotted on a 

spectrum, whereby the type of grade (A’s, B’s, C’s, etc.) is dependent upon the degree of 

similarity between the cultural capital of the student and the cultural capital of the 

teacher: In situations where there is a high degree of symmetry between the cultural 

capital of the student and that of the teacher, the student will receive more favorable 

grades; in situations where there is a large difference between the cultural capital of the 

student and that of the teacher, the student will receive less favorable grades. 
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Figure 2. How teachers make their decisions, according to Bourdieu (Savage, 

2011, p. 7) 

 

Home	  Environment	  

Student	  has	  the	  forms	  of	  
cultural	  capital	  valued	  by	  

the	  school	  system	  

Student’s	  Habitus	  

YES	  NO	  

Student’s	  habitus	  	  
approximates	  teacher’s	  

NO	   YES	  

Student’s	  habitus	  
approximates	  teacher’s	  

NO	   YES	  

Decreasing	   Increasing	  

Spectrum	  of	  Educational	  Success	  
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 Durkheim (cited in Bourdieu, 1992) elegantly illustrates the role that teachers’ 

cultural capital and habitus play in social reproduction by arguing “tomorrow’s teacher 

can only repeat the gestures of his teacher of yesterday, and since the latter was merely 

imitating his own teacher, it is not clear how any novelty can find its way into the 

unbroken chain of self-reproducing models” (p. 61).  Furthermore, as Bourdieu (1977) 

argues, considering that most teachers are utilizing curriculum and pedagogical strategies 

that conform to the ideals of the dominant class, the inculcation of students and of 

teachers becomes even more concentrated and intensified with the passage of time, 

because change does not easily penetrate the pedagogical realm.   

Apple (2004) also provides valuable insights regarding the role that teachers play 

in furthering the cultural capital of the middle class.  Apple (2004) focuses on the 

socialization practices of teachers within the classroom and how they influence children 

from different social backgrounds.  Apple (2004) argues that because there is an unequal 

power relationship between the teacher and student, this gives the teacher a considerable 

amount of influence and control over shaping the views of students.  An unequal teacher-

student power relationship provides teachers with substantial command over how 

students are socialized, because the teacher has the ability to control most of the elements 

that are crucial to socialization, which include the content, the events, the interpretation 

of the content and events, the rules, and the resources.   

Inevitably at some point, the messages that the teacher is trying to impart will 

begin to crystallize in the minds of the students and shape their perceptions of what can 

be described as “tout court,” or the only world (Apple, 2004, p. 4).  The possibility that 

students will reconsider or renegotiate their view of the world is unlikely to occur unless 

the educational socialization process that is oriented towards middle class values is 

interrupted.  For example, Apple (2004) observed the socialization practices at the start of 

the year for a kindergarten class and noticed how socialization was the key priority for 

the teacher.  During the first few weeks of school, children were taught to share, listen, 

put things away, exercise restraint, be quiet and cooperative, and follow classroom 

routines.  These skills are the very skills that conform to middle class norms, as theorized 

by Brice-Heath (1983).  Apple (2004) discovered that, within a few weeks, the skills that 
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the teacher was working to instill had become ingrained, providing evidence of the power 

that teachers exercise in implementing the socialization process.   

Perhaps the most suggestive revelation in Apples’ (2004) work is that teachers 

regard their own classroom socialization practices as neutral and, therefore, legitimate.  

For Apple, teachers are relatively unaware of the biases within their own practices and, 

therefore, they continue to promote the economic hegemony that underlies and drives the 

whole education system; unless teachers develop a greater understanding of their latent 

assumptions, they run the risk of permitting themselves to continue to function as agents 

through whom hegemonic forces are transmitted (2004). 

Alternative Paths that Cultural Capital Can Follow 

 Scholarship regarding cultural capital can follow one of four alternative paths; 

these include (a) social reproduction, (b) social mobility, (c) cultural resources, and (d) 

the trivial effect (Xu & Hampden-Thomson, 2012).  The social reproduction path, which 

is a focal point for this study, claims that cultural capital reproduces existing class-based 

differences, as asserted by Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1993).  In a nutshell, the scholars who 

follow the social reproduction path argue that children from differing social backgrounds 

enter school with various amounts and forms of cultural capital that may or may not be 

rewarded in an educational setting.  Since schools transmit cultural codes that originate 

from the dominant class, the children of the dominant class enjoy continuous advantages 

that compound over time.  In contrast, children who come from non-dominant classes are 

not as sensitive to the cultural codes that are expected at school and, therefore, they fail 

continuously to thrive, and this perpetuates their underprivileged positioning. 

 DiMaggio (1982) was the first to describe the second path, cultural mobility.  A 

cultural mobility path predicts that cultural capital will not necessarily operate along 

class lines and may, in fact, be independent of them, offering socio-economic benefits 

equally to all.  Scholars who follow a cultural mobility path argue that the members of 

the dominant class do not necessarily have exclusive control over aspects of high status 

culture, and that the rates of return for the dominant class do not necessarily yield greater 

socio-economic benefits.  If acquisition of more cultural capital by the dominant class 

does not translate into a greater advantage over non-dominant classes, the rate of return 

from cultural capital may reach a plateau.  Cultural mobility also claims that individuals 
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from the non-dominant class are able to enhance their cultural capital.  As a result, they 

achieve a higher rate of return that supports socio-economic mobility.  Students from 

lower SES backgrounds are able to ascend the ladder of social class, because they receive 

greater returns from participating in cultural activities than do higher SES students of 

similar age.   

 Unlike the cultural reproduction and cultural mobility pathways, which suggest 

different rates of return for the members of various classes, the cultural resources 

pathway argues that there are no differential rates of return.  Scholars who favor this path 

argue that, when children from upper and lower SES backgrounds acquire the same 

amount of highbrow cultural capital, they derive the same amount of educational benefit.  

A “new middle-class perspective” suggests that, in post-industrial western societies, there 

are few class-based differences remaining, because access to education and highbrow 

cultural capital is not predominantly restricted to individuals from higher SES 

backgrounds (Xu & Hampden-Thomson, 2012, p.101).  Since more individuals from 

lower SES backgrounds have greater access to education and to popularized forms of 

highbrow cultural capital, the effects of class have significantly diminished, and the 

effects of cultural capital on educational outcomes have also diminished, reducing 

cultural capital to nothing more than a symbolic factor, with very limited impact on 

either social reproduction or cultural mobility. 

 The trivial effect is the fourth path that cultural capital may follow (Xu & 

Hampden-Thomson, 2012).  This perspective builds on the characterization of the new 

middle-class perspective described above.  From the perspective of the trivial effect, in 

this day and age, cultural capital does not affect educational outcomes in any identifiable 

way.  

Situating Theory of Practice Within Conflict and Social Reproduction Theories 

In order to fully understand Bourdieu’s theory of practice, it is important to take 

two steps back and see how it is situated within the larger theoretical context of Social 

Reproduction Theory (SRT) and how SRT is situated within a master sociological theory 

known as Conflict Theory.  The following discussion will prove structurally analogous to 

Russian Matryoshka dolls, or nesting dolls, where a smaller doll is contained within and 

emerges out of a larger doll, and so on.  Though all of the successively smaller dolls 
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follow the same theme as the largest doll, their appearance is progressively refined.  

Similarly Bourdieu’s theory of practice can be situated within SRT, which situates within 

Conflict theory. 

 There are four types of master sociological theories that address the issues that are 

examined in this study.  These broad educational theories include Symbolic Interaction 

Theory, Rational Choice Theory, Functional Theory, and Conflict Theory (Ballantine & 

Spade, 2008).  The first two can be broadly classified as micro-level theories of education 

that focus on interpersonal interactions between individuals and small groups, the latter 

two as macro-level theories that focus on larger cultural and societal systems.  Conflict 

Theory, which is the master theory from which both SRT and Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice can be seen to emerge, is one that challenges functionalist beliefs that schools are 

“ideologically and politically neutral and that schools operate based upon meritocracy, 

with each child able to achieve to the highest level of his or her own ability” (Ballantine 

& Spade, 2008, p. 12).  Conflict Theory argues that an individual’s position within the 

social and economic system is not based on merit, but rather on his/her place within that 

system.  In addition, Conflict Theory assumes that competing interests within society 

produce tensions between the different social classes, as originally described by its 

founders Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Max Weber (1864-1920).  Conflict Theories can be 

parsed into two categories, which include Cultural Resistance and Cultural Reproduction 

theories (Ballantine & Spade, 2008).  The distinction between Cultural Resistance and 

Cultural Reproduction theories is that, broadly speaking, the former argues that “teachers 

and students are not passive participants in the school process, and that they do not 

always follow the process that results in social reproduction,” whereas the latter, which 

includes SRT, generally makes the case that “schools reproduce inequality both in the 

interactions and the structure of education” (Ballantine & Spade, 2008, pp. 15-16).   

Analysis of SRT shows that it seeks to reveal the causes of both the inequalities 

among the social classes and the transmission of inequalities from one generation to the 

next.  The explicit concern with issues of social inequality as they relate to education 

began to emerge in the 1960’s as a byproduct of the general intellectual and political 

agitation that occurred during that period (Ballantine & Spade, 2008; Collins, 2009).  

Prior to this period, the common perception of education was congruent with that put 
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forth by Horace Mann in 1848 (see Chapter 1).  Schools were regarded as the primary 

means of assisting the poor to improve their conditions.  They were perceived as neutral 

institutions that worked meritoriously to improve the economic, political, and social 

conditions of the lower class by providing equal access to education.  SRT rejects the 

claim that schools can be used by the lower class to gain upward mobility, arguing that 

schools contrive to develop and perpetuate inequality rather than to eliminate it.  SRT 

regards schools as biased institutions that overwhelmingly favor the upper class and, 

therefore, the children from the upper classes enjoy more success in school (and later in 

life) than children from the lower class.  In other words, “education plays a mediating 

role between the individual’s consciousness and society at large,” and “the rules which 

govern morals and beliefs are filtered down from the macro level of economic and 

political structures to the individual via work experience, educational processes, and 

family socialization” (Apple, 2004, p. 32).  Viewed in this way, schools perform sorting 

and processing functions for their economic masters, which categorize individuals to fit 

unequal, predetermined, and predefined roles as cogs within the larger economic system 

(Apple, 2004). 

Social reproduction theories and Bourdieu.  SRT is best understood by 

regarding it as a spectrum that ranges from economic deterministic models at one end, to 

models of relative individual autonomy at the other end (MacLeod, 1987).  Social 

Reproduction theorists such as Bernstein (1962), Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1986, 1993, 

2011), Bowles and Gintis (1976), Brice-Heath (1983), Giroux (1981), and Willis (1977) 

can all be positioned on this spectrum (see Figure 3).  For illustrative purposes this 

spectrum is presented in a linear graphic that displays each model as discrete, with no 

overlap among them; however, in reality the spectrum should be thought of as a 

progression with varying degrees of overlap among the models of SRT. 
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Figure 3. The spectrum of social reproduction theories, with economic determinism and 
individual agency at either extreme. 

 

On one pole are the economic deterministic models developed by Bowles and 

Gintis (1976), which are rooted in Marxism and emphasize the role of capitalism in 

developing and sustaining social inequality.  Bowles and Gintis (1976) regard schools as 

the powerful reproductive arm of the capitalist economy, which functions deliberately to 

propagate individuals who occupy strategically different economic roles within the 

division of labor.  These roles differ crucially in terms of power and control so as to 

maintain the economic process of profit accumulation for the wealthy classes.  Hence, the 

primary function of schools is to condition individuals from different classes to take up 

distinct roles in the capitalist economy, which range from low status workers to high 

status managers.  Schools accomplish this process of steering individuals from different 

classes toward different positions in the hierarchy of capitalism through methods such as 

tracking.  Tracking, according to Bowles and Gintis (1976), is a deliberate attempt by 

schools to navigate children from the working class towards vocational positions that will 

inevitably lead them into low status positions as laborers in the economy.  In contrast, 

schools deliberately pilot children from the upper class toward more academic tracks, 

which lead them eventually to assume high status positions in management.   

 Bowles and Gintis (1976) extend this line of reasoning by explaining how the 

conditioning that occurs within schools has the hidden and detrimental outcome of 

reproducing social inequalities.  These scholars posit a “correspondence principle” (p. 

131) to delineate the strong and deliberate symmetry between the values and structural 

Bowles	  /	  
Gintis	  

Bourdieu	   Berrnstein	  
/Brice	  Heath	  

Willis	   Giroux	  



	  
	  

83	  

systems that characterize the capitalist economy and those that characterize schools, and 

they support this principle with references to the work of Richard Edwards (1975, cited in 

Bowles & Gintis, 1976), who contended that dispositions such as perseverance, 

dependability, consistency, empathy, punctuality, predictability, and tactfulness, which 

are valued and rewarded in the capitalist economy, are also the ones that are rewarded in 

schools (pp. 137-138).  What is perhaps more revealing from Edward’s work (1975, cited 

in Bowles and Gintis, 1976) is that there is also a correspondence regarding the 

dispositions that were least desirable and least rewarded in both schools and industry.  

These included creativity, aggression, and independence, which tend to be associated 

with non-conformity, a characteristic that capitalists view as a threat to their control over 

power (pp. 137-138).      

The correspondence principle is shown to operate not only at an aggregate level, 

but also on the level of individual social classes, and there are different correspondence 

requirements for individuals depending on which social class they come from.  For 

example, Bowles and Gintis (1976) explain how lower SES families rear their children in 

a manner that stresses the need to follow rules and conform to authority, which is 

symmetrical with what is required of them when they take up their jobs as laborers.  

Conversely, parents from higher SES backgrounds foster a curiosity, self-reliance, and 

internalization of norms, which are necessary for their children when they take up their 

jobs as managers.  In other words, “schools serving working class neighborhoods are 

more regimented and emphasize rules and behavioral control,” whereas “in contrast, 

suburban schools offer more open classrooms that favor greater student participation, less 

direct supervision, more electives, and, in general, a value system of internalized 

standards of control” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 13).  It follows, therefore, that there are 

differences between schools that are located in working class neighborhoods and those 

that are located in higher-class areas in terms of power and authority, control over 

curriculum, and rewards systems, and these variations are mirrored in the capitalist 

economy.   

The final outcome of the SRT (Bowles & Gintis, cited in MacLeod, 1987) is that 

individuals are obligated under the capitalist system to adopt predetermined roles that 

perpetuate inequality.  Hence, schools are utilized by capitalists to maintain their position 
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at the top of the social hierarchy, while conditioning the lower classes to adopt lesser 

roles as workers.  Because this approach is deterministic and argues that an individual’s 

destiny is essentially fixed, preordained, and predictable, it leaves little room for human 

agency.  According to this particular theory of social reproduction, individuals do not 

have the flexibility to reach beyond the mold that has been prepared for them at birth. 

The social reproduction models that lie in the middle of the spectrum and display 

characteristics of both economic determinism and individual agency are those of 

Bourdieu (1977, 1984, 1993), Bernstein (1962, 1962), and Brice Heath (1983).  Bernstein 

(1962) and Brice Heath (1983) both focus on the use of language among different SES 

groups and how linguistic differences are advantageous or disadvantageous in school and 

work settings.  These two SRT theories, which focus on how language aids in social 

reproduction, have been described by as “deficit models” that regard lower SES groups as 

being linguistic disadvantaged, which results in a deficit when they interact with the 

greater society, which utilizes a different linguistic register (Collins, 2009, p. 39).  For 

example, lower SES groups use what Bernstein (1962, 1962) refers to as “restricted 

codes,” where sentences are shorter, more directive, and contain simple and limited 

information (p. 31).  In contrast, higher SES groups use “elaborated codes,” where 

sentences are longer, contain richer information, and elicit explanation (p. 31).  These 

different linguistic codes receive different valuations at schools and workplaces, 

rewarding some social classes and restricting others.  Schools expect a linguistic code 

that aligns with the elaborated code of the higher SES groups, providing the members of 

those groups with an unfair advantage.  

In her ethnography of two working-class communities (called Trackton and 

Roadville respectively) in the Piedmont of the Carolinas, Brice-Heath (1983) determined 

that communal norms served as the primary drivers that regulated how the individuals in 

each community thought about and engaged in reading, writing, and speaking.  Trackton, 

a community of working class African-Americans, and Roadville, a community of 

working class white Americans, displayed similarities and differences in their perceptions 

regarding the role of literacy in their daily lives and the manner in which literacy was to 

be carried out.  Their unique literacy norms and patterns were further contrasted with 

those that are tacitly required by schools.  Brice-Heath (1983) described the differences in 
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literacy that existed between schools and working class families, and the negative 

implications, in terms of educational outcomes, for children from those families.  Brice 

Heath (1983), like Bourdieu (1977), views language as an economic commodity whose 

desired form is the property of the higher SES groups.  Hence, both schools and 

workplaces reward the higher SES groups for possessing the appropriate linguistic 

capital, but they penalize the lower SES groups by way of lower educational and 

workplace outcomes.  Individuals from the lower SES groups can improve their class 

position by acquiring the linguistic code of the higher SES groups, but this is a difficult 

task because language codes are ingrained in individuals by their families from birth, 

providing them with a register that is difficult to shed in order to adopt a new register (the 

elaborated code) that will be rewarded. 

At the other pole of the social reproduction spectrum are theories advanced by 

Willis (1977) and Giroux (1981), which stress human agency.  Willis (1977) studied a 

group of boys known as the “Lads” who came from working class roots, but who had the 

insight to know that the school system was structured in a manner that did not favor 

them, but rather favored students known as the “Ear’oles,” who conformed to the 

school’s institutional requirements (p. 19).  The Lads came to realize that the odds would 

be against them at school and in their adult working lives.    In an effort to mock and 

resist the education system, these boys engaged in disruptive school behaviors and 

developed a counter culture that openly rejected middle class ideals, such as professional 

employment, as being inferior and “feminine.”  Thus, the Lads intentionally steered 

themselves towards manual labor positions, which they regarded as masculine and 

superior.  However, by routing themselves towards manual labor positions, the Lads were 

sowing the seeds of their destiny as members of the lower SES group, and reinforcing 

their own marginalization.  Willis (1977) argues that the Lads rejection of the conformist 

culture compelled them to participate in a rejectionist counter-culture, which 

paradoxically entrapped them in the same subordinate roles that they were rejecting (p. 

119).  Stated slightly differently, the “working class Lads create their own culture of 

resistance to school knowledge” which “yields an ironic effect: the ‘lads’ disqualify 

themselves from the opportunity to enter middle class jobs” (Arnowitz, cited in Willis, 

1977, p. xii).   
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Giroux (1981) is at the human agency end of the economic determinism/human 

agency continuum.  However, as MacLeod (2009) argues, Giroux (1981) is not 

necessarily advocating the idea that human agency is the sole determiner of human 

actions, but he is trying rather to bridge the chasm between the either/or theories of 

economic determinism and human agency by blending both, while placing more 

emphasis on the latter.  Giroux (1981) developed a theory of resistance that examines the 

nonconformity among students from low SES backgrounds.  He argues that children from 

low SES groups are able to see through the upper SES biases of schools and, therefore, 

they act out to show their resistance to domination.  Giroux (1981) argues that students 

from lower SES groups are not willing to take on the marginalized roles that have been 

ascribed to them by the capitalist economy.  He argues that individuals from the lower 

SES groups are aware of their subjugated position, and they will actively resist that 

subjugation in an effort to improve their condition.  Resistance has a transformative 

power that individuals from the lower SES groups can exercise to improve their social 

conditions.  Giroux (1981) advocates a “radical pedagogy,” in which educational 

processes and structures are democratized for students and teachers alike.  

Democratization entails discussing issues of power and domination openly to promote 

emancipatory consciousness and activity among lower SES individuals (p. 79). 

Three operational mechanisms of SRTs.  Further to this overview of the various 

SRT theories, it is also important to understand the mechanisms that operate within them 

to produce inequality.  Wright (2008) describes three mechanisms by which SRT theories 

operate and which contribute to their relative strengths or weaknesses as explanations of 

inequality and how it is produced and sustained in western societies.  These are: (a) 

individual attributes and life conditions, (b) opportunity hoarding and social closure, and 

(c) domination and exploitation.  All of the SRT theories describe above include one or 

more of these mechanisms in either a unilateral or an overlapping way.  

Individual attributes and life conditions, the first of these mechanisms, is reflected 

in the work of Willis (1977), Giroux (1981), and Brice-Heath (1987).  Varying mixtures 

of individual attributes (such as age, gender, intelligence, literacy, income, religion, 

education, and geographic location) and life experiences contribute to levels of class 

attainment (Wright, 2008).  Socio-economic inequality is the result of a differential 
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distribution of individual attributes, which, coupled with specific situations, gives 

individuals the ability to ascend or descend the socio-economic ladder.   

The second mechanism, opportunity hoarding and social closure, appears 

primarily in the work of Bourdieu (Wright, 2008).  Social closure is the practice of 

exclusion by the dominant class in its efforts to keep other classes out of its traditional 

domain.  The practice of exclusion raises barriers such as credentialing, admissions 

procedures, and tuition costs, which the dominant class erects to block the non-dominant 

class from gaining access to its domain.  However, by practicing social exclusion, the 

dominant class also engages in opportunity hoarding, monopolizing the benefits of a 

given domain.  This on-going cycle of social closure and opportunity hoarding 

marginalizes the non-dominant class and reinforces their position as outsiders. 

The third mechanism, domination and exploitation (in the Marxist sense), is 

reflected in the work of Bowles and Gintis (1976).  This mechanism addresses the 

managerial class’s monopoly on positions of power, as well as the means of production 

(Wright, 2008). Because the managerial class is able to control the decision-making 

positions and the means of production, it places itself in a unique position to exploit the 

working class, who lack these two crucial resources.  The relentless exploitation of the 

working class by the managerial class ensures that the working class is relegated to a 

position of socio-economic inferiority.  

Bridging From Theory to an Examination of Empirical Research 

 Bourdieu’s theory of practice was first conceived in the late 1960’s, but it remains 

as a source of fascination among scholars and practitioners who are interested in 

understanding and explaining the differences in educational achievement among students 

of differing social status.  The enduring fascination with Bourdieu’s theory continues 

because the achievement gap (described in Chapter 1) also continues, in spite of new and 

costly educational initiatives that have been put in place to narrow the gap.  Recent 

financial and budgetary pressures in British Columbia are compelling the government to 

find formulas for increasing the achievement of children from lower SES backgrounds in 

an effort to justify the expenditure of public tax dollars to educate a citizenry that 

demands financial accountability and efficiency.   
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 Although there continues to be a significant fascination with Bourdieu’s work 

among educational scholars, researchers, and practitioners, there is no common 

understanding of the Bourdieuian concepts through which that fascination is uniformly 

focused.  The review of research literature that follows in Chapter 4 addresses key 

samplings of quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods studies that have made use of 

Bourdieu’s concepts.  My review of the empirical literature suggests to me that many 

researchers place a significant amount of attention on the concept of cultural capital, 

while neglecting habitus and field.  It was interesting to me, as a conceptual researcher, 

how often empirical researchers, particularly quantitative researchers, founded their 

studies primarily upon the concept of cultural capital, while paying little or no attention 

to the related concepts of habitus and field and the contribution they make to a secure 

understanding of social reproduction in education.  This overwhelming focus on cultural 

capital is a testament to its allure as a concept that seems able to stand on its own, but as I 

will describe later in the final chapters of this study, the most effective understanding of 

social reproduction is generated when all of the interrelated concepts of Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice are employed together.  The inordinate interest that scholars have 

placed in the concept of cultural capital suggests that, because it seems to be the most 

concrete of the concepts, it is judged to be the easiest to operationalize, and it is deployed 

as a proxy for theory of practice as a whole.  Field and habitus present as dense, 

entangled concepts that mix both tangible and intangible aspects of human existence; this 

makes them difficult to measure.  However, cultural capital enables the researcher to 

partition the more holistic concept of habitus, objectify it, and make it easy to maneuver 

and measure.  Understanding how theory of practice and its component concepts are 

employed in empirical research is critical to my assessment of its appropriateness for a 

deeper understanding of the achievement gap.  These types of understandings are 

addressed as the next steps in my overall inquiry into this topic. 
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Chapter 4: A Review of the Research Literature 

Introduction 

 As was mentioned in Chapter 1, numerous studies have made use of Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice.  According to Winkle-Wagner (2010), there have been at least 105 

studies conducted in K-12 and higher education, of which 47 percent were quantitative, 

34 percent were qualitative, 19 percent were theoretical, and 5 percent involved mixed 

methods.  Moreover, 75 percent of these studies come from the US, 9 percent from the 

UK, and 3 percent from Europe.  I decided to explore a number of seminal studies from 

this large pool, focusing on particular studies that have been frequently cited by a range 

of researchers.    

This review of research literature will examine quantitative, qualitative, and 

mixed methods studies that involve Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  Initially I conducted 

intensive reviews of 37 research studies in total (Aschaffenburg & Mass, 1997; Baicai & 

Jingjian, 2011; Bergerson, 2007; Byun, Shofer & Kim, 2012; Christ & Wang, 2008; 

DiMaggio, 1982; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Dumais, 2002; Dumais, 2005; Dumais, 

2006a; Dumais, 2006b; Farkas et al., 1990; Flere et al., 2010; Grayson, 2011; Griffin, K., 

del Pilar, McIntosh, & Griffin, A., 2012; Ingram, 2009; Jaeger, 2009; Jaeger, 2011; 

Kostenko & Merrotsy, 2009; Lareau, 1987; Lareau, 2011; Lareau & Horvat, 1999; 

Laraeu & Weininger, 2009; Lehmann, 2007; Lehmann, 2013; Reay, Crozier, & Clayton, 

2010; Roscigno & Ainsworth 1999; Skourdoumbis, 2010; Tramonte & Willms, 2010; 

Vryonides, 2007; Wildhagen, 2009; Xu & Hampden-Thompson, 2012).   

 The 37 studies that I examined were initially chosen to include: (a) studies that 

were peer reviewed and involved qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methodologies; (b) 

studies that employed theory of practice in Canadian, American, European, and Asian 

countries; (c) studies that were conducted at the levels of entire countries, individual 

provinces or states, entire school districts, individual schools, and/or the individual 

student; (d) studies that were frequently cited by other researchers; and (e) several studies 

that were outliers, which were not frequently cited by other researchers. 

 However, in this chapter I have chosen to discuss 19 of these studies, each of 

which could contribute significantly to my deeper understanding of the empirical uses of 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice, and each of which I felt could be most impactful for my 
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praxis.  This study is rooted in praxis, and I felt that these 19 studies provided the most 

meaningful information regarding how theory of practice operates concretely in 

educational settings and how it pertains to teachers.  They also provided the strongest 

indicators either confirming or disconfirming theory of practice.  I planned subsequently 

to use these indicators as I pursued my inductive argument regarding the usefulness of 

theory of practice for understanding the achievement gap between Low SES and Middle 

SES students.  

 From my readings of the 37 studies that I initially reviewed, three distinct 

thematic categories emerged: (a) studies that show cultural capital affects educational 

outcomes, (b) studies that show cultural capital does not affect educational outcomes, or 

does so in a limited way, and (c) studies that specifically explore cultural capital as it 

relates to teachers.  The 19 selected studies include 9 studies that are representative of 

category (a), 5 studies that are representative of category (b), and 5 studies that are 

representative of category (c).  

I have chosen to examine the 19 selected studies in two ways.  First, I will 

approach the studies with respect to their thematic categories, providing a fairly detailed 

analysis of each.  An important goal of my research has been to understand the theoretical 

features of the existing empirical research.  In this chapter, I will pursue this goal by 

examining the intentions of each of the 19 selected studies, its relation to Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice, its data sources, its salient methods, its major findings, and any 

limitations that I find.  Subsequently, toward the end of the chapter, I will provide a 

collective and inter-categorical comparison of the studies, which will posit an overall 

synthesis in regard to the various views of cultural capital, their impacts on educational 

achievement, and their relations to teachers.  This synthesis will provide an important 

bridge into Chapters 5 and 6. 

Studies Finding That Cultural Capital Does Affect Educational Outcomes 

DiMaggio (1982) conducted one of the first quantitative studies in North America 

to explore whether cultural capital affects student achievement.  This influential study 

utilized a definition of cultural capital that was consistent with Bourdieu’s original 

conception of it as proficiency in highbrow cultural activities and dispositions.  

DiMaggio (1982) utilized data from Project Talent, which surveyed 1427 men and 1479 
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women in the eleventh grade from across the US in 1960.  He considered academic 

achievement and aspects of cultural capital, and sought to determine if there was a 

relationship between them.  

DiMaggio’s (1982) study had one dependent variable relating to academic 

achievement, and three independent variables for cultural capital relating to high-status 

attitudes, activities, and information.  He used statistical regression and arrived at three 

conclusions.  He found that there was a strong positive relationship between highbrow 

cultural capital and grades for both boys and girls; there were gender differences 

regarding how much benefit was derived from having the appropriate cultural capital; 

and cultural capital was not as strongly tied to parental background as had been argued 

by Bourdieu (1977). 

DiMaggio’s (1982) study was non-longitudinal and, therefore, it only provided a 

snapshot in time.  The survey was exclusive to white American students.  

 Aschaffenburg and Mass (1997) explored the acquisition of cultural capital over 

the life span and how it affects educational outcomes.  Cultural capital has been argued 

by Bourdieu to accumulate over time and, therefore, it is important to examine it from a 

longitudinal perspective.  Aschaffenburg and Mass (1997) were interested in examining 

three issues: how cultural capital acquired at different life stages affected the ability of a 

student to make four key transitions during an academic career; how parental cultural 

capital and a student’s own cultural capital affected the ability to make these four 

transitions successfully; and whether the cultural reproduction or cultural mobility 

models were at play.  

This quantitative study utilized longitudinal data collected by the US Census 

Bureau in the Survey of Public Participation in the Arts.  This data set contained data 

from 1982, 1985, and 1992, in which 12,984 individuals were surveyed regarding their 

cultural capital and educational attainments before 12 years of age, between 12-17 years 

of age, and again between 18-24 years of age.   

Ashaffenberg and Mass (1997) chose one dependent variable representing the 

four key transitions (beginning high school, finishing high school, beginning college, and 

finishing college) and two independent variables representing the cultural capital 

categories of participation in highbrow lessons and parental highbrow resources.  The 
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first independent variable related to participation in highbrow cultural lessons and 

included participation in music lessons, visual arts lessons (painting, photography, 

sculpting), and music appreciation lessons.  The second related to parental highbrow 

resources and included whether the respondent had participated in highbrow activities 

(such as listening to classical music); had been taken to museums, art galleries, plays, 

dance performances; and had been encouraged by his/her parents to read for pleasure.   

Using logistics regression analysis, Aschaffenburg and Mass (1997) found that 

cultural capital positively impacted the educational success of individuals over the entire 

duration of their educational careers, regardless of when it was acquired; the impacts of 

cultural capital acquired before the age of 12 yield the greatest results early in one’s life, 

but those benefits gradually began to diminish over time; and cultural capital acquired in 

early or later life operated independently of one another in impacts upon the educational 

attainments of a student.  This suggested that cultural capital could be acquired in most 

stages of life, and did not need to begin at birth, as argued by Bourdieu.  Fourthly, they 

found that parents’ cultural capital also positively influenced students’ abilities to 

negotiate the four transitions successfully.  The fifth finding of this study was that 

cultural capital obtained outside of the school had a stronger effect on the ability of a 

child to complete the last three transitions.  Lastly, Aschaffenburg and Mass (1997) found 

that differential rates of return for possessing the correct form of cultural capital favored 

children from the dominant class, unlike what was found by Dumais (2002), Flere (2010), 

and Jaeger (2011).  

Although Ashaffenberg and Mass (1997) utilized longitudinal data, the data did 

not follow the same cohort of participants over time.  In each of the three survey years 

(1982, 1985, 1997) the surveys were administered to separate samples of participants.  

These researchers focused upon cultural capital as strictly involving participation in 

highbrow cultural lessons, and they excluded other indicators such as attitudes and 

possessions. 

Dumais (2002) conducted a quantitative study that examined the effect that 

cultural capital and habitus have on the educational outcomes and differences with 

respect to gender and SES.  This study utilized the data from the National Education 
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Longitudinal Study (NELS), which surveyed 24,599 eighth graders across the US.  

Dumais (2002) focused on eighth graders who were white.   

The Dumais (2002) study involved one dependent variable relating to academic 

achievement, and two independent variables relating to cultural capital and habitus, 

which concerned participation in highbrow activities and beliefs about future 

occupations. The first independent variable included the following indicators of cultural 

capital: borrowing books from the public library; attending concerts or musical events; 

going to museums; and participating in art, music, or dance classes outside of school.  

The second independent variable, which served as the measure of habitus, was students’ 

beliefs about their future occupations at the age of 30.  These occupations included: 

professional, managerial, business, or science and engineering.  

Dumais’ (2002) found that, when it came to participation in cultural activities, 

there were differences with respect to gender and SES.  Boys participated in fewer 

cultural activities than girls, and higher SES children participated more in cultural 

activities than lower SES children.  Her second finding, relating to the career aspirations, 

found that more higher SES children aspired to a professional job than lower SES 

children.  Her third finding was that, for both genders, the impact of cultural capital was 

minimal, but girls derived a greater advantage from cultural capital.  Habitus was found 

to have a stronger impact on grades for both genders, and once again girls accrued a 

greater benefit.  Lastly, student ability was found to have the greatest influence on GPA.     

Dumais (2002) relied on data from NELs that applied only to white students.  The 

indicators of cultural capital that were measured by NELS were narrow, and this was 

acknowledged by Dumais (2002).  In this study, habitus was equated with future career 

aspirations.  

 Jaeger (2009) conducted an ambitious quantitative study that explored all of the 

channels through which capital affected the future academic aspirations of young people.  

Jaegar (2009) argued that cultural capital essentially functioned through three separate 

and sequentially organized channels that included parent’s possession of cultural capital 

(parental socialization), parent’s actions in transmitting cultural capital to their children 

(parental investment effect), and the abilities of children to activate cultural capital in 

school for their own benefit (child investment effect) by proceeding in an academic track 
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that is traditionally associated with well-paying occupations.  Jaegar (2009) hypothesized 

that children with lower forms of cultural capital would follow vocational tracks that do 

not require proficiency in high-status culture, whereas children who had higher forms of 

cultural capital would aspire to academic tracks that would reward them for having more 

favored forms of cultural capital.  Both choices would inevitably lead to social 

reproduction.  To conduct this study Jaegar (2009) utilized data for 2,234 respondents 

from the Danish 2000 PISA survey of 15 year-old children.   

Two dependent variables were utilized; these related to future academic 

aspirations and academic achievement.  Three independent variables of cultural capital 

were employed, which included parent’s cultural possessions, parent’s actions to transmit 

cultural capital to their children, and the children’s participation in cultural activities.  

The independent variable for parents cultural capital included parents’ possession of high 

status artifacts such as classical literature books; poetry books; works of art; and the 

educational resources in the home, including a dictionary, quiet study place, study desk, 

textbooks.   The second independent variable, which addressed parents’ actions to 

transmit cultural capital to their children, involved discussing political or social issues 

with their children; discussing books, films, TV programs; and discussing their progress 

at school.  The final independent variable, relating to the child’s cultural capital, included 

participation in cultural activities such as visiting a museum or art gallery; attending an 

opera, ballet, or symphony; and watching live theater. 

 Jaeger (2009) found that students’ cultural capital had a direct influence upon 

their choice of educational track.  Children with high levels of cultural capital preferred 

an academic track, whereas those with lower levels of cultural capital preferred a 

vocational track.  He found that children who had fathers with a higher education tended 

to prefer an academic education over a vocational one and vice versa.  Moreover, Jaeger 

found that the aspect of parental cultural capital that mattered most for student 

achievement in the area of reading was cultural communication, followed by high status 

possessions and home educational resources, whose influences were moderate.  This 

finding suggested that different indicators of cultural capital exerted different amounts of 

influence on academic achievement.  His final finding, relating to parental investment, 
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also discerned a small positive correlation between parental investment and children’s 

cultural capital, which in turn influenced their choice of educational track. 

Jaegar’s (2009) study was longitudinal.  It was conducted solely in Denmark, a 

country that is relatively homogenous ethnically.  

Ingram (2009) conducted a study that sought to understand how the expectations 

of school might mediate the habitus of boys from working class backgrounds.  Ingram 

(2009) transferred the concept of habitus to larger social entities, such as schools and 

neighborhoods.  Just as the human habitus could change over time so could that of an 

institution, though institutional habitus would be much slower to change, because it 

comprised a collective habitus.  Similarly, a local habitus pervaded the working class 

communities that these boys grew up in.  Ingram (2009) wanted to determine how 

different schools, each with a very different institutional habitus, differently affected how 

these working class boys perceived their local habitus and, in turn, how they perceived 

their individual habitus. 

Ingram (2009) interviewed boys from a working class community in Belfast 

(Linvale).  The local habitus of this community could be described as one that stressed a 

street culture of kinship ties, strong emotional bonds among friends, and the need to 

conform and fit in.  These boys often “hung out” with their friends on the street, partook 

in drinking, and had a disposition toward deliberately cultivating an image of being 

masculine in a tough macho way.  Boys, aged 11-12 and 15-16 were interviewed about 

their experiences while attending either a grammar school or a secondary school.  The 

grammar school and secondary school were very different in terms of their institutional 

habitus.  The grammar school stressed academic achievement, attention to structure, 

appropriate behavior, commitment, and conformity to rules that were in line with middle 

SES values.  The admissions process was very competitive for the grammar school, 

which generally admitted only students who performed well on standardized 

examinations.  In contrast, the students at the secondary school had scored poorly on the 

standardized exams or failed, and the school was perceived as being the “‘last stop’ in 

mainstream education” (Ingram, 2009, p. 427).  The secondary school had a poor 

reputation in the community, similar to my school site, Maple, and the students came to 

school with low expectations and low self-esteem.  The school was also characterized by 
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inconsistent discipline procedures, a greater tolerance for misbehavior among the staff, 

and greater flexibility among teachers with respect to curriculum.  

Ingram (2009) found that a habitus clash was much more salient in the grammar 

school than in the secondary school.  In the grammar school the resistance was 

characterized as “resistance through accommodation,” where the boys did try to resist the 

middle SES habitus of the grammar school, but inevitably adapted to it (Ingram, 2009, p. 

429).  Additionally, these boys felt a strong disconnect and tension between the habitus 

requirements of their community and those of the grammar school.  After experiencing 

the middle SES habitus of the grammar school, some of the boys began to change the 

ways they regarded and valued their own local habitus. The grammar school 

(un)intentionally conveyed the belief that its middle SES ways of perceiving and doing 

were superior; consequently, some of the boys began to devalue their local habitus, 

beginning to see it as “worthless in the context of school and wider society” (Ingram, 

2009, p. 430).  The grammar school was successful in pitting the institutional habitus 

against the boys’ local habitus, and the former was winning the confrontation.  In effect, 

the grammar school was enacting symbolic violence on some of the working class boys 

by inducing them to regard their habitus as inferior and worth abandoning.  In contrast, 

the working class boys at the secondary school had a different experience, which was 

characterized as resistance through opposition, which caused them to mediate the 

institutional habitus and the local habitus differently.  The boys at the secondary school 

took a much more confrontational approach to school, which mirrored their local habitus 

and caused them to complain about “the irrelevance of learning,” fused with the 

“pointlessness” of education (Ingram, 2009, p. 429).  However, in the case of the 

secondary school, the match between the habitus of the secondary school and the local 

habitus was much more seamless, so that the school was essentially an extension of the 

street culture that characterized the local habitus.  Opposition to learning and school was 

taken as a given at the secondary school and, therefore, students were much more free to 

continue practicing their local habitus within the secondary school, which in effect 

accommodated them by reproducing the local habitus, thereby effecting social 

reproduction.  
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Ingram (2009) highlighted a very important aspect of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice by exploring the tension between local habitus and institutional habitus.  Ingram 

(2009) did not specify the number of students he interviewed. The grammar school and 

secondary school boys were not equal with respect to their academic abilities.  The 

grammar school boys were certainly more academically successful, as indicated by their 

high scores on standardized exams, and perhaps they were more highly motivated than 

their peers in the secondary school.   

Kostenko and Merrotsy (2009) studied the experience of a gifted First Nations 

student to understand what aspects of cultural and social capital contributed to his success 

in school.  This study was conducted in a K-10 school located in a small, remote 

aboriginal community in the Yukon, where 85 percent of the adults had not graduated 

from high school, and where most of the community expressed a general mistrust and 

dislike of the school (Kostenko & Merrotsy, 2009, p. 44).  There was minimal parent 

engagement with the school, and all of the teachers came from outside of the community, 

with 40 percent choosing not to return each year (Kostenko & Merrotsy, 2009, p. 45).  

The sole participant in this study was Jack, a 14 year-old student in grade 8.  Jack had 

been identified by his teachers as gifted in an academic and social sense, and 

consequently he did exceptionally well at school, in contrast with most of his 

predominantly First Nations peers.  This study involved observations as well as 

interviews with Jack, his parents, and teachers in order to create a comprehensive picture 

of Jack’s home, school, and community life, and the aspects of his cultural capital that 

contributed to his impressive performance, which Kostenko and Merrotsy (2009) 

characterized as atypical among First Nations students.   

These scholars arrived at a number of findings that are consistent with Lareau’s 

(2011) work regarding concerted cultivation.  This study identified a habitus clash 

between the habitus of the First Nation’s community and the preferred habitus of the 

school, because the First Nations habitus stressed the importance of nature and 

spirituality, which are neither reflected in nor valued by western education, creating a 

disconnect and clash among aspects of cultural capital.   

Kostenko and Merrotsy’s (2009) study was of interest to me, in that there are 

many students of Aboriginal heritage at Maple Elementary.  Though generalizations 
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cannot be secured by examining the cultural capital of a single successful First Nation’s 

student, the “fecundity of the individual case” does provide valuable insights into the 

cultural capital and habitus of a First Nation’s child in a Canadian setting.   

 Flere et al. (2010) conducted a study in which they looked at the individual and 

collective impacts of cultural capital and intellectual ability on academic achievement 

and expectations regarding educational track.  Flere et al. (2010) were interested in seeing 

the degree to which each of these factors affected academic achievement and track 

choice.  The study was located in Slovenia and considered 1308 secondary school 

students who were enrolled in vocational, occupational, or academic tracks, and whose 

mean age was 17.  There was an almost equal representation of male and female students. 

These researchers selected two dependent variables to reflect academic 

achievement and future academic aspirations, and three independent variables, one to 

measure intelligence and two to address cultural capital.  Their variable for parental 

cultural capital involved the parents’ levels of education.  The variable for students’ 

cultural capital related to cultural activities and included frequency of visits to 

exhibitions and theaters, frequency of reading, and frequency of artistic activity.   

 Several important findings emerged.  There was a significant relationship between 

cultural capital, intelligence, and their individual impacts on achievement and track 

choice.  Cultural capital and intelligence had strong correlations with both academic 

achievement and track choice, indicating that both exerted strong individual influences 

upon educational outcomes and expectations.  There was little interaction between 

cultural capital and intelligence, suggesting that they operate independently of one 

another.  This study provided support for the cultural mobility model rather than cultural 

reproduction, indicating that children from low SES backgrounds derived a greater 

benefit from cultural capital than their higher SES peers. 

This study was not longitudinal. Flere et al. (2010) recognized that there is 

disagreement regarding the most accurate definition of cultural capital, but they selected 

only five indicators.   

Lareau’s qualitative ethnography (2011) led to her seminal book, Unequal 

Childhoods, in which she examined the childrearing practices of professional middle 

class and poor working class families.  Lareau (2011) considered the habitus and cultural 



	  
	  

99	  

capital of different social classes.  Her study involved observations and interviews with 

twelve families (6 white families, 5 black families, and 1 interracial family) with children 

who were 9-10 years old.  The study lasted approximately 2 years and was conducted in a 

small Midwest suburban university community where the citizens were primarily 

professionals, and in a large Northeastern metropolitan city, where the citizens were 

primarily working-class.  Lareau (2011) determined that children from middle SES 

backgrounds were similar to cultivated flowers that were carefully nurtured, whereas 

their lower SES peers were similar to wildflowers that were primarily left to develop on 

their own.  By describing the differences in childrearing practices among lower and 

middle SES groups, Lareau sought to identify the differences in habitus, cultural capital, 

and markers of cultural capital between these two groups.  

Lareau found that middle SES families practice childrearing strategies she 

described as “concerted cultivation” (2011, p. 2).  Concerted cultivation stressed the 

intense cultivation of a child’s talents through extracurricular activities.  In a sense, 

middle SES parents came to regard their children as projects that needed to be developed 

by engaging them in numerous activities both inside and outside of the school setting.  

Middle SES parents were of the opinion that the skills and values that their children 

learned from participating rigorously in many extracurricular activities were mirrored in 

the expectations of the economy, which ultimately would reward their children for being 

in sync with its requirements.  The entire life of middle SES families revolved around and 

became consumed by the frequent and numerous extracurricular activities of their 

children.  This became a defining feature of their habitus.  The childrearing strategies of 

the middle class also (un)intentionally blended the worlds of children and adults so that 

middle SES children did not fear adults and were not afraid to challenge or question 

them. This pattern of concerted cultivation, which characterized the habitus of middle 

class families, also had distinct cultural capital traits (See Table 1), which emanated from 

and also supported that very habitus.   

 In contrast to the middle SES habitus of concerted cultivation, Lareau (2011) 

described the habitus of working and poor SES families as the “accomplishment of 

natural growth” (p. 3).  The “natural growth” childrearing strategy, which most working 

and lower SES parents engaged in, was one that recognized their financial constraints and 
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daily struggle to provide the basic necessities of food, clothing, and shelter.  Hence, the 

struggle to cover the essentials of life overshadowed and regulated the childrearing 

practices of working and lower SES parents.  The additional burden created by poverty 

tended to compound the childrearing tasks for the working and poor SES families, and it 

did not afford them the luxury of engaging in concerted cultivation of their children.   

Natural growth also implied that parents saw a clear boundary between 

themselves and their children, unlike the middle SES, which fused both worlds.  In the 

habitus of the working and lower SES families, the parents provided the fundamental 

necessities and the children were given more freedom with respect to meeting their own 

self-actualization needs, which were not a priority for their struggling parents.  In order to 

manage and facilitate their own natural growth, the children of working and lower SES 

families developed the unique cultural capital traits that are listed in Table 1, below.  

These parallel the traits exhibited by many of the children at Maple Elementary.   

 
Table 1  
 
Habitus and cultural capital traits of middle, working, and lower SES families, based on 
the work of Lareau (2012, p. 31; 2012, pp. 369-370). 
 

 Middle SES 
Concerted Cultivation 

Working & Poor SES 
 Natural Growth 

Key Elements Parent cultivates child’s talents, skills, and 
opinions, fusion of child-adult world 

Parent provides basics and allows child 
to develop on own, separation of child-
adult world 
 

Organization of 
Daily Life 

Multiple formal extracurricular activities 
organized by adults: Soccer, baseball, 
softball, basketball, swim team, music 
lessons, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Sunday 
school, gymnastics lessons, youth choir, 
dance lessons, pageants, infrequent contact 
with relative 
 
Informal activities: Playing with siblings in 
yard, watch restricted amounts and type of 
TV, play computer games, overnights with 
friends, visit school friends, cook with mom,  
 
 
 
Social Networks: rich network of contacts 
with other professionals who are friends 

Few formal adult organized activities: 
School sports teams, going to local pool, 
walking dog with neighbor, school choir, 
Sunday school 
 
 
 
 
Informal activities: watching 
unrestricted amounts TV, frequent 
contact with relatives, playing video 
games, playing with neighborhood 
children, ‘hanging out’, playing in the 
street, riding bike 
 
Social Network: limited to family and 
extended family 
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Language Use Use of language to reason, negotiate, for 
elaboration, long sentences, considerable 
detail 

Language used to issue short directives, 
questioning not encouraged, children 
accept directives, short sentences lacking 
detail 
 

Access to 
Information 

Strong formal and informal information 
networks, understand school processes 

Weak formal and informal information 
networks, do not understand school 
processes 
 

Behavior in 
institutions 

Parent’s intervene on child’s behalf, child is 
trained to take up this role, assertiveness, 
involvement 

Dependence on institutions, sense of 
powerlessness, frustration, deference, 
fear, passive, uninvolved 
 

Consequences Emerging sense of entitlement among child Emerging sense of constraint among 
child 

  
Lareau (2011) found that the concerted cultivation habitus and the associated 

cultural capital traits provided middle SES parents and children an advantage in 

institutional settings such as schools.  She found that “schools selectively validated 

certain cultural practices as legitimate,” and these practices aligned with middle SES 

ideals (Lareau, 2011, p. 230).   Lareau (2011) referred to these silent demands made by 

schools as “cultural repertoire” (p. 4).  The cultural repertoire that schools reinforced was 

consistent with concerted cultivation, and schools tended to reward those parents and 

children who had engaged in it.  Furthermore, the teachers in Lareau’s (2011) study 

espoused the belief that concerted cultivation was the optimal way to raise children.  

 Like Bourdieu (1977), Lareau (2011) pointed to the power that professionals had 

in influencing parents’ approaches to raising their children.  The professional’s opinion 

was viewed as an absolute fact regarding how things were according to science (Lareau, 

2011).  When “professionals who work[ed] with children, such as teachers, doctors, and 

counselors, generally agree[d] about how children should be raised” their beliefs went a 

long way toward legitimating the cultural capital of the middle SES and undermining 

that of the working and lower SES (Lareau, 2011, p. 4).  Furthermore, “professionals 

[had] issued standards for what constitute[d] correct child rearing and teachers and 

administrators in schools [had] adopted these standards” and “encoded them in schools” 

(Lareau, 2011, p. 232).  

Conversely, Lareau demonstrated how schools penalized and sometimes even 

shunned natural growth child rearing strategies.  Children and parents from the working 

and lower SES families in Lareau’s study generally felt badly informed, fearful, 
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mistrustful, and frustrated by the school, and they repeatedly felt compelled to defer to 

the superiority of the professionals, in whom they placed blind faith.  Consequently, the 

children of these working and lower SES parents did not attain the same level of 

achievement at school, and this continued throughout most of the participants’ adult lives.  

Lareau concluded that social class mattered: The SES class an individual was born into 

had important implications for the success and failures that person would experience 

when dealing with a range of institutions that predominantly value middle SES ways of 

being and doing. 

Lareau (2011) only studied twelve families, which is a relatively small group of 

participants.  She did not actually conduct the interviews and observations on her own, 

but rather engaged university students to assist with her research.   

 Baicai and Jingjian (2011) applied Bourdieu’s theory of practice in China to 

explore whether it exerted any influence on the decisions by children from different 

ethnic groups to drop out of school.  Ethnic minorities in China received preferential 

treatment from the government in terms of policies, job placements, promotions, and 

educational opportunities to elevate their socio-economic condition.  Regardless of these 

advantages, the children of minority children had an unusually high dropout rate, which 

raised the question why?  To explore this paradox of cultural mobility, Baicai and 

Jingjian (2011) sampled 636 households from two categories of ethnic minorities in the 

rural Gansu province of China and compared them to those of the dominant Han group.   

Several findings emerged from Baicai and Jingjian’s  (2011) study that are still 

worthy of note.  Using descriptive statistics, they found that the overall dropout rate was 

significantly higher among the minority children than among the children of the dominant 

Han group, and more ethnic females dropped out than males.  The rate of return on 

education was higher for minorities than for children from the dominant Han group.  

There were also differences between the Han and ethnic minorities regarding their 

expectations of education.  Generally, ethnic minorities saw education as means to do 

little more than simple reading and math, and this could easily be accomplished in a few 

short years of elementary schooling and nothing beyond.  Similar to Lareau (2011), 

Baicai and Jingjian (2011) found that parents from ethnic minorities were less aware of 

their children’s education, had few contacts outside of their family or with the parents of 
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other school children, and made less frequent contacts with teachers.  Furthermore, ethnic 

minority children spent more afterschool time playing or in religious study compared 

with Han children who spent their time studying.  These differences resonate with 

Lareau’s (2011) finding about differences in child rearing practices among lower SES 

parents, who stressed natural growth, and parents from higher SES groups, who practiced 

concerted cultivation.  

The most important finding of Baicai and Jingjian (2011) provided an explanation 

for the cultural mobility paradox that existed in these communities.  The ethnic minority 

families were presented with a choice in which they could either invest in education or in 

the cultural capital of their ethnicity, which pervaded their community (field).  However, 

making either choice involved a tradeoff in benefits.  By pursuing an education, the 

children of ethnic minorities isolated themselves from other members of their ethnic 

group and were unable to participate in the religious activities that were highly important 

to them; therefore, they did not develop the cultural capital that was required in that 

particular field.  In contrast, by self-selecting out of school the ethnic minority children 

better developed the cultural capital of their community, but they lost out on the benefits 

of a good education, which would be useful in mainstream society.  The researchers 

concluded that ethnic minority families were choosing the latter option because it was 

more important for them to invest in the cultural capital of their community than in the 

benefits that come from education.  Baicai and Jingjian’s (2011) study was conducted 

within a single province of China.  

 The studies in this first group, irrespective of their methodology, all make the 

same point that a relationship exists between student achievement and the form(s) of 

cultural capital that they possess when they enter the school field.  These studies find 

that, when the cultural capital of students aligns with that of the school, the level of 

success these students experience is higher than it is for students whose cultural capital is 

at odds with the cultural capital preferred by the school.  Another important set of ideas 

that can be garnered from this group of studies, especially Lareau (2011), comes with 

their explicit identification of the differences in working class and middle class habituses.   

A deep consideration of these points should prove helpful to me as a practitioner who 

hopes to put his understandings into practice.  
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Studies Finding That Cultural Capital Does Not Affect Educational Outcomes  

DeGraaf (1986) examined the role that the cultural and financial resources of 

Dutch parents had on the educational attainments of their children.  In this study, 

DeGraaf (1986) tried to uncover and explain whether the disparities in attainment that 

existed among various SES groups could be explained by parental differences in financial 

resources or by something other, such as differences in cultural capital.  

To conduct his study, DeGraaf (1986) utilized data from the 1977 Quality of Life 

Survey conducted by the Dutch Central Bureau, which surveyed a cross section and 

representative sample of Dutch parents on different aspects of life and well-being, such as 

housing, health, daily activities, leisure activities, social contacts, education, occupation, 

and income.  DeGraaf’s study focused on only two smaller cohorts of this larger group of 

participants (221 families with individuals age 25-40, and 317 families with individuals 

age 41-65).   

DeGraaf selected one dependent variable to measure attainment, two independent 

variables to measure cultural capital (time spent reading by parents, frequency of 

parental visits to the library), and one independent variable to measure financial capital.  

He found that the impact of financial capital on the educational attainments of the 

children from both cohorts was minimal and decreased over time; that reading habits 

exerted a strong influence on the educational attainments of both cohorts, but their 

importance decreased over time; and that highbrow cultural participation did not have a 

significant bearing on educational attainment.  Unlike the differential rates of return to 

various SES groups predicted by cultural reproduction and cultural mobility models, this 

study concluded that participating in highbrow cultural activities offered no advantage to 

either higher or lower SES groups.  

DeGraaf’s (1986) study was conducted in a single country, and it took no account 

of ethnic differences. Cultural capital was defined in a narrow way.  

 Katsillis and Rubinson (1990) examined the influence that the cultural capital had 

on the achievement of students in Greece.  This study utilized the Greek post-secondary 

education system as its field.  Katsillis and Rubinson (1990) argued that the Greek system 

functioned primarily as a meritocracy, leaving minimal room for factors such as cultural 

capital to affect educational outcomes.  Data for this study was obtained by way of a 
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survey that was administered in 1984 to 395 grade eleven students from twelve rural and 

urban public high schools in Greece.  This study had one dependent variable, which was 

indicative of achievement, and one independent variable, which was indicative of 

cultural capital.  The independent variable for cultural capital was defined as 

participation in highbrow cultural activities, including attendance at theatres and lectures, 

and visits to museums and galleries.  

Several findings emerged from Katsillis and Rubinson’s (1990) study.  They 

found that a family’s SES did have a positive effect on a student’s GPA; that transference 

of cultural capital from parents to children did occur as argued by Bourdieu; and that 

students’ own cultural capital played no real part in their overall GPA.  These 

researchers found that previous achievement and effort had a much stronger influence on 

GPA than cultural capital had.  They found, in fact, that students’ cultural capital had no 

direct effect on their GPA in individual subjects areas. 

This study’s definition of cultural capital included only participation in highbrow 

cultural activities, with only four indicators in particular. The study was not longitudinal, 

it had a small sample size and it was conducted in a relatively homogenous society,  

 Kalmijn and Kraaykamp (1996) focused on the trends in parental cultural capital 

among black and white Americans from 1900 to the 1960’s, and how differences might 

explain the achievement gap in education between these two groups.  They hypothesized 

that because white parents are more socialized into highbrow culture, and have been so 

socialized for longer than their black peers, this would lead to differences in educational 

achievement among their children, because the highbrow culture was passed on and 

assigned a higher value within the education system.  These researchers examined data 

for 1982 and 1985 obtained from the Survey of Public Participation in arts (SPPA) 

conducted in the US.  They examined arts consumption, parental background, and 

cultural socialization among 6,248 respondents, of which 5,660 were white and 588 

black.    

 This study had one dependent variable to represent educational attainment and 

one independent variable to represent cultural capital, defined as socialization in high-

status culture.  Several significant findings emerged.  The first was that, from 1900 to 

1960, white Americans always had more high-status culture than black Americans, but 
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this gap had significantly narrowed over time.  The changes in cultural capital among 

black Americans were also paralleled by increases in schooling among black Americans 

from 1900 to the 1960’s.  A second finding from this study used regression to 

demonstrate that cultural capital provided only a modest explanation for the convergence 

of the achievement gap between black and white Americans.  The researchers concluded 

that other legal and institutional changes such as desegregation, scholarships for black 

students, and affirmative action had much stronger impacts on reducing the achievement 

gap than cultural capital.  This study also found that there was a difference in cultural 

capital among rural and urban residents, which Kalmijn and Kraaykamp (1996) attributed 

to fewer cultural resources in rural areas.  

Out of  6,248 total participants, only 588 participants were black. Cultural capital 

was loosely defined, and no mention was made of how many and what type of indicators 

of cultural capital were utilized.The researchers defined educational attainment to be the 

number of years spent in schooling, but more years of schooling do not necessarily lead 

to higher attainment.  

 Driessen and Geert (2001) engaged in a quantitative study in the Netherlands that 

examined educational achievement among various ethnic groups.  They sought to utilize 

cultural capital theory to explain the traditionally low levels of educational achievement 

among ethnic minorities in the Netherlands.  They utilized 1994/95 data from the Dutch 

national Primary Education (PRIMA) cohort study, which administered language and 

math proficiency tests to second graders across the Netherlands.  Dutch (7531 students), 

Surinamese and Antillean (282 students), Turkish (515 students), and Moroccan (415 

students) ethnic groups were surveyed.  

 The one dependent variable measured educational achievement in language and 

math.  There were three independent variables that addressed cultural capital.  The first 

independent variable, linguistic resources, included choice of language (the number of 

domains in which a child speaks Dutch), language attitudes (importance parent’s place on 

using Dutch to communicate with their spouse), and Dutch mastery (proficiency of the 

parent’s in Dutch).  The second independent variable, reading behaviors, included 

indicators such as the number of hours parents spend reading per week.  The third 

independent variable, family climate related to school, utilized indicators such as parents 
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helping their children with homework, frequency of parent contacts with the school, 

frequency of school related conversations that parents had with their children, and the 

importance parents attached to school-appropriate behaviors (i.e., being obedient, being 

neat, working hard, listening to others).   

Driessen and Geert (2001) found that there was considerable variation across the 

four ethnic groups with respect to cultural capital.  Dutch families had the largest 

amounts of cultural and financial resources, while Turkish and Moroccan families had the 

smallest amounts.  They also found that Dutch students scored the highest (80 percent) on 

the language test, whereas Turkish and Moroccan scored the lowest (62 and 66 percent 

respectively).  Similarly, in math, Dutch students again scored the highest (80 percent), 

while Turkish and Moroccan students scored the lowest (70 and 70 percent respectively). 

On the surface, it would appear that Dutch students had the highest language and math 

scores because they had the desirable form of cultural capital that was required by the 

Netherlands’s education system.  However, Driessen and Geert (2001) used regression 

analysis to determine the mediating effects of the various indicators of cultural capital on 

academic achievement, and they found the strengths to be relatively weak.   

This study was not longitudinal, and the indicators of cultural capital that 

Driessen and Geert (2001) utilized were limited in nature.  Most of their indicators could 

be classified as “embodied,” but none were of the objectified or institutionalized 

varieties.  

Noble and Davies (2009) produced a quantitative study in the UK that examined 

the impact of cultural capital on both the current grades of 16/17 year old high-school 

students and their desire to participate in post-secondary education after graduation.  The 

researchers postulated that if cultural capital theory held true, then young adults who felt 

they had the appropriate cultural capital would be more likely to go to university than 

their peers who felt they did not.  To test their hypothesis they administered a survey to 

386 students in three schools, which were categorized as semi-rural, inner-city, and 

market town, and which reflected differences in social class (Noble and Davies, 2009, p. 

595).   

This study utilized one dependent variable to measure educational outcomes and 

four independent variables to measure the cultural capital of the student (1 variable) and 
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that of their parents (3 variables).  The dependent variable for educational outcomes 

measured a student’s current high school grades, as well as their future plans to attend or 

not to attend university.  The independent variable that related to the cultural capital of 

the student focused exclusively on cultural activities such as going to museums, theaters, 

and art galleries; playing an instrument; listening to classical music; time spent reading; 

types of TV programs watched; being a member of a public library; and keeping up with 

current affairs. The independent variables relating to the cultural capital of the parents 

focused on (a) credentials, included parent’s level of education and occupations; (b) 

cultural activities, including parents discussion habits (i.e. discussing art, books, science, 

current affairs, music) and spare time activities (i.e. watching TV, listening to classical 

music, going to galleries or art museums, going to theater, reading (non)fiction, going to 

concerts, playing and instrument, attending classes); and (c) cultural resources 

(availability of a newspaper, number of books at home). 

This study found that the cultural capital of students affected their grades more 

than the cultural capital of their parents; parental cultural capital did not significantly 

impact the decision of the participants to proceed to university; and a student’s current 

grades had a much stronger impact on influencing their decision to attend university.  

This study was conducted at only three schools and, Noble and Davis 

acknowledged the comprehensiveness of surveys developed by other researchers such as 

Sullivan (2000), who included cultural activities, cultural knowledge, fluency with modes 

of expression, and cultural tastes as measures of cultural capital.  However, the survey 

they used (Noble & Davies, 2009) included only the first two of Sullivan’s (200) 

measures of cultural capital but did not include the last two, “fluency with modes of 

expression” and “cultural tastes.”  

The studies in this group concluded that the student’s own cultural capital does 

not impact the student’s achievement.  All of these studies advance the argument that 

factors other than cultural capital (such as effort or institutional changes) have a greater 

impact on student achievement.  All of the studies in this group employ quantitative 

methods.  I will consider the significance of this last factor in chapters 5 and 6.  
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Studies That Specifically Explore Cultural Capital as it Relates to Teachers   

Lareau (1987) designed a qualitative study of parents and children in working-

class and professional, middle-class communities in order to determine whether class-

specific parental cultural capital influenced parents’ interactions with teachers and their 

responses to requests that came from the school. 

  For this study, Lareau (1987) conducted observations and interviews of first 

grade children and parents from two classrooms in two particular schools for a period of 

six months.  One school (Colton) was located in a working class community where most 

of the parents were employed in unskilled occupations and had few educational 

credentials.  The other school (Prescott) was located in a middle SES community, where 

the parents were employed in professional occupations and had university degrees.   

Lareau’s (1987) first finding was that both schools had very similar expectations 

of the parents regarding their relationship with the school and their children’s education.  

Teachers expected parents to take an active role in the school and in their children’s 

academic progress by volunteering, frequently communicating with the school, attending 

school functions, and assisting their children at home.  Lareau (1987) found significant 

differences between the working-class and professional-class parents in the quantity and 

quality of the interactions.  The working class parents attended fewer school events, 

maintained infrequent and primarily non-academic communications, and experienced 

discomfort when speaking with teachers.  In contrast, the professional parents took a 

much more active role by attending school events, volunteering in the class, maintaining 

frequent academic communications with teachers, and generally viewing themselves as 

equal partners with the school.  Lareau (1987) sought to explain why there were such 

stark differences between the two groups of parents and identified differences in cultural 

capital and child rearing practices.  In her view, parents from the working class 

community were less educated and felt subordinate to the teacher, whom they deemed to 

be an expert.  The working class parents deferred many of the educational decisions 

about their children to the teacher, because they felt they did not have the knowledge to 

make such decisions.  In contrast, the professional parents, who were university educated, 

saw themselves on more of an equal footing with the teacher.  They viewed their 
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relationship as one of partnership, and they felt comfortable taking a more active role in 

their children’s education.   

Lareau (1987) studied only two classrooms in two schools.Although her sample 

was small, by conducting a qualitative study that employed both observations and 

interviews, she strove to compensate for that shortcoming by exploring the individual 

cases deeply and in great detail. 

Farkas et al. (1990) produced a quantitative study in the US that specifically 

addressed the commonly held belief that teachers are partial in their grading of students 

from the dominant class, due to a common habitus.  To conduct this study, Farkas et al. 

(1990) utilized 1988 data from Southwestern City School District, which is both racially 

and socio-economically diverse.  Their sample size consisted of 486 grades 7 and 8 

students of white, African-American, Latino, and Asian backgrounds, who came from 22 

middle schools and whose grades for one particular semester were examined. 

This study utilized one dependent variable relating to academic grades and two 

independent variables of cultural capital relating to student skills (such as vocabulary, 

reading comprehension, spelling, capitalization, punctuation, understanding of math 

concepts, ability to solve word problems, and computation abilities) and habits and styles 

(absenteeism, homework completion, class participation, effort, organization, appearance, 

and dress). 

 Farkas et al. (1990) found that there was a strong negative relationship for lower 

SES students between their SES and their command of basic educational skills and work 

habits; that absenteeism for African-American students significantly decreased when they 

had an African-American teacher, suggesting that perhaps African-American students can 

better relate to and feel more accountable to a teacher who shares their ethnicity; that 

both white and African-American teachers agreed that Asian students had the best work 

habits, indicating that perhaps teachers view students from different ethnic backgrounds 

differently, having higher expectations for some and lower expectations for others; that 

teachers also viewed students from lower SES backgrounds to have a less pleasing 

appearance than students from a higher SES.  The final finding, in which Farkas et al. 

(1990) parsed the indicators of cultural capital into absenteeism, work habits, 

disruptiveness, and appearance, and then measured their effects on course grades, was 
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perhaps the most intriguing, because it concluded that cultural capital did influence 

teachers’ grade assignations, and that different indicators exerted different degrees of 

influence.  They found that the indicator of cultural capital that influenced grades most 

powerfully was work habits, followed by disruptiveness, absenteeism, and appearance.   

Farkas et al.(1990) utilized indicators of cultural capital other than the types of 

highbrow markers that have commonly been applied by many researchers. However, it 

was not longitudinal.   

Roscigno and Ainsworth (1999) explored the intersection of cultural capital, race, 

and educational resources, including their influence on returns in achievement among 

students from various SES backgrounds.  The researchers wanted to determine whether 

the achievement gap between black students and white students was a function of 

differences in cultural capital and educational resources or other micro-political issues 

such as teachers’ assessment practices.  This study utilized data from the National 

Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS), which monitored a nationally representative 

sample of 16,189 middle school children, starting in 1988 (grade 8 year) and concluding 

in 1990 (grade 12 year).  NELS examined the GPAs of these students as well as 

indicators of their SES, such as family income, parental income, and parental occupation.   

Roscigno and Ainsworth (1999) employed one dependent variable that measured 

academic achievement, three independent variables of cultural capital that measured 

participation in highbrow culture, availability of educational resources, and teachers’ 

perceptions.  The first independent variable included activities such as visits to museums, 

and participation in art, music, and dance activities; the second included availability of 

educational resources in the home, such as newspapers, magazines, encyclopedia, atlas, 

dictionary, computer, books, and calculator; and the final independent variable included 

teachers’ beliefs about the student regarding the amount of effort they put into their 

studies, how often they completed homework, how attentive the student was in class, and 

what academic track the student was placed into. 

This study found that race influenced the number of cultural activities that 

students participated in.  Black students participated in fewer cultural trips and fewer 

cultural classes.  They had fewer educational resources than their white peers.  A second 

finding was that children from single parent or stepparent households had less cultural 
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capital than families with two parents.  This effect was compounded for black 

participants.  Thirdly, the researchers identified a positive relationship between family 

SES and grades in Math and Reading for both black students and white students, 

suggesting that family background had important repercussions upon achievement.  

Fourthly, they found that habitus did not significantly affect achievement, but individual 

aspects of cultural capital did have stronger impacts on GPA for both black students and 

white students, suggesting that not all markers of cultural capital exerted the same 

influence over GPA.  Instead, these researchers discovered that cultural capital played a 

“mediating” role between family background and educational achievement.  Fifthly, they 

found evidence for cultural reproduction rather than cultural mobility.  Black students 

and lower SES white students derived the smallest return from their cultural capital.  

Their final finding was that micro-political processes, such as teachers’ expectations 

regarding effort, homework, attentiveness, and academic track, have a significant impact 

on a student’s GPA.  This finding suggested that teachers valued particular types of 

cultural capital and rewarded these types differently as they assigned students’ grades.   

The large sample size in this study of 16,189 students consisted of 83.6 percent 

white students and 16.4 percent black students.  This study utilized a narrow definition of 

cultural capital. 

 Lareau and Horvat (1999) examined whether race and social class, when coupled 

with differences in cultural capital, mediated family-school relationships. These 

researchers distinguished between possessing cultural capital and activating it.  For them, 

simply possessing cultural capital did not, in itself, improve the position of an individual 

in appropriating the resources within a given field, unless the individual knew how to 

activate his/her cultural capital.  Depending on whether individuals could or could not 

activate their cultural capital, they would experience moments of social inclusion or 

social exclusion, which led respectively to educational advantages or disadvantages.  For 

me, these last distinctions resonate strongly with Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic 

violence.   

Lareau and Horvat (1999) studied two classrooms of third grade children, their 

parents, and the teachers at one particular Midwestern US school (Quigley Elementary) 

located in an affluent white community whose past had been marked by racial 
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segregation in its schools, as recently as 1964.  Data was collected via participant 

observations as well as follow-up interviews.   

Findings emerged that described how the teachers and principal of Quigley 

Elementary asked for particular a type of habitus from their parents—a type that stressed 

positive and deferential support that was free of criticism.  Lareau and Horvat (1999) 

found that there were differences among black parents and white parents, and lower SES 

parents and middle SES parents, in the ways they dealt with the school, which led to 

differences in how the parents and children were treated.  One black family was 

untrusting and critical of the school for favoring white students, and when they voiced 

their concerns to the staff, the teachers and principal dismissed their concerns as 

counterproductive and undermining school authority.  Coincidentally, their daughter was 

required to remain in a lower reading group, which could be viewed as a type of social 

exclusion.  The white families who had a much higher degree of trust and comfort with 

the school experienced more positive and constructive encounters that led to social 

inclusion, because they could activate forms of cultural capital (i.e., co-operation and 

deference) that were particularly valued in this field.  Lareau and Horvat (1999) also 

noted that there were social class differences between the abilities of both black parents 

and white parents to activate the cultural capital of compliance that was required by the 

school, and this led to subsequent differences in social inclusion or exclusion.  For 

example, the Irvings, a middle SES black family who were also suspicious of the school 

for continuing racial discrimination, were more skillful in maneuvering their interactions 

with school staff without inciting conflict, thereby activating cultural capital that created 

an environment of social inclusion for them, which in turn gave their daughter 

educational advantages, such as being included in the gifted program.  The Irvings, like 

the middle SES families in Lareau’s (2011) study, employed the child rearing practice of 

concerted cultivation, whereas lower SES black parents practiced natural growth, leading 

to infrequent and non-academically related conversations with teachers, which led to a 

clear separation between the home and school.  

This study sought to provide evidence of how schools differentiate among 

students as a result of cultural capital and habitus, and how there are particular forms of 

cultural capital and habitus that are associated with certain SES groups. The sample size 
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is small, but Lareau and Horvat (1999) stated that broad generalization was not among 

their intentions for this study.  

Christ and Wang (2008) investigated how students with different forms of 

cultural capital navigated the habitus requirements of a classroom as established by the 

teacher.  Christ and Wang (2008) were investigating how cultural capital, particularly 

that of first grade students from a lower SES background, mediated the procedural 

understandings and practices that these students employed in a literacy group structured 

in accord with a middle SES habitus. 

This study was conducted in a single urban elementary school classroom located 

in an economically depressed Northeastern American city.  The participants included 19 

first graders of various ethnicities, who could all be considered a part of the lower SES 

segment of the community.  The teacher in this classroom was a veteran female teacher 

who had chosen to work at this particular school and who structured her students into 

groups for literacy activities.  The study involved collecting multiple forms of data, 

which included video recordings of the classroom, field notes, classroom and home 

observations, and interviews with the teacher and parents.  A strength of this study was 

the multiple sources of data, which permitted the triangulation of results.   

A number of findings emerged from Christ and Wang’s (2008) study that 

illuminated how these students navigated the habitus requirements of the literacy group 

differently depending on the cultural capital that they brought with them to the 

classroom.  The first finding was that the habitus valued in this particular classroom 

activity was established by the teacher and structured according to particular middle SES 

requirements regarding resources, literacy strategies, and communicative practices.  

Working class students navigated the expectations differently depending on the cultural 

capital that they brought with them to the classroom.  Differences among students who 

were members of the same SES group indicated that differences in cultural capital and 

habitus could exist within a particular group.  This implied that there might be 

similarities in cultural capital and habitus among individuals in a particular SES group, 

but in spite of some commonalities, there might also be intra-group differences.  

However, students like Daria, who were from the lower SES group but conformed to the 

cultural capital and habitus requirements of their teacher, scored higher and were seen in 
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a more favorable light by their teacher, which indicated that displaying the right cultural 

capital could matter.  The teacher strategically relied on students who had successfully 

acquired the valued forms of cultural capital to model them for the less successful 

students.  By encouraging the more assimilated students to model the favored cultural 

capital for students who did not yet understand, the teacher was able to cultivate the 

cultural capital that she viewed as important. 

Christ and Wang (2009) revealed how cultural capital functions in one particular 

classroom activity and the consequences of a mismatch between the cultural capital of 

the student and that favored in the classroom field. The data used to show this mismatch 

primarily relied on one student, Dashawn.  Christ and Wang (2009) gave little attention to 

the cultural capital of the other children’s homes.  

 This group of studies promises to be most useful to me because these studies 

pertain more directly to practitioners like myself.  This group of studies highlights the 

role of the relationships between teachers and students, and their impact on students’ 

achievement.  First, these studies suggest that many teachers have a distinctly Middle 

SES habitus, which they often expect their students to mirror.  Second, they suggest that 

students who can successfully mirror the habitus of the teacher will enjoy a greater level 

of academic success. 

Collective, Inter-Methodological Synthesis of Studies 

In all I examined 30 empirical studies that found that cultural capital does influence (or 

is related to) certain educational outcomes (Aschaffenburg & Mass., 1997; Baicai & 

Jingjian, 2011; Bergerson, 2007; Byun et al., 2012; DeGraaf, 1986; DeGraaf, N., 

DeGraaf, P., & Kraaykamp, 2000; DiMaggio, 1982; DiMaggio & Mohr, 1985; Driessen 

& Geert, 2001; Dumais, 2002; Flere et al., 2010; Grayson, 2011; Griffin et al., 2012; 

Ingram, 2009; Jaeger, 2009; Jaeger, 2011; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1996; Katsillis & 

Rubinson, 1990; Kostenko & Merrotsy, 2009; Lareau, 2011; Laraeu & Weininger, 2009; 

Lehmann, 2007; Lehmann, 2013; Moss, 2005; Noble & Davies, 2009; Reay et al., 2010; 

Skourdoumbis, 2010; Tramonte & Willms, 2010; Vryonides, 2007; Xu & Hampden-

Thompson, 2012).  These studies focused on various educational outcomes, but 

regardless of their particular methodologies, they were all consistent in concluding that 

there was a relationship between a student’s cultural capital and the student’s level of 
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success in the education system.  Students with a form of cultural capital that aligned 

with that of the education system were shown to be more successful in their school 

achievements.   

Apart from their similar conclusions—that cultural capital did influence 

educational outcomes—there are several other similarities to be highlighted among the 

studies in this cluster.  For example, most of the quantitative research designs sought to 

quantify the precise degree to which cultural capital influenced specific educational 

outcomes.  The quantitative studies were able to discern how particular indicators of 

cultural capital exerted a greater or lesser influence on educational outcomes.  Another 

similarity among the quantitative studies, with the exception of Baicai and Jingjian 

(2011) and Grayson (2011), was that they did no direct data collection but used large 

longitudinal external data sets that were collected by government agencies and focused 

only on select indicators of cultural capital.  The use of external data sets determined that 

there were differences in how each study defined cultural capital and selected indicators 

for analysis.  In other words, studies that made use of external data sets were obliged to 

use indicators that were not necessarily of their own choosing. 

   It was also interesting to discover that there was an inconsistency among the 

quantitative studies with respect to which SES (socio-economic status) group accrued 

more benefit from having the form of cultural capital that was demanded by the field of 

education, spurring further debate as to whether cultural capital led to cultural 

reproduction or cultural mobility.  DiMaggio (1982); DiMaggio and Mohr (1985); 

Dumais, (2002); Flere et al. (2010); and Bacai and Jingjian, (2011) all found that children 

from low SES backgrounds who had a form of cultural capital that was aligned with the 

education system derived more benefits than children from higher SES families who, 

over time, acquired a more thorough alignment of cultural capital.  This finding of a 

differential rate of return is directly at odds with the findings of Aschaffenburg and Mass 

(1997) and Xu and Hampden-Thompson (2011), who found that higher SES children 

derived more benefit from having the aligned form of cultural capital.  On the other 

hand, a primary similarity among the qualitative studies was that they, either by intent or 

coincidence, illuminated how Bourdieu’s concept of field functioned and the 

consequences of a clash between field and habitus.  Through the use of interviews and 
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observations, the qualitative studies sought to uncover intimate and hidden details of how 

particular fields, such as education, made demands for specific types of cultural capital, 

which then must be navigated by individuals who experienced different levels of success, 

depending on how closely their cultural capital aligned with the preferred form of 

cultural capital in any new field that they entered.   

On the other side of the debate concerning the influence that cultural capital has 

on educational outcomes is a cluster of studies that argue there is minimal or no effect or 

relationship (DeGraaf, 1986; DeGraaf et al., 2000; Driessen & Geert, 2001; Katsillis & 

Rubinson, 1990; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 1996; Moss, 2005; Noble & Davies, 2009).   

Unlike the first cluster of studies, which comprised a mixture of both quantitative and 

qualitative methodologies, this second cluster was all quantitative in nature.  I was unable 

to find any qualitative studies that supported the idea that cultural capital does not impact 

educational outcomes. It may be that qualitative methods, including observations and 

interviews, are more sensitive to cultural capital because it often manifests itself more 

covertly.  Assuming that field is of critical importance and that cultural capital 

requirements differ among fields, it may be that qualitative methods are better suited to 

studies that examine aspects of Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  This makes me wonder 

whether the most common quantitative research designs were unable to capture the 

subtleties cultural capital, which Bourdieu sees as operating silently, unconsciously, and 

specifically. For example, the quantitative component of the mixed methods study 

conducted by Vryonides (2007) suggested that the impact of cultural capital on 

educational outcomes was minimal, but the secondary qualitative component came to the 

opposite conclusion.  This suggests a different set of sensitivities among qualitative 

researchers, as opposed to quantitative researchers, when studying issues of social 

reproduction.  

Apart from the questions that arise regarding the relative efficacies of quantitative 

and qualitative research designs in detecting cultural capital, there are additional 

similarities among those quantitative studies that conclude cultural capital does not 

figure in determining educational outcomes.  For example, all of the quantitative studies 

in this section attempted to quantify the degree to which cultural capital impacted 

specific kinds of educational outcomes.  Furthermore, most of the studies in this section 
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also utilized large longitudinal data sets, which were collected by external agencies, and 

selected only particular indicators of cultural capital.  This second group of studies was 

not uniform in terms of the indicators that they utilized in examining cultural capital and, 

because of their reliance on external data sets, their definitions of cultural capital tended 

to be quite narrow.    

The final cluster of studies that I examined paid close attention to how cultural 

capital influences teachers’ perceptions and actions (Christ & Wang, 2008; Dumais, 

2005; Dumais, 2006a; Dumais, 2006b; Lareau, 1987; Farkas et al., 1990; Lareau & 

Horvat, 1999; Roscigno & Ainsworth, 1999; Wildhagen, 2009).  Similar to the first 

cluster of studies, which concluded that cultural capital did influence educational 

outcomes, this cluster included a blend of both quantitative and qualitative research 

designs, and they shared the other similarities described for the first cluster of studies.  

For example, the quantitative studies in this cluster also utilized longitudinal external 

datasets that defined cultural capital in a narrow way.  The qualitative studies in this 

section also illuminated how the construct of field functioned and the dissonance that 

occured when there was a clash between the cultural capital of an individual and that 

required by a particular field.  In an aggregate sense, this last cluster of studies was also 

inconsistent in terms of its results.  Some studies concluded that cultural capital did 

influence teachers’ perceptions and actions, whereas others reported that the influence 

was minimal or not evident at all.  

Bridging from Theory to the Findings and Discussion 

 My review of the empirical literature represented a valuable form of theoretical 

archaeology for me, in that it gave me a clearer and broader historical picture of how 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice has been utilized by educational researchers around the 

globe.  My inquiry into the empirical literature also deepened my insight into how 

various scholars have tried to fuse their horizons with that of Bourdieu and, as a result, 

this has influenced my own hermeneutic initiatives.  One of my key objectives for this 

study was to gain a deep understanding of the empirical uses of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice so that I could proceed, from a conceptual perspective, to craft an informed 

inductive argument regarding the appropriateness of using theory of practice to deepen 

my understanding of the “achievement gap.”  My review of the empirical literature has 
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provided me with a range of evidence that I will need to evaluate as I explore the 

usefulness of Bourdieu’s theory of practice in relation to the causes and effects of social 

reproduction as it manifests in inner-city schools.  Having examined the ways that other 

scholars have conceived and employed this theory and the issues they have encountered, I 

believe my findings will assist future practitioner-researchers (both myself and others) in 

designing new inquiries into the ways that social reproduction manifests in British 

Columbia’s inner-city schools.   

My reviews of past empirical studies have added to the layers of evidence that I 

will need to construct my inductive argument in Chapter 5 and to craft the 

recommendations that follow in Chapter 6.  Next, during the course of Chapter 5, I will 

combine these layers of evidence and arrive at a conclusion, which I will formally adopt 

as my “position” regarding Bourdieu’s theory of practice and its appropriateness for 

understanding the “achievement gap.” 
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion 

Introduction 

 Since the 1980’s, numerous researchers have used Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

to explore the issue of how social reproduction functions both within schools and society 

at large.  In her meta-analysis, Winkle-Wagner (2010) detailed that over 105 studies have 

been conducted in multiple countries using theory of practice as an analytical framework 

(p. 27).  These various studies all made use of theory of practice because they believed it 

was an effective and credible lens through which to examine the social reproduction of 

socio-economic inequalities.  For me, the journey of assessing the usefulness of 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice has required the coupling of hermeneutic inquiry with 

inductive logic.  Hermeneutics has allowed me to fuse my horizon with that of Bourdieu, 

in order to approach the elements of his theory as he envisaged them.  As I was engaged 

in hermeneutics, I also employed a form of inductive logic, allowing the layers of 

evidence to emerge, converge, and reveal themselves as understandings.  It is these layers 

of evidence that I would like to explore in this chapter.  I intend now to invoke an 

inductive argument that provides a succession of evidence, which I have considered en 

route to my conclusion as to whether Bourdieu’s theory of practice is a useful theoretical 

framework for understanding how and why lower SES inner-city children underperform 

academically, and how teachers might contribute to their marginalization.   

Although the process of induction involves a progression that leads through layers 

of evidence toward a conclusion, the actual writing of an inductive argument follows the 

reverse order (Rooks & Boyd, 2003).  While we may conceive of an inductive argument 

as starting with the individual premises and building toward a conclusion, the act of 

inductive writing, which is the final step in the process of inductive reasoning, follows 

the reverse sequence in order to facilitate the reader’s engagement.  Though is it through 

experiencing the inductive process that the relations among the strata of evidence actually 

emerge for the reader, the written form best captures this process by presenting the 

conclusion first.  At this point, therefore, I will formally declare my support for 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice in regard to its convincing ability to explain both the 

underachievement of lower SES inner city children and the actions of teachers that 

contribute to this problem. 
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This chapter features two components, which provide the multiple layers of 

theoretical evidence that support my conclusion in favor of theory of practice as an 

effective lens for understanding the achievement gap.  The first component considers the 

theoretical strengths of Bourdieu’s theory of practice, and the second considers the 

critiques of its conceptual weaknesses.  In these sections, the strengths and weaknesses 

that I consider will speak predominantly to the usefulness of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice as a theory rather than the soundness of the ways it has been employed in 

empirical research, which raises issues that I will deal with further in Chapter 6.  When 

the theoretical findings explored in this chapter are brought together with the 

recommendations that follow in Chapter 6, the result will be a practitioner’s  argument 

that supports theory of practice, both in theory and in praxis, as a means to understand the 

achievement gap between lower SES inner-city children and their higher SES peers.   

During the course of this study, I have observed a number of theoretical patterns 

and watched them consolidate into findings that have helped me to evaluate the 

conceptual soundness of theory of practice.  It is these findings and their respective 

evaluations that I will clarify in this chapter.  Although its conceptual strengths provide 

the clearest and strongest evidence in favor of theory of practice, it was somewhat 

surprising to me that the weaknesses were not necessarily theoretical in nature, but turned 

out rather to be somewhat ‘technical’ in nature; as such, I believe they can be addressed 

in ways that support the overall usefulness of Bourdieu’s theory.  In this chapter, I will 

hint at the proposed remedies, but they will be treated in greater detail in Chapter 6, 

where I make my recommendations.  

The Strengths of Bourdieu’s Work as a Conceptual Framework 

Understanding the achievement gap between lower SES inner-city children and 

their more affluent peers is a problem that practitioners have long grappled with, and it is 

something that I grapple with on a daily basis, as a teacher in an inner-city school such as 

Maple Elementary.  Numerous interventions have been proposed for understanding and 

ameliorating this problem, but it still persists.  Practitioners, administrators, scholars, and 

government agencies have characterized it as clear and simple, resulting from differences 

in financial resources among various social classes, differences in accessibility to 

community resources, deficits in learning, or the perceived laziness and complacency of 
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individuals from lower SES groups, but very few of these characterizations and their 

accompanying interventions have proved useful.  Bourdieu’s theory of practice provides 

an open avenue toward understanding a multifaceted sociological issue in ways that 

capture both the micro and macro social reproduction processes.  The way is simple, but 

it does not ignore the complexity of the issues.  It is realistic, but it does not deprive us of 

hope.  Theory of practice enables practitioners (like myself) and school leaders to bridge 

and reconcile (juxta)positions that have often been regarded as unbridgeable and 

irreconcilable.  At this point, I would like to highlight a number of reasons as to why I 

believe that Bourdieu’s theory of practice provides access to a meaningful understanding 

of the achievement gap, and how this theory has begun to transform my praxis.   I have 

begun to view the problem of the achievement gap in ways that are different from before, 

and I have become immersed in a process of finding practical ways to address this 

problem. 

A bridge between economic determinism and human agency.  A major 

strength of Bourdieu’s theory of practice originates in its position on the spectrum of the 

SRT theories that was described in Chapter 3.  The concept of cultural capital situates in 

the middle of the SRT continuum and, therefore, exhibits traits of both economic 

determinism and individual autonomy (MacLeod, 2009; Collins, 2009; Winkle-Wagner 

2010).  Bourdieu’s approach to social reproduction strikes a crucial balance between this 

competing duality (Lareau, 2001; Collins, 2009; MacLeod, 2009; Winkle-Wagner, 2010). 

Though SRT theories need to strike a balance between economic determinism and human 

agency (Collins, 2009), this has not been achieved by many of the existing SRT theories, 

such as those of Bowles and Gintis (1976).  Traditional SRT theories have established a 

dichotomy by creating either/or models that regard structure and agency as mutually 

exclusive.  However, structure and agency are inseparable, and individuals are “always 

structurally situated, and . . . human agency is socially constructed,” such that “structure 

is at the heart of agency but also that agency can reach to the heart of structure”; 

therefore, they must be considered simultaneously in order to appreciate how social 

reproduction operates within a given field (MacLeod, 2009, pp. 257-256).  

  What would be helpful are “heterarchical structures” that “presume neither 

bottom-up construction of the social world by aggregate individual action nor top-down 
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determination by large scale entities” (Collins, 2009, p. 43).  Heterarchical structures 

blend both approaches (Collins, 2009), and this is one reason why Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice provides an effective lens through which to view the questions posed by my 

study.  The centrality of Bourdieu’s theory of practice, in terms of its not being an 

either/or approach, enables researchers to capitalize on the strengths of both sides of this 

spectrum of economic determinism and human agency.  Theory of practice recognizes 

that there are socio-economic constraints that can function like straightjackets, but such 

constraints can be lessened through human action.  In other words, theory of practice 

works to “highlight the interaction of agency and structure, or the way that one may be 

able to use agency to influence social structures in some instances while being affected, 

even unconsciously, by the social structure in other instances” (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 

4).  By considering both sides of the continuum together, theory of practice enables me, 

as a practitioner, to realize the socio-economic rigidities of problems that face lower SES 

students but, at the same time, it offers me flexibility and a sense of hope in navigating 

those rigidities. 

Achieving a balance between structure and agency is necessary for the 

practitioner.  On the one hand, “structuralist theories are of value because they can quite 

clearly show why the end result turns out to be much the same, but in doing so they 

obliterate human agency by ignoring the complex ways in which people mediate and 

respond to the interface between their own lived experiences and structures of domination 

and constraint” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 150).  On the other hand, agency enables us to 

“contextualize attitudes and behaviors” and examine how individuals respond to them, 

but fails to adequately acknowledge the shadow of rigid “structural forms of class 

domination from which there is no escape” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 150, 152).  By striking a 

balance between structure and agency, theory of practice adds a very necessary voice of 

pragmatism to my praxis.  This balance allows me to bridge and temper my ideals about 

how schooling ought to function and still be hopeful that I can initiate meaningful change 

and make a difference, and not become jaded or burned-out by accepting a fait accompli.  

The agency afforded to me as a practitioner within theory of practice allows me to utilize 

the strengths of the habitus that my inner-city students bring with them to the classroom 

but to balance these strengths against the structural constrains of the school system in a 
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way that achieves a sensible and pragmatic middle ground, which acknowledges the 

realities of both. 

More than a deficit model.  There is another strength of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice as a conceptual and analytical lens for examining social reproduction in 

education, which stems from its strength as a bridge between structure and agency.  

Bourdieu’s theory of practice has the advantage of not being a “deficit model.”  Deficit 

models of education explain inequalities in educational achievement and attainment by 

placing the blame squarely on the shoulders of the individual (Bomer, Dworin, May, & 

Semingson, 2008; Harry et al., 2007; Knapp, 2001).  Deficit models argue that the reason 

particular individuals do not perform well in school is because they are lacking or 

deficient in the knowledge, skills, and motivation that are required by schools and these 

deficits will carry forward unless they are addressed.  Deficit models do not acknowledge 

the role that institutional structures play in reproduction, but link the failure of children 

from lower SES groups exclusively to their inferior genetics or to the reproductive power 

of a perpetual culture of poverty (Bomer et al., 2008).  These “glass half empty” models, 

of which Ruby Payne’s (2005) is the most famous, do not acknowledge the cultural 

capital that children bring to school, but they concentrate instead on what the children 

lack.  From this perspective of deficiency, the only solution for resolving educational 

inequalities is for students who lack mastery of the mainstream educational requirements 

to fill up their half empty cups by assimilation.  However, by asking lower SES children 

to assimilate the mainstream culture, deficit models reproduce the very stratification that 

they are trying to eliminate.   

In contrast to the deficit line of argument, Bourdieu’s theory takes a progressive 

and more hopeful approach in highlighting the positive elements of the habitus of 

individuals from lower SES backgrounds.  Theory of practice takes the position that 

individuals from all SES backgrounds have cultural capital, albeit in different forms.  For 

me as a middle SES practitioner, this means that rather than regarding the habitus of my 

lower SES students as an impediment, I am coming to view it as an asset that produces an 

alternative way of making sense of the world, which is neither worse nor better than my 

own middle SES habitus.  As result of theory of practice, I am coming to understand, 

embrace, and utilize the distinctive habitus of my inner-city students in my daily practice, 



	  
	  

125	  

and to use it as an inroad into their distinctive field.  In other words, as a teacher of inner-

city students I am now seeking new and creative ways to turn their learning into a process 

that taps into and utilizes the strengths of their habitus.  

Theory of practice steers us away from placing an overemphasis on what is 

missing and propels us towards understanding that it is the field (or the context) within 

which cultural capital is assigned a value that is more significant.  Hence, lower and 

higher SES individuals both have valuable forms of cultural capital, but the fields within 

which these forms are enacted determine the value assigned.  However, it happens that, 

within the field of education, the cultural capital that is considered to be most valuable is 

the cultural capital of the middle class, and therein lies the paradox.  How is it possible to 

be progressive and to capitalize on the cultural capital of low SES students when their 

form of cultural capital is not the currency that is valued by the education system?  This 

is a paradox that I will attempt to resolve in Chapter 6. 

Uses all operational mechanisms.  The ability of Bourdieu’s theory to 

encompass the three key mechanisms by which social reproduction operates is a credit to 

its strength in explaining the complex and multi-layered sociological means by which 

socio-economic inequalities arise and are maintained.  Theory of practice is not only a 

blending of economic determinism and human agency, but also a blending of the three 

mechanisms by which SRT’s are seen to function (individual attributes, opportunity 

hoarding, and exploitation) (Wright, 2008).  Theory of practice takes a broad view when 

examining inequality, which enables and empowers me as a practitioner to capture the 

many different angles and complexities of socio-economic (re)production that other SRT 

theories will miss.  In order to understand social reproduction in its entirety, we need a 

comprehensive definition and research tools that enable us to capture the micro and 

macro processes of social reproduction, which is what I believe Bourdieu’s theory 

provides (Conley, 2008; Wright, 2008).  Theory of practice helps me to unearth the 

dynamics of the complex networks of relationships within and across different social 

classes, and their relationships to the economic, political, and social structures that 

provide them with different levels of access to resources.  In other words, theory of 

practice assists me to understand the complex narrative of social reproduction in 

education, and do so in a manner that fully encompasses all of the actors and events, as 
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well as the conditions under which they interact to produce educational success for some 

and failure for others. 

The usefulness of an economic metaphor.  Bourdieu was able to expand the 

economic concept of capital to include many intangible aspects such as norms, values, 

and beliefs, rather than simply the tangible aspects that are easiest to measure (Winkle-

Wagner, 2010).  Theory of practice enables researchers to view the intangible aspects of 

human conduct that also have strong influences on social reproduction and to regard them 

as concrete and measurable.  Bourdieu helped to make aspects that were previously 

thought to be significant but invisible (and therefore unquantifiable) into items that were 

visible, quantifiable, and appealing to quantitative researchers.     

By using an economic metaphor, Bourdieu demonstrated recognition of the 

capitalist economic system that dominates Western societies.  Consequently, “personal 

biographies are inextricably linked with the changing structure of the economy” and, 

therefore, we cannot examine inequalities without exploring their relationships to the 

economy within which the inequalities are set (MacLeod, 2009, p. 161).  The concept of 

capital inherently recognizes the commercial underpinnings of western societies and 

enables me as a practitioner to examine socio-economic inequalities against their 

influential “for-profit” economic backdrop, which underscores daily life for the majority 

of Canadians.  The influence of consumerism on Canadian society cannot be ignored in 

any meaningful discussion regarding the socio-economic inequalities that Canadians face, 

because it is within the realm of consumerism that those inequalities arise and manifest 

themselves.   

As a practitioner who has worked in both inner-city and non-inner-city schools, I 

can state from experience that children from low SES backgrounds are much more 

sensitive to financial matters, particularly with respect to the scarcity of money and the 

power of money.  Therefore, an economic metaphor provides me as a practitioner an 

access into their field and habitus.  Bourdieu’s metaphor of capital enables me to 

understand the distinct habitus and field of lower SES inner-city children, which is 

heavily rooted in and regulated by financial scarcities and financial crises.  Generally, 

children from higher SES backgrounds do not take financial scarcity seriously because it 

is not a recurring problem and, therefore, it does not play a prominent role in their field or 
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habitus.  But, since inner city children, like those at Maple, are doing without on a daily 

basis, acute financial awareness is an intrinsic and inescapable part of their field and 

habitus.  The economic metaphor offers a deeper view into the realities of their field and 

the grip it has on their habitus. 

In addition to acknowledging the economic reality that underlies social 

reproduction, aspects of the economy can be further examined to determine whether 

structural differences can reproduce inequalities (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; MacLeod, 

2009).  For example, we can distinguish between the American economy of the past, 

which was focused on manufacturing and the American economy of the present, which is 

characterized by services.  MacLeod observes, “cultural experience of working in a 

service-sector job is completely different from the interpersonal dynamics of working on 

the shop floor in a factory” (2009, p. 181).   An economy based on manufacturing, as 

described in the shop-floor culture of Willis’s ethnography (1977), was characterized by 

unionized masculine jobs and stressed a collective identity.  The manufacturing nature of 

these jobs gave the Lads, a group of white youth from a working class neighborhood, a 

unique nonconformist outlook that regarded the “femininity” of education as being of no 

use to them on the masculine shop-floor, for which they had destined themselves.  In 

contrast, a group of white youth from the projects, known as the Hallway Hangers in 

MacLeod’s (2009) ethnography, are destined to find work in an economy that is not 

based in masculine manufacturing jobs, but in the “secondary labor market” that is rooted 

in providing services (p. 171).  Service jobs are generally seasonal, non-unionized, lower 

paying, have fewer benefits, have limited advancement, have high turnover, and have a 

feminine undertone (MacLeod, 2009).  The metaphor of the Eifel Tower can be used to 

describe the bleak conditions of lower SES individuals who are employed in a service-

oriented economy (MacLeod, 2009).  In an Eiffel Tower configuration, “there is a little 

room at the top, but still limited number of tolerably well-paid positions in the middle, 

and near the bottom a wide band of inferior positions” and “this roughly pyramidal 

structure ensures that even if everyone excels in school and strives carefully for the top, 

the great majority are automatically bound to be disappointed” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 242).  

Hence, the service economy produces many low-paying non-unionized jobs, such as 
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garbage collectors, janitors, cooks, couriers, cleaners, landscapers, construction laborers, 

movers, drivers, and store clerks.   

The service-oriented labor market that is described above mirrors the jobs held by 

most of the parents in the catchment area of Maple Elementary.  This presents these 

parents, their children, and the school with unique constraints that are considerably 

different those in an economy based on manufacturing, but similar to those described by 

Willis (1977) and McLeod (2009) in their references to the service economy.  The service 

economy turns individuals like the Hallway hangers into “atomized individuals” who do 

not have masculine blue-collar jobs and reject school not as an act of willful defiance as 

exhibited by the Lads in Willis’ (1977) study, but because they see no hope in attaining 

anything more than low-paying service jobs and, therefore, see no use for education 

(MacLeod, 2009, p. 181).  In contrast, the Hallway Hangers regard school as an 

opportunity cost that is preventing them from making money sooner in the jobs they 

consider themselves destined for.  In other words, the Hallway Hangers view school as 

not only of no use, but also as deferring the money they could be making immediately in 

the service sector.  It is clear from MacLeods’s ethnography (2009) that there is a much 

greater degree of instability and hopelessness among families who are employed in the 

predominantly non-unionized low-paying service economy of the present than among 

those families whose members were employed in the predominantly better-paying 

unionized manufacturing economy of the past.  This reflects what is happening in the 

catchment area of Maple Elementary.   

Knowledge of the uncertainty that surrounds employment that is based in the 

service economy is something that is useful to me as a practitioner, because it adds to my 

understanding of the habitus of my students, which in turn influences what they perceive 

and how they achieve in school.  Theory of practice helps me to peel away the layers of 

cultural capital to uncover the true habitus of the children with whom I work on a daily 

basis.  Financial uncertainty can create tremendous pressures on the readiness of inner-

city children to learn, and now I resolve in my practice to be more understanding of that 

uncertainty. 

Illuminating the role of institutions.  A particular merit of theory of practice is 

that it shines a light on institutions and the mechanisms that produce socio-economic 



	  
	  

129	  

inequality (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  As Mills (1959, cited in Lareau, 2011) articulately 

expressed it, “the life of an individual cannot be adequately understood without 

references to the institutions within which his biography is enacted” (p. 14).  Bourdieu 

recognized the prevalence and the power of the institution to shape daily lives differently 

for different people, so that some live in abundance while others live at a subsistence 

level.  This means that institutions such as schools can have a strong impact because they 

do not treat individuals from different SES groups in a uniform way but privilege higher 

SES groups, often at the expense of the lower SES groups (Lareau, 2011).  Furthermore, 

institutions such as schools, which were envisioned to reduce socio-economic 

inequalities, have had the ironic effect of actually reproducing and sustaining them 

(Willis, 1977).  In other words,  “progressivism has had the contradictory and unintended 

effect of helping to strengthen processes within the counter-school culture which are 

responsible for the particular subjective preparation of labor power and acceptance of 

working class future in a way which is the very opposite of the progressive intentions of 

education” (Willis, 1977, p. 178).  In this sense, the merit of utilizing theory of practice is 

that it seeks to reveal how stratification is produced and maintained by institutions, 

particularly those like schools that function under the cloak of meritocracy (Winkle-

Wagner, 2010).   

One institution that requires particular scrutiny is the judiciary.  The institution of 

the judiciary warrants extra attention because it is the institution that gives legal weight 

to, or as Bourdieu (1977) argues, “consecrates” all other institutions, like schools, and 

gives them an objective appearance, which legalizes the symbolic violence they perpetrate 

(p.189).  The institution of law, being the ultimate authority, has considerable power in 

determining the who, what, where, when, and why of education.  For example, although 

the Teacher Regulation Branch in British Columbia is the body that determines who is 

certified to teach, their authority to make these decisions is legally upheld, which 

enforces these decisions under threat of punishment by fines or imprisonment.  However, 

what if, as research has shown (and something that I suspect is true of most teachers at 

Maple), most teachers come from one social class in particular—the middle class?  Then, 

theory of practice would argue that, by default, it is the habitus of the middle class that 

will (un)consciously be required by teachers, to the disadvantage of those students who 
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do not have that habitus, and this (un)conscious requirement will be enforced by 

legalities that are similarly (un)conscious.  Moreover, theory of practice argues that the 

judiciary is also controlled by the dominant group, which gives that group considerable 

power to pursue its (un)conscious agenda of domination unchallenged, because it 

protected by the full weight of the law. 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice has enabled me, as a reflective practitioner, to 

examine the institution of my school critically and discern the hidden internal 

mechanisms by which it operates differently for students from different SES groups.  I 

am no longer under the illusion that school is a meritocracy that is based entirely upon 

objective principles of fairness.  The institution of school is shaped by teachers like me, 

who give it life, and it follows reasonably that, if these very teachers come from a 

particular habitus—the middle SES habitus, for instance—then that habitus will 

(un)consciously permeate the culture of the institution.  Theory of practice has urged me 

to reexamine myself and my school and understand how middle SES teachers, not unlike 

myself, shape the entity of the school and the ways in which the school views and treats 

students from different SES backgrounds.  Theory of practice helps me to understand 

how my middle SES habitus and that of my predominantly middle SES colleagues gets 

woven into the fabric of Maple in very discrete and deliberate ways, without anyone, 

including the teachers, thoroughly recognizing it.  I am beginning to look at the structures 

within my school and to perceive how they have come to exist and their differing 

consequences for students from lower SES backgrounds.  And I am coming to understand 

that because the institution of school mirrors those individuals who are charged with 

operating it, any meaningful change at the institutional level will require those who 

operate the school to become sensitive to such perceptions and their consequences.  For 

example, aspects of schooling that are generally taken for granted, such as the curriculum 

content, the pedagogical practices, and the school’s expectations of students and parents 

regarding (in)appropriate attitudes, behaviors, style of dress, and form of speech, are all 

rooted in the middle SES background to which, according to research,  most teachers 

belong.  It is no coincidence that there are strong parallels between the middle SES 

habitus of teachers and the expectations of the school, because the institution of the 
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school reflects its middle SES gatekeepers.  The school is a mirror image of its 

predominantly middle SES teachers, and vice versa.  

Illuminating sociological causes of inequalities.  A great deal of research on 

inequalities in educational outcomes among children from various SES groups has been 

narrowly focused on parental income (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  However, taking such a 

narrow approach to understanding the broad and complex topic of unequal educational 

outcomes among children from various SES groups has resulted in a failure to 

acknowledge the multitude of other factors that are also at play.  Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice seeks to explain educational inequalities not only by examining the effects of 

income, but also by broadening its gaze and exploring other societal and cultural factors 

that contribute to inequality.  Hence, by supporting Bourdieu’s theory as the conceptual 

framework for researching the academic underperformance of the children in British 

Columbia inner-city schools, I am able to address the critical hidden sociological nuances 

such as the tacit attitudinal and behavioral requirements of schools, which reside below 

the surface.  A lack of monetary income alone does not account for or explain why the 

children at my school continuously underperform, and Bourdieu’s theory will help me to 

unearth the other more complex sociological reasons.  

Illuminating differences between a lower or higher SES habitus.  In my 

opinion, the most significant strength of Bourdieu’s theory of practice is that it 

illuminates the differences in habitus between lower SES students and higher SES 

students and exposes the consequences of those differences.  Bourdieu addresses the 

differences in habitus among lower and higher SES classes in his book titled Distinction 

(1977), but deals only with differences that relate to tastes in food, art, and clothing.  

Annette Lareau (2011) in her seminal work, Unequal Childhoods, reveals the differences 

in habitus between lower and middle SES families in a more detailed way, and this is one 

of the primary reasons I have given her work considerable attention in Chapter 4.  

Understanding the habitus of lower SES students and the habitus of the dominant middle 

SES groups has been very helpful to my praxis as an inner-city teacher and to my 

conduct as the parent of a three-year-old son.  By understanding the distinct mindset of 

the children and their parents, as well as how it differs from my own, has helped me 

realize the wide chasm that separates them from me as a middle SES teacher, with respect 
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to how differently we view, understand, and respond to the world, and the consequences 

of these different responses.  Uncovering and understanding the differences in habitus 

have been instrumental in shifting my practice (though this shift is still at an early stage 

in its evolution) when dealing with the students in my classroom, and when dealing with 

my three-year-old son.  The work of both Bourdieu and Lareau (2011) on habitus has 

come as a revelation that has allowed me to understand the questions which gave birth to 

this conceptual study, as well as the questions that I posed in Chapter 1 regarding the 

perception that lower SES children don’t get “it”, what “it” is for low SES children, and 

how their “it” is different for them from what that “it” is for me.  The work of Bourdieu 

and Lareau’s (2011) has provided me, as a teacher, with a clear and deep perception of 

the inner workings of lower SES families regarding the way they make sense of the 

world, which is very different from middle SES families like mine, whose interests tend 

to dominate public education.  

 Lareau (2011) examined the childrearing practices of middle class, working 

class, and lower SES families (similar to those at my school) and exposed their various 

forms of habitus and cultural capital, which can confer institutional advantages or 

disadvantages.  Lareau (2011) argued that “some students are born on third base but 

believe they hit a triple,” and that “cultural capital helps to explain why some kids are 

seemingly destined to hit a triple while others cannot seem to get to first base, despite 

their efforts to swing the bat” (p. 65).  It has been helpful to me, as a practitioner and as a 

parent, to get an appropriate and effective handle on the childrearing practices of different 

SES groups.   

Lareau (2011) found that Middle SES families practice the childrearing strategies 

that she described as “concerted cultivation” (p. 2).  This pattern of concerted cultivation 

has distinct cultural capital traits that emanate from and also support the associated 

habitus.  I have listed the markers of cultural capital for the middle SES in Table 1 

(Chapter 4).  What is clear from these markers, which were characteristic of the students 

at the school where I taught prior to coming to Maple Elementary, is that they function in 

an overlapping manner that reinforces the ability of middle SES parents to develop the 

skills and talents of their children.  As I came to understand concerted cultivation, I could 

not help but find humor and irony when I examined my own parenting practices and the 
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‘schedule’ of my young son who is ‘registered’ in a number of different sports, preschool, 

and social activities in order to ‘make’ him into a well-rounded person who will be 

successful in school and life.  It was strange to be confronted with the reality that I too 

practice concerted cultivation, whereby I deliberately try to mold my own son into the 

type of person whom I believe typifies success, and then to realize that this is linked to a 

distinctively middle SES habitus.  

 In order to pursue the development of their children, the entire life of middle SES 

families, such as my own, revolves around and becomes consumed by the frequent and 

numerous extracurricular activities of their children, and this becomes a defining feature 

of their habitus.  For example, my boy, who is only 3 years old, attends Strong Start 

School on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings.  He attends Stay and Play Sports 

on Tuesday and Thursday mornings.  Every Friday morning he goes to gymnastics, and 

this is followed by skating every Saturday morning.  On Monday evenings he attends 

soccer, and on Tuesday and Thursday evenings he has skating lessons.  Our lives are 

planned around his activities, but as a parent I feel compelled to enroll him in multiple 

activities, in order to give him the best possible chances in life, and I would feel a deep 

sense of guilt if I did not do so.   

In contrast to the middle SES habitus of concerted cultivation, Lareau (2011) 

describes the habitus of working and poor SES families as the “accomplishment of 

natural growth” (p. 3). The daily struggle to cover the essentials of life overshadows and 

regulates the childrearing practices of lower SES parents.  Poverty tends to compound the 

childrearing tasks for many lower SES families, depriving them of the luxury of engaging 

in concerted cultivation of their children.  

Natural growth means that parents see a clear boundary between themselves and 

their children, unlike concerted cultivation, which fuses both worlds.  In the habitus of 

the lower SES families, it is seen as the job of the parents to provide the fundamental 

necessities and the children are given more freedom with respect to meeting their own 

self-actualization needs, which are not a priority for their struggling parents.  In order to 

manage and facilitate their own natural growth, the children of lower SES families 

develop the unique cultural capital traits that are also listed in Table 1 (Chapter 4), which 

reflect those exhibited by the children at Maple Elementary.  The distinct cultural capital 



	  
	  

134	  

traits of lower SES children not only frame a childhood that is markedly different from 

that of middle SES children, but also constrain the performance of these children in 

institutional settings. 

 Lareau (2011) found that having the concerted cultivation habitus and associated 

cultural capital traits gave middle SES parents and children an advantage in institutional 

settings such as schools.  She found that “schools selectively validated certain cultural 

practices as legitimate,” and these practices were in line with middle SES ideals (Lareau, 

2011, p. 230).  To clarify these tacit demands made by schools Lareau (2011) coined the 

term “cultural repertoire” (p. 4): The cultural repertoire that schools advocate arises from 

concerted cultivation, and schools tend to reward those parents and children who engage 

in it.  Furthermore, in Lareau’s (2011) study, teachers were shown to espouse the belief 

that concerted cultivation was the optimal way to raise children.  In fact, Laueau (2011) 

noted that teachers actively promoted concerted cultivation among their own children, as 

evidenced by my own style of parenting.  And when teachers were unable to discern the 

signs of concerted cultivation, they viewed it “as a sign that parents do not value 

schooling” (Lareau, 2011, p. 26).  

Illuminating the role of the professional.  Another strength of Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice, which was also supported by the findings of Lareau (2011), concerns the 

influence that professionals (including teachers like myself) wield on the field of 

education regarding both what is expected from parents and students and who succeeds 

and who does not.  The professional’s opinion is seen as an absolute or scientific fact.  

Giroux (1981) describes the power that professionals wield in influencing others by 

referring to them as “ the cult of ‘experts’ and ‘professionals’ who become avatars trained 

to guard as well as transmit sacred knowledge” (p. 155).  Therefore, when “professionals 

who work with children, such as teachers, doctors, and counselors, generally agree about 

how children should be raised,” their beliefs go a long way toward legitimizing the 

cultural capital of the middle SES while undermining that of the lower SES (Lareau, 

2011, p. 4).  “Professionals have issued standards for what constitutes incorrect child 

rearing and teachers and administrators have adopted these standards” and “encoded 

them in schools” (Lareau, 2011, p. 232).  The habitus that predominantly middle SES 

teachers expect from their parents and students is one that matches their own.  And theory 
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of practice reasons that students who have the middle SES habitus that matches the 

habitus of most teachers will do better in school than students who do not.    

On the flip side, Lareau (2011) demonstrated how schools penalized and 

sometimes even shunned natural growth child rearing strategies.  Children and parents 

from lower SES families in Lareau’s (2011) study generally felt ill informed, fearful, 

mistrustful, and frustrated towards the school, as they repeatedly felt compelled to defer 

to the superiority of the professionals in whom they placed blind faith.  Consequently the 

children of these lower SES parents did not attain the same level of achievement at 

school, and this continued throughout most of the participants’ adult lives.  Lareau (2011) 

concluded that social class matters.  The SES level that an individual is born into has 

important implications for the successes and failures that the individual will experience 

when dealing with a range of institutions that predominantly value the middle SES ways 

of being and doing.   

The insights of Bourdieu and Lareau (2011) regarding the power of professionals 

and the ramifications of their decisions have been very transformative to my practice as a 

teacher.  I have become much more aware of how my decisions are based in middle SES 

assumptions, and the differing consequences that my decisions can have on students from 

an SES that is similar to or different from my own.  In other words, theory of practice has 

made me aware of the weight carried by my decisions as a teacher, and the impacts that 

they can have on the current and future schooling and life trajectories of my students.  

And, therefore, my next step in this evolution is to seek remedies for these issues.  

Furthermore, the fact that the acts and decisions of teachers are consecrated by the 

institution of the judiciary (Bourdieu, 1977) has made me far more aware of the 

seriousness with which I must discharge my duties as a teacher and the need to be 

extremely careful and reflective when I make my decisions.   

The Critiques of Bourdieu’s Work  

 Bourdieu’s theory of practice and its use by various researchers as an explanation 

for inequalities in student achievement do not go uncriticized.  Goldthorpe (2007), 

Kingston (2001), Lareau (1988), Swartz (1997), van de Werfhorst (2009), and Winkle-

Wagner, (2010) all point out shortcomings in both Bourdieu’s theory and the ways it has 

been applied.  However, in spite of the criticisms, Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice is 
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considered by these critics to be theoretically sound, and their criticisms appear chiefly to 

reflect technical discrepancies, which can be addressed and mitigated by being mindful of 

them.  This is an issue that I will address further in Chapter 6, as I explain my 

recommendations.   

Problems of definition.  Kingston (2001) argues that the application of 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice falls short on three fronts.  First, Kingston (2001) argues, 

“the concept of cultural capital has expanded almost to the point of not being distinctly 

recognizable” (p. 95). This expansion is attributed to the vagueness with which Bourdieu 

defines cultural capital.  Concepts, such as hard work, or objects, such as books and 

computers, have come to be considered cultural capital, although they might not 

necessarily fit the common notion of cultural capital as “high status signals that are used 

for exclusionary purposes” (Kingston, 2001, p. 95).  Kingston is arguing that by 

expanding the definition of cultural capital, certain researchers, such as Ainsworth-

Darnell (1999, cited in Kingston 2001) and Teachman (1987, cited in Kingston, 2001), 

are diluting this concept, thus making it difficult to isolate and measure.   

Although Kingston (2001) makes a valid point about the ambiguity regarding 

what constitutes cultural capital, his first objection does not necessarily subtract from the 

soundness of Bourdieu’s theory of practice, but rather points to flaws originating with the 

researchers themselves, who have not successfully fused their own horizons with 

Bourdieu’s.  As I described in Chapter 2, when scholars are not able to successfully fuse 

their own horizons with the horizon of the originary text, misunderstandings regarding 

definitions can occur.  Kingston’s (2001) criticism that cultural capital can come to mean 

almost anything is more a criticism of the researchers who have misinterpreted and 

inappropriately applied aspects theory of practice, than a criticism of Bourdieu’s work.  I 

find that Lareau (1988) provides the best secondary encapsulation of cultural capital 

because it depicts the parameters most concretely.  This is an issue that I will consider in 

more detail in Chapter 6, in regard to my recommendations. 

Kingston (2001) also points to the multiplicity of definitions, which makes it 

difficult for researchers to reach a consensus about what cultural capital actually is, as 

they produce multiple studies that cannot be compared in any meaningful way.  It is 

difficult to compare studies that operationalize cultural capital so differently.  My review 
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of the empirical literature comes to the same conclusion regarding the multiplicity of 

definitions and the difficulties that result when attempting a cross-comparison of studies.  

Table 2, below, addresses the differences in how various quantitative and mixed methods 

studies have defined cultural capital.  (A tabled analysis of the selected indicators of 

cultural capital was possible for the numerous quantitative studies and the fewer mixed 

methods studies, because the indicators were pre-selected; however, it could not be 

accomplished so simply for the qualitative studies, where the perceptions of cultural 

capital were allowed to emerge.) 

The various empirical researchers have operationalized cultural capital in four 

ways (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  The first of these ways refers to cultural capital as 

exclusively the acquisition of “ highbrow” cultural capital (p. 35).  Scholarship of this 

nature, such as that of DiMaggio (1982) and DiMaggio et al. (1985), regards cultural 

capital narrowly by focusing on the ability of individuals from different SES groups to 

acquire elements of highbrow cultural capital, such as fine art, classical music, and 

theatre.  Secondly, cultural capital has been defined is in a “contextualized” manner 

(Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 39).  Scholarship of this nature (Farkas et al., 1990) does not 

regard cultural capital traits to be universal, but views them as contextually sensitive to 

specific settings, in which they are given value.  Scholarship that takes a contextually 

sensitive approach to cultural capital works to uncover those markers of cultural capital 

that are significant in a given setting.  Thirdly, cultural capital has been operationalized 

in an “otherized” sense by applying cultural capital theory to non-dominant or 

marginalized groups (Winkle-Wagner, 2010, p. 29).  An “otherized” approach, such as 

that used by Olneck (2000), works to give cultural capital a collective or communal 

focus rather than an individualistic one.  The final way that cultural capital has been 

operationalized concerns what is known as the “Bourdieuian Framework” (Winkle-

Wagener, 2010, p. 29).  Researchers such as Lareau (1987, 2000) and Dumais (2002, 

2006), who have utilized this approach, have regarded cultural capital as a part of 

Bourdieu’s larger approach to social reproduction and, therefore, they include discussions 

of habitus and field.  These four variations often result in confusion for researchers who 

attempt to compare findings across studies. 
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Although cultural capital has been operationalized in different ways that 

generally fit into one of Winkle-Wagner’s (2010) four umbrella categories described 

above, this problem can be mitigated through deeper conceptual understanding.  

Therefore, this criticism need not severely compromise theory of practice itself.   

 
Table 2  
 
Differences in the definitions of cultural capital among the various studies 
 

Study Categories of Cultural 
capital 

Markers of Cultural capital 

DiMaggio (1982) Attitudes Interests in music, poetry, art, visiting galleries, reading 
literature 

 Activities Participation in visual arts, symphony, theatre, drama 
 Information Understanding of art, literature, music 
   
DiMaggio and Mohr 
(1985) 

Attitudes Interests in music, poetry, art, visiting galleries, reading 
literature 

 Activities Participation in visual arts, symphony, theatre, drama 
 Information Understanding of art, literature, music 
   
Aschaffenburg and 
Mass (1987) 

Activities Music lessons, visual arts lessons (painting, 
photography, sculpting), music appreciation lessons 

 Parental Resources Listening to classical music, visiting museums, visiting 
art galleries, attending plays, attending dance 
performances, reading for pleasure 

   
Dumais (2002) Activities Borrowing library books, attending concerts, attending 

musical events, visiting museums, participating in art 
classes, music classes, dance classes 

 Career aspirations Professional, managerial, business, science, 
engineering 

   
Vryonide’s (2007) Activities Attending theaters, lectures, museums, galleries 
 Possessions Personal computer, Internet access, encyclopedia, 

home library, works of art 
 Reading habits Number of books read 
   
Jaeger (2009) Possessions Classical literature books, poetry books, works of art, 

dictionary, quiet study space, study desk, textbooks 
 Communication Habits Discussing political, social issues, films, tv programs, 

school progress 
 Activities Visiting museums, art galleries, opera, ballet, 

symphony, theatre 
   
Flere et al. (2010) Parental Education  
 Activities Visiting exhibitions, theatre, reading, artistic activities 
   
Tramonte et al. (2010) Possessions  No examples provided 
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 Communication habits No examples provided 
   
Jaeger (2011) Cultural Activities Visits to museums, theatre, musical performances 
 Reading Environment Number of books a student has, frequency of reading 
 Extracurricular Activities Participating in extracurricular sports, art, dance, 

drama, and hobbies 
   
Byun et al. (2012) Possessions Classical literature, poetry books, works of art 
 Activities Visiting museums, galleries, opera, ballet, theatre 
   
Xu and Hampden-
Thompson (2012) 
 

Cultural activities Visiting art galleries, opera, theatre 

 Communication habits Discussing political and social issues, books, TV 
programs, films, listening to classical music 

 Possessions Artwork, classical literature, poetry books 
 Educational Resources Dictionary, quiet study space, desk, textbooks, books 
   
DeGraaf (1986) Reading habits Time spent by parents reading and library visits 
 Activities Visiting theatres, museums, historical buildings 
   
Katsillis and Rubinson 
(1990) 

Activities Visiting theatres, lectures, museums, galleries 

   
Kalmijn and 
Kraaykamp (1996) 

Socialization in High 
Status Culture 

No examples provided 

   
DeGraaf et al. (2000) Activities Visiting art museums, historical museums,, attending 

classical music concerts, theater, plays 
 Reading behaviors Reading historical novels, thrillers, science fiction, 

Dutch literature, translated literature, literature in a 
foreign language 

   
Driessen and Geert 
(2001) 

Linguistic resources Choice of language, language attitudes, language 
mastery 

 Reading behaviors Time spent reading 
 Family-school climate Parents helping with homework, parents contacting 

school, school related conversations, discussions of 
school appropriate behaviors 

   
Moss (2005) Activities Visiting art exhibits, classical music concerts, ballet, 

plays, opera 
   
Noble and Davies 
(2009) 

Activities Visiting museums, theaters, art galleries, playing an 
instrument, listening to classical music, reading, types 
of tv programs watched, library membership, current 
affairs knowledge 

 Credentials Parent’s education levels and occupations 
 Parent’s activities Discussing art, books, science current affairs music, 

watching tv, listening to classical music, attending 
galleries, museums, theatre, concerts, playing 
instrument 

 Possessions Availability of newspaper, books 
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Frakas et al. (1990) Skills Skills in English and Math (vocabulary, reading 
comprehension, spelling, capitalization, punctuation, 
ability to solve word problems, understanding of math 
concepts) 

 Habits/styles Absenteeism, homework completion,, class 
participation,, effort, organization, appearance, dress 

   
Roscigno and 
Ainsworth (1999) 

Activities Visiting museums, participating in art, music, or dance 

 Possessions Availability of newspaper, magazines, encyclopedia, 
atlas, dictionary, computer, books, calculator 

 Teacher Perceptions Effort, homework completion, attentiveness, track 
placement 

   
Dumais (2005) One time activities Visiting museums, concerts, 
 Sustained activities Participation in drama lessons, art lessons, music 

lessons, craft lessons, foreign language lessons 
   
Dumais (2006a) One-time activities Visiting museums, concerts, 
 Sustained activities Participation in drama lessons, art lessons, music 

lessons, craft lessons, foreign language lessons 
 Parental Attitudes and 

experiences 
Activities to prepare children for kindergarten, level of 
comfort with school, educational attainment aspirations 

   
Dumais (2006b) Extracurricular activities Dance, sport, organized clubs, music lessons, art 

classes, performing art lessons 
   
Wildhagen (2009) Extracurricular activities Music lessons, dance lessons, language lessons 
 Visiting Museums Art, science, history museums 
   

 

A third point of Kingston’s (2001) critique relates to the exclusionary cultural 

behaviors of various groups.  He claims that behaviors and practices that Bourdieu 

considered to be the exclusive domain of a particular social group could be adopted with 

ease by other groups.  For example, Peterson and Simkus (1992, cited in Kingston, 2001) 

found that both blue collar and white-collar individuals enjoy country music to almost the 

same extent, even though country music is traditionally considered to be the exclusive 

domain of blue collar workers. Winkle-Wagner (2010) echoes Kingston (2001) by 

arguing that “tastes are not one dimensional in a pluralistic society” and that “cultural 

hierarchies have dramatically blurred in advanced capitalist societies” (pp. 74-75).  

Winkle-Wagner (2010) argues that mass production has resulted in an increased 

availability to all SES groups of various forms of cultural capital that may previously 

have been exclusive to particular SES groups.  This suggests that particular indicators of 

cultural capital are not always accurate reflections of SES affiliation.  
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In light of current scholarship, this third criticism raised by Kingston is valid, but 

once again it is of a quasi-technical nature that can be mitigated through mindfulness of 

field, which regulates whose culture has capital.  Many of the quantitative researchers 

have relied on external data sets that have been generated by others and, therefore, they 

have been forced to utilize markers of cultural capital that might not have been fully 

applicable in the contexts they were examining.  I discuss this issue in further depth in 

Chapter 6, but here I will suggest that this problem can be addressed by conducting an 

examination of the markers of cultural capital that apply within a specific field, before a 

study is conducted, and then refining those markers to relate them to the specific field to 

be examined. 

A narrow focus on objectified cultural capital.  Van de Werfhorst (2010) 

contends that the general trend of research in regard to cultural capital has involved a 

narrow focus on the objectified form of this capital, which is relatively easy to measure.  

However, the embodied and institutionalized forms of this capital, which are more 

elusive and difficult to measure, have not been studied in depth, thereby producing an 

imperfect understanding of the concept.  Van de Werfhorst (2010) is claiming that our 

understanding of cultural capital is uni-dimensional and simplistic and, therefore, 

incomplete.  “It is more likely that children’s ambitions will be located in different 

dimensions of capital,” so that “in order to understand the importance of parents’ 

resources for children’s outcomes, it is relevant to examine the outcomes of children in 

multiple ways” (van de Werfhorst, 2010, p. 160).  This point is echoed by Winkle-

Wagner (2010) who argues that objectified forms of cultural capital may not be the most 

useful markers of status, and that, in societies such as the US, the embodied and 

institutionalized forms of cultural capital may be more powerful determiners of human 

actions. 

Van de Werfhorst’s  (2010) criticism of the narrow focus of cultural capital on 

objectified capital is one that can be discerned in Table 2.  Scholarship that utilizes 

cultural capital focuses primarily on its objectified form because it is the most concrete 

and easiest to measure.  However, this problem appears to be  technical in nature and 

could  easily be adjusted by taking care to incorporate markers from all of the categories 

of cultural capital, as identified by Lareau (1988).  Researchers will need to include 
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“attitudes, preferences, formal knowledge, behaviors, goods, and credentials” in order to 

gain a fuller and more evocative picture of what form of cultural capital is operating in a 

particular field (p. 156). 

Multiple sites of cultural capital acquisition.  Goldthorpe (2007) critiques 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice regarding its claim that the home is the primary setting in 

which cultural capital is generated and transmitted to family members.  Bourdieu 

determined that reproduction of cultural capital within the home ensures that the 

dominant class maintains a multi-generational monopoly over its privileged form of 

cultural capital, because the dominant class does not share it with the lower class.  

However, Goldthorpe (2007) uses evidence put forth by Halsey (1980, cited in 

Goldthorpe, 2007) to argue against this claim.  Goldthorpe (2007) asserts that in modern 

societies cultural capital is not exclusively produced and transmitted within the home, 

but can also be independently produced and transmitted in other settings such as the 

school.  One such setting, which has not yet been studied, but needs to be, is that of social 

media.  As a practicing teacher, I am very aware of the prevalence of social media in the 

lives of young people, and future researchers may want to consider how social media 

transmit cultural capital.  The foster home is another setting that needs to be considered 

regarding the production and transmission of cultural capital.  Many of the children at 

Maple Elementary have spent considerable amounts of time in foster homes, but research 

has not yet addressed how cultural capital might operate in these settings. 

Applying theory of practice to non-capitalist settings.  Swartz (1997) finds 

fault with the applicability of Bourdieu’s theory to non-capitalist societies, arguing that 

the economic metaphor of culture as capital works well in market oriented capitalist 

societies that are based upon private property, but it may not hold true in communist or 

peasant societies that stress collective or subsistence lifestyles.  Therefore, the concept of 

cultural capital may not be relevant or even applicable to understanding socio-economic 

inequalities in non-capitalist societies.   

Although Swartz (1997) may have a valid point regarding the applicability of 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice to non-capitalist societies, the fact remains that his 

argument does not apply in the context of British Columbia, which clearly is capitalist.  

Moreover, based on my review of the literature, I would question Swartz’s (1977) 
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characterization of the applicability of the theory of practice to non-capitalist societies.  

For example, the work done by Baicai and Jingjian (2011) in a rural peasant society in 

communist China demonstrated that a local habitus and field took precedence and priority 

over that of the dominant culture, thereby lending evidence for the applicability of theory 

of practice in a non-capitalist setting.  Lastly, I doubt that Bourdieu’s use of the term 

capital is meant to associate solely with capitalist economies.  The term capital does not 

necessarily determine that theory of practice can only be applied to capitalist settings.  

Theory of practice is designed to transcend the social, economic, and political 

philosophies of any specific country; it has its applications in all countries, because 

theory of practice has more to do with power dynamics than with capitalism.  The 

metaphor of capital can be detached from its capitalist associations and applied to non-

capitalist settings, because the constructs of field, habitus, cultural capital, symbolic 

violence, and power are conceptual (or psychological) tools that can be utilized in any 

political or economic setting. 

Problems with an economic metaphor and the absence of gender and race.  

Winkle-Wagner (2010) also takes issue with the use of an economic metaphor to study 

social stratification.  She argues that utilizing an economic metaphor may potentially 

limit the topics that can be studied, because the assumption that underlies cultural capital 

is that an individual’s primary motivation is to exchange a good, a service, an idea, or a 

skill for educational outcomes, which is not the case for everyone.  Winkle-Wagner 

(2010) identifies the presence of utilitarianism in Bourdieu’s theory of practice but, she 

claims, not everyone has utilitarian and economic motives.  For example, in fields where 

the idea of community takes priority over individualistic pursuits, the application of the 

economic metaphor may be more problematic (Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  In community 

oriented fields where the focus is the collective, an economic metaphor, which at heart is 

individualistic, may not be the most applicable tool for analyzing social reproduction.  

I the context of my current study, I must question Winkle-Wagner’s (2010) 

criticism for reasons that I have provided above regarding the acute sensitivity of lower 

SES children to financial matters, which I have witnessed as a practitioner.  The inner-

city school children that I deal with at Maple are extremely sensitive to financial matters, 

because they have so little and must contend with financial difficulties on a daily basis.  
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This does not mean that I want to paint lower SES children as exclusively utilitarian or as 

having exclusively selfish transactional relationships with everyone.  But from what I 

have witnessed, their non-transactional and loving community relationships seem to 

extend primarily to their kin and those whom they trust, but, with individuals who are 

outside of that secure circle, they function in a more utilitarian manner than their affluent 

peers. 

Winkle-Wagner (2010) further highlights how Bourdieu’s (1984) work does not 

include gender in any substantive way.  Swartz (1997) explains, however, that Bourdieu 

(1984) did not regard gender as a separate category that could influence cultural capital.  

According to Swartz (1997), Bourdieu (1984) saw gender as being subsumed by class 

and, therefore, both were to be treated as one.  Bourdieu (1984, cited in Swartz, 1997) 

stylishly describes the fusion of gender and class by stating “sexual properties are 

inseparable from class properties as the yellowness of a lemon from its acidity” (p. 154).  

However, Winkle-Wagner (2010) argues that socio-economic issues often intersect with 

gender and, therefore, they cannot be consolidated with class, but rather they should be 

treated on their own.  Evidence presented by McCall (2008) corroborates Winkle-Wagner 

(2010) and contends that class impacts men and women differently in terms of 

occupations and the extent to which women are still dependent upon men for achieving 

their position within the distribution of family income.  MacLeod (2009) invokes the 

work of Rosegrant who studied women from Claredon Heights and discovered that 

women negotiated matters of race, class, and gender in their own ways.  The women from 

Claredon Heights were shown by Rosegrant (cited in MacLeod, 2009) to be subject to 

even more structural limitations than the men, because the women had to deal with 

domination perpetuated by the forces of patriarchy, in addition to race and class.  These 

distinct differences in how class manifests itself across genders cannot be ignored and 

they warrant an examination of each gender separately rather than collectively.  

Winkle-Wagner’s (2010) critique of Bourdieu regarding the issue of gender is a 

shortcoming that also appears to be technical in nature, because it could be addressed 

during the design phase of a research initiative.  By exploring how aspects of theory of 

practice affect males and females separately, researchers could identify any gender 

differences that may exist.  
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 Winkle-Wagner (2010) and MacLeod (2009) both take exception to Bourdieu’s 

failure to address issues of race.  Although race may not have been viewed as an issue in 

a relatively homogeneous country like France in the 1960s, it does matter currently in 

Canada and the US.  MacLeod (2009) argues that inequality is not mediated solely by 

class as Bourdieu suggests, but gender and race are also elements through which 

inequality finds expression.  In other words, “race and class (along with gender) are 

interwoven in variable patterns, and the resultant geometry is complex,” such that “each 

can magnify or mitigate the effects of the other” (MacLeod, 2009, p. 250).  Evidence that 

race matters in reproducing inequalities was presented by MacLeod (2009) in his 

description of a group of young black men known as the Brothers, who in spite of being 

relatively better educated than the white Hallway Hangers, experienced racism on the job 

from predominantly white managers, which prevented them from gaining socio-economic 

mobility.  In the context of my school, the aspect of race (especially as it relates to 

students from First Nations and other Aboriginal backgrounds) is significant.  Aboriginal 

students represent a large proportion of students who attend British Columbia’s inner-city 

schools like Maple Elementary, and they represent a large proportion of our students 

who, historically, have struggled.  The habitus(es) of indigenous peoples need to be 

honored and reflected in our school environments and our curriculum for meaningful 

change to occur.  In the context of my current study, Winkle-Wagner’s (2010) criticism 

about the absence of race in Bourdieu’s theory of practice could be addressed through an 

increased sensitivity to issues of Aboriginal Education  at the design phase of any new 

research initiative.  

Applicability in multiple countries and the weighting of indicators.  Lareau 

(1988) points out two shortcomings in Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984) work.  The first 

shortcoming relates to the degree to which the concept of cultural capital can be 

generalized to different countries.  She claims that social stratification is much more 

entrenched within French society than in American society, making it easier for 

researchers to examine social inequalities in France using the concept of cultural capital.   

“Culture is not highly differentiated in the U.S.  American research suggests that class 

culture is weakly defined in the US, and that racial and ethnic minorities reinterpret 

mainstream culture into their own” (Lareau, 1988, p. 161).  French society is still 
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stratified primarily along class lines, whereas American society is stratified primarily 

upon racial lines.  Consequently, using the current form of cultural capital to analyze the 

American experience may be unreliable and problematic.  This raises the need to look 

deeper and find a more meaningful definition of cultural capital.   

However, as I mentioned earlier, theory of practice is not firmly affixed either to 

country or to capitalism.  Having appropriated and thoroughly internalized Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice, I cannot view it as being necessarily and exclusively tied to France and 

capitalism, because theory of practice has more to do with power imbalances between 

dominating groups and those they dominate, and issues of privileged and underprivileged 

positioning cut across issues of national, racial, or political ascription.  Bourdieu’s 

conceptualizations will be reflected in multiple societies and not solely in capitalist 

France. 

The second shortcoming that Lareau (1988) identifies concerns the weighting of 

the various indicators of cultural capital.  Lareau (1988) argues that not all markers of 

cultural capital influence individuals equally and that some are more influential than 

others.  Lareau (1988) claims that these differences in weighting are not reflected in 

Bourdieu’s (1977, 1984) work, but need to be included in research to provide a more 

complete picture of cultural capital.  This problem is also easy to mitigate, since this kind 

of weighting can be accomplished by conducting an initial survey of the field before 

commencing the study.  I will discuss this in more detail in Chapter 6. 

Bridging to the Recommendations 

 Being a practitioner who went from working in a middle SES school to an inner-

city school only a few kilometers away, I have been perplexed and intrigued as to why 

two groups of students who are geographically so close should be so different in terms of 

their academic performance.  My journey into this problem has made me inquire into the 

role that I, as a practitioner, might be playing in the achievement gap between lower and 

higher SES students.  It was abundantly clear to me from the time that I arrived at Maple 

that I was coming in from the “other side of the tracks” and coming to these students as 

an outsider with respect to my own socio-economic status.  In order to be able to explain 

the “who, what, where, when, why,” and most importantly the “how,” I sought out 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice, or perhaps it sought me out.  After conducting an in-depth 
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hermeneutic inquiry into both the theory of practice itself and the ways it has been 

applied by empirical researchers, I have concluded inductively that it can be a very useful 

theoretical tool for gaining a clearer conceptual understanding of social reproduction in 

an inner-city setting, which gives me confidence that I have appropriated theory of 

practice integrally, and I can apply it confidently in order to understand the achievement 

gap in British Columbia’s inner-city schools, starting particularly with my own school.   

Utilizing an inductive process, wherein I have allowed the layers of both 

favorable and unfavorable evidence to lead me to a conclusion, has been very helpful in 

building my confidence in the ability of Bourdieu’s theory of practice to explain social 

reproduction (and the part that I might play in it) from a theoretical perspective.  For me, 

inductive reasoning has functioned as an organic and emergent process that has permitted 

strata of evidence to unfold progressively in a manner that has liberated me from the 

pressures of received wisdom and deductive conclusions.  The next step in this argument 

is to reconsider, in Chapter 6, how theory of practice is employed in both research and 

practice and to make recommendations about its future uses.  When this chapter’s 

inductive argument in support of Bourdieu’s theory of practice is combined with the 

recommendations regarding its uses that I will make in Chapter 6, the resulting synthesis 

will produce a compelling and comprehensive argument in favor of Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice, which, I believe, will successfully bridge the three realms of episteme, 

phronesis, and praxis. 
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Chapter 6: Recommendations 

Introduction 

 On a theoretical level, I have come to the conclusion that Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice affords an effective means to understand social reproduction in British 

Columbia’s inner-city schools and the role of teachers in that process.  My theoretical 

findings, which are described in Chapter 5, emerged through hermeneutic inquiry and a 

process of induction.  In my view, these findings make a strong case in favor of theory of 

practice.  Theory of practice is an effective lens through which to view the problem of the 

achievement gap; I believe, however, that theory of practice does require some 

reformulations.  Having appropriated Bourdieu’s approach to social reproduction and 

having glimpsed its transformative power first hand through induction, I have come to 

realize that it could benefit from several adjustments to the ways it is usually conceived 

and employed by researchers.  When these recommended adjustments are combined with 

the theoretical findings of Chapter 5, together they make a compelling case in favor of 

theory of practice.  But before I address these recommendations, however, I would like to 

ground them in critical pedagogy, to which I will turn next. 

When dealing with the issue of social reproduction, it is easy to become frustrated 

and lose hope because of the powerful grip that the interests of the dominant classes have 

can on schools and other societal structures that provide them a disproportionate 

advantage over members of the lower classes.  Social reproduction “can lead to the 

assumption that that there is (and perhaps can be) no significant resistance to such power” 

(Apple, 2004, p. 151).  That is, “there are immutable laws of economic and political 

development,” which tend to favor the interests of the dominant SES group, and which 

cannot be stopped, altered, or reversed (Apple, 2004, p. 150).  Furthermore, it is also easy 

to lose hope because of “marxophobia,” which is a theoretical tradition that considers 

capitalism to be an “ irrevocable evil,” whose “pattern of exploitation” has produced 

“massive social problems such as racism, sexism, and classism” that will continue 

indefinitely as long as the capitalist economic system is in effect (McLaren, 1988, p. 

168).  However, submitting to the idea that social reproduction is the ‘natural’ state of 

things and cannot be ameliorated is just as problematic, because it suppresses the will of 

individuals from lower SES groups to exercise human agency and improve their 
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conditions (Apple, 2004).  Although the struggle against the discrimination perpetrated 

by social reproduction is daunting, it is necessary, and it requires a full commitment of 

will, skill, and resources, if educational improvements are to be realized for children from 

lower SES backgrounds.   

The notion that an effective bridge between idealism and realism can be 

accomplished through critical pedagogy underscores my recommendations.  Critical 

pedagogy is rooted in the Frankfurt School of critical theory whose founders fled Europe 

during WWII under the threat of Nazi occupation and went on to question aspects of 

power and domination (McLaren, 1988).  Critical pedagogy has been viewed as a “new 

sociology of education” that seeks to “empower the powerless and transform existing 

social inequalities and injustices” (McLaren, 1988, p. 171).  Critical pedagogies propose 

that schools are sites of domination, which, under the cloak of neutrality, covertly further 

the interests of the dominating class.  And, since the dominant class is (un)consciously 

able to control important societal institutions such as schools, it is able to indefinitely 

perpetuate its own self-promotion, while perpetuating the subjugation of other groups.  

Though schools are sites of domination, critical pedagogies such as Freire’s (2012) also 

see schools as sites for liberation. This means that schools are dialectical arenas; schools 

can minimize opportunities for particular groups, but they can also empower the same 

groups to emancipate themselves. 

For me, a very important aspect of critical pedagogy is the relationship between 

the dominator and the dominated as discussed by Freire (2012), who argues that, when 

unequal power relations are made evident to the dominated, there is a tendency for that 

group to want to seize the public institutions that have caused their oppression and utilize 

them subsequently to oppress their oppressors.  However, when the oppressed become 

the oppressors, they are doing nothing to relieve the dehumanization caused by 

oppression but, instead, they are assuming the very role that they have fought against.  As 

Freire (2012) eloquently argues, “In order for this struggle to have meaning the oppressed 

must not, in seeking to regain their humanity (which is to create it), become in turn 

oppressors of the oppressors, but rather the restorers of the humanity of both” making it 

the “great humanistic and historical task of the oppressed to liberate themselves and their 

oppressors as well” (p. 44).   
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Freire (2012) advocates the creation of a partnership between the oppressors and 

the oppressed, where one empowers the other to empower the other, in an effort to create 

a society that is fair for all.  The goal of critical pedagogy, as I see it, is not only to 

transform the condition of the oppressed, but also the condition of the oppressors, so that 

both can co-exist and share the power equitably.  In other words, “only through 

comradeship with the oppressed can the converts understand their characteristic ways of 

living and behaving” (Freire, 2012, p. 61).  I hope that, through self-reflection, inner-city 

teachers can commit themselves to transformation, so as to create a fairer and more 

equitable power dynamic.  I hope that the kinds of understandings that I strive for in this 

study can stimulate both the teachers and the predominantly lower SES students at Maple 

Elementary to learn to understand and uplift the other.  

The Recommendations 

It is in a spirit of commitment and hope that I would like to make a number of 

recommendations that deal with aspects of epistemology, methodology, praxis, and 

phronesis. These recommendations are neither overly idealistic, such that they cannot be 

accomplished without revolutionary changes, nor overly realistic, such that they 

unquestioningly accept the status quo as the natural state of affairs.  Instead, my 

recommendations strive for a pragmatic, sensible, and reasonable blending and balancing 

of idealism and realism, theory and practice. 

Field should be seen as a primary concept.  Most of the quantitative literature 

that I have reviewed has applied the concept of cultural capital without paying 

significant attention to the concept of field.  Field is the arena in which cultural capital is 

activated and given value; therefore, to discuss the latter without the former is extremely 

problematic.  Field is the marketplace in which cultural capital and habitus are assigned 

a value.  If there is no defined market, there can be no relevant cultural capital, habitus, 

or resulting symbolic violence.  Field represents the unique world in which cultural 

capital and habitus are born, making it a primary concept in theory of practice.  What is 

important to theory of practice is not necessarily the cultural capital or the habitus 

themselves, but rather their relationship to field.  The concepts of cultural capital, 

habitus, and symbolic violence all flow from field and, therefore, field needs to be given 
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the primacy that has been neglected in much of the quantitative research.  Without field, 

the concept of cultural capital is rendered irrelevant and even ceases to exist.   

By not situating cultural capital within field, the quantitative scholarship has 

created several additional problems that also need to be addressed.  The first of these 

involves several misleading impressions: (a) there exists only one universal field, (b) its 

corresponding cultural capital is the only cultural capital of value, and (c) a high SES 

field and its high SES cultural capital are all that matter.  This problem is compounded 

when the quantitative literature continues to employ a very literal definition of high status 

cultural capital (as Bourdieu himself did) as primarily a beaux arts cultural capital that 

originates in higher SES groups.  Scholarship that takes the literal approach that high 

status cultural capital is synonymous only with higher SES cultural capital neglects (and 

actually negates) the concept of field.  Bourdieu argued that there are multiple fields and 

that each has its own cultural capital requirements; however, by applying a single beaux 

arts interpretation of cultural capital to all fields, the scholarship leads to the incorrect 

inference that there is only one field with only one form of cultural capital that has value.   

Adopting a single definition of cultural capital that means simply beaux arts 

participation is a mistake in regard to fields other than those that Bourdieu examined.  

Bourdieu acknowledged that French society during the 1960s and 1970s was stratified 

upon class lines and, therefore, it made sense for him to equate high status cultural 

capital with beaux arts, which, in his specific research context, did originate in higher 

SES groups.  However, this is not the case in North America, which is stratified more 

upon racial lines (Lareau, 1988) and, therefore, high status cultural signals are different in 

this context.  North America represents a number of different fields, in which high status 

signals do not necessarily come from and equate with the traditional beaux arts habitus of 

higher SES groups as was the case in France, but can take on significantly different 

configurations instead.  Yet most of the studies I reviewed have taken a very literal 

approach that equates high status cultural capital with higher SES cultural capital, since 

this was accurate and appropriate for the field of 1960’s and 1970’s French society, 

where there was only one form of high status culture and that one form was the beaux 

arts culture of higher SES groups.  Quantitative researchers who have studied cultural 

capital outside of the French field have failed to make their version of cultural capital 
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conform to the specific doxa requirements of their contextual fields and, therefore, have 

perpetuated the idea that beaux arts cultural capital is the only real form of cultural 

capital that matters and that, by extension, it is objectively better than other forms of 

cultural capital. 

Ignoring the crucial concept of field and focusing exclusively on a beaux arts 

cultural capital as the standard against which other forms of cultural capital are 

measured, has contributed to exacerbating the notion that different forms of cultural 

capital are objectively superior or inferior to others.  However, Bourdieu did not intend 

for cultural capital to suggest the superiority of one group over another, and in fact he 

argued for what he termed “the cultural arbitrary” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 23), by which he 

meant that aspects of class-based culture are not grounded in some objective truth 

governed by natural laws, whereby some forms of culture are factually better than others, 

but rather that all forms of class culture are equally arbitrary.  Bourdieu (1977) argued, 

 the selection of meanings which objectively defines a group’s or a class’s culture 

 as a symbolic system is arbitrary insofar as the structure and functions of that 

 culture cannot be deduced from any universal principle, whether physical, 

 biological, or spiritual, not being linked by any sort of internal relation to the 

 ‘nature of things’ or any ‘human nature.’ (p. 8)   

Swartz (1997) clarifies Bourdieu’s concept of the cultural arbitrary by arguing 

that dominant cultural standards are arbitrary and not rooted in any social reality, and that 

Bourdieu himself “rejects all claims to universal knowledge, values, and beliefs that 

would stand beyond any social influence” (p. 86).  Savage (2011) crystallizes this point 

when he states, “there is no logical reason why one group’s cultural practices are held 

above another beyond the relative power of the ‘higher’ culture” (p. 22).   

 Bourdieu (1977) expanded on the arbitrariness of culture by stating, “in any 

given social formation, legitimate culture, i.e. the culture endowed with the dominant 

legitimacy, is nothing other than the dominant arbitrary insofar as it is misrecognized in 

its objective truth as a cultural arbitrary and as the dominant cultural arbitrary” (p.  23).  

This means that, as a particular form of cultural capital comes to dominate a field, it 

creates, by way of its monopoly on legitimacy, a misperception of objectivity among 

individuals and the illusion that a particular form of cultural capital (in this case beaux 



	  
	  

153	  

arts cultural capital) is the normal and customary standard against which all other forms 

are to be compared.  This illusion ushers us into the trap of the class-centric 

misunderstanding, misrecognition, and inappropriate validation that I have described 

above.   

 Work done by DeGraaf, 1986; DeGraaf et al., 2000; Driessen and Geert, 2001; 

Kalmijn and Kraaykamp, 1996; Katsillis and Rubinson, 1990; Moss, 2005; and Noble 

and Davies, 2009 has demonstrated that high SES cultural capital may not be important 

in conferring educational advantages at all, and that educational outcomes may be 

affected primarily by factors other than cultural capital.  Furthermore, the scholarship of 

Peterson and Kern (1996) and Prieur and Savage (2013) has advanced ideas of the 

cultural omnivore and the cultural cosmopolitan, which argue that markers of cultural 

capital that previously were the exclusive domain of a particular social class are no 

longer limited to that class.  With mass consumerism, increased migration, and advances 

in communication, cultural domains that were previously exclusive are now opened to 

and accessed by individuals from different social classes, thereby reducing the relevance 

of higher SES culture.  This is not to say that, because cultural capital might not operate 

in Canada through participation in beaux arts activities (as determined by Bourdieu), 

cultural capital is no longer relevant, but quite the contrary.  I believe the realities and 

contexts of cultural capital are alive and well in Canadian society, but they arise from the 

middle SES group rather than the higher SES group, just as in the example of Australia 

described by Turner and Edmunds (2002).  Rather than exclusion along higher SES lines, 

as was prevalent in France during Bourdieu’s time, exclusion now will take place along 

middle SES lines.  In other words, the monopoly on what is regarded as the ‘legitimate’ 

culture has been appropriated by the middle SES group; therefore, future educational 

research should analyze cultural capital from the point of view of the middle SES 

perspective rather than the higher SES perspective that has been traditionally emphasized. 

Since different fields function according to different doxa requirements, there can 

be no objective or ultimate truth regarding which form of cultural capital is better or 

worse, because there is no single field that alone exists.  Society consists of multiple 

fields, with each having its own cultural capital concomitants.  All individuals have 

cultural capital, albeit in different forms, and the requirements of the field in which they 
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are operating will be the primary determinant of which form of cultural capital is viewed 

as high status.  The concept of field has primacy in all respects over cultural capital, and 

the use of one without the other is a significant misassumption in the scholarship. 

The trap of believing high SES cultural capital to be objectively superior to other 

types is easy to fall into, especially since issues of social class are generally perceived in 

terms of unequal power relations, which lend themselves to a conception that is 

hierarchical.  Individuals are so deeply immersed in their own habitus that a class-centric 

view takes over, which gives the viewers the illusion that their cultural practices are the 

correct and superior point of reference.   Unconscious non-reflexivity among researchers 

may divert them from valuing any habitus other than their own, while masking their 

subjective point of view as objective.   

Summary.  In research initiatives arising from theory of practice, the concept of 

field should be given primacy in relation to the other concepts. 

Habitus should be given primacy over cultural capital.  In my view, the 

concept of habitus is more robust than that of cultural capital because habitus involves 

the sum of one’s cultural capital.  The importance of habitus was made clear by 

Bourdieu (1977) when he stated that habitus is the “strategy-generating principle,” (p.72) 

and “is the basis of perception and appreciation of all subsequent experience” (p. 78).  

This implies that habitus should be given primacy over cultural capital, but this has not 

been the case in much of the empirical research, which has concentrated on cultural 

capital, and specific aspects of cultural capital at that.  Many researchers have taken a 

very narrow view of the markers of cultural capital and have utilized select markers, 

such as preferences, goods, and credentials, that are concrete and easy to measure, while 

ignoring the more abstract but equally important markers such as attitudes and behaviors.  

Utilizing the more tangible markers of cultural capital and ignoring the less tangible ones 

has created a fragmentary understanding of the concept, particularly within the 

quantitative scholarship.  

For cultural capital to be a meaningful concept that explains social reproduction, 

it cannot be divided into individual components but, instead, it needs to be animated in its 

entirety within habitus, which is a difficult but necessary task to accomplish.  In order to 

overcome the difficulty of dealing with a concept as large and vibrant as habitus, many 
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researchers have parsed it into the individual components of objectified cultural capital 

that are most concrete and easiest to measure.  However, cultural capital cannot be 

viewed as piecemeal, but must be viewed in relation to habitus, in order for it to be 

applied as a concept that explains social reproduction.  Hence, the quantitative studies 

that advocate either for or against cultural capital do not necessarily present complete 

findings, because their versions of cultural capital suffer from an omitted variable bias 

(Kingston, 2001), which affects the comprehensiveness of their findings.  Had the 

quantitative studies that I reviewed utilized the full set of six markers of cultural capital 

(attitudes, preferences, formal knowledge, behaviors, goods, and credentials) specified by 

Lareau (1988), their findings might have been different.  Certainly, they would have been 

more meaningful and truer to their context. 

A large portion of the blame for omitted variables arises from the reliance of 

quantitative researchers on external sources of data such as ECLS, NELS, or PISA, which 

amass their data for other purposes and may not elicit data specific to cultural capital.  

By relying on external data sets and using their indicators as proxies for field-specific 

cultural capital, many quantitative researchers have essentially yoked themselves to 

definitions of cultural capital that fit the criteria established by the creators of the large-

scale data sets, which may not be appropriate to the particulars of the field that the 

researcher is studying.  Researchers who utilize data that they do not collect themselves 

are often compelled to push a square peg into a round hole, thereby limiting the integrity 

of their findings.  

In the discussion concerning habitus, I would be remiss if I did not discuss 

particular habitus(es) that require extra attention, such as those of First Nations peoples.  

Understanding and incorporating indigenous habitus(es) into the classroom are of 

importance to me as a practitioner for three reasons.  First, many of the children in my 

school are of Aboriginal ancestry, and for us to understand this large segment of Maples’ 

school population, we must understand their distinct habitus(es).  Second, because 

Canada’s indigenous peoples have lived here from time immemorial, and because of the 

losses and marginalization they have endured under colonial policies of assimilation, as 

an educator I feel a moral and ethical responsibility to incorporate and honor their 

habitus(es).  Third, First Nation’s children are still among the most marginalized 
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populations in British Columbia (Preston et al., 2011), which will require educators like 

myself to seek better ways to indigenize our pedagogical understandings and practices.  

The traditional western form of education that has dominated public education is 

one that stresses principles of universality that are absent of any reference to place, which 

is of critical importance in indigenous cultures (Johnson, 2010).  Education in British 

Columbia is based upon Eurocentric principles that compartmentalize education into 

discrete subject areas where the ‘truth’ is “taught by teachers as ‘specialists’ responsible 

for distilling, deciphering, and delivering objective knowledge to students” (Higgins et 

al., 2015, p. 259).  Western epistemology has come to dominate as the educational 

standard and norm, and has come to be viewed as offering expressions of objective and 

universal truths against which all other knowledge must be evaluated.  However, 

Eurocentric education stands in direct contrast to indigenous epistemologies, thereby 

creating a situation of “hysteresis” for Aboriginal students, which subsequently leads to 

enactments of symbolic violence against them.  The habitus currently featured in inner-

city Canadian schools is one that does not conform to indigenous habitus(es), but appears 

to reject them.  In order to improve the achievement of the First Nation’s children who 

occupy many of British Columbia’s inner city schools, progress must be made on the 

pedagogical front (Preston et al., 2011).  This means stressing the importance of 

experiential learning, having students model adults who are solving real world problems 

specific to their context, employing the use of storytelling, integrating indigenous 

languages, festivals, and ceremonies into the school, and moving away from standardized 

tests and letter grade assessments towards personal expressions of self-growth (Preston et 

al., 2011).   

Summary.  The concept of habitus should be given primacy over cultural capital. 

The need to apply all of the concepts.  Theory of practice proves most insightful 

when all of its concepts are applied together.  Bourdieu did not intend his four key 

concepts to be subdivided and used individually without reference to one another, and 

this can be verified hermeneutically with respect to the close relationship between the 

parts and the whole in any interpretable text.  Social reproduction in education forms a 

complex narrative, which can only be unfolded accurately and completely if all of the 

concepts that underlie social reproduction are applied together and interdependently.  
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Theory of practice should be used not only to describe how social reproduction functions 

in British Columbia’s inner-city schools, but also to identify ways to ameliorate this 

problem.  In order to access the generative and transformative power of Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice, its four core concepts must be applied together.   

 Lareau (2011) was successful in interweaving all of Bourdieu’s concepts, and this 

is one reason why I have given her scholarship considerable attention.  By utilizing 

Bourdieu’s complete theory of social reproduction, Lareau (2011) has been able to 

deploy concepts such as habitus, field, and symbolic violence in their fullness to gain a 

robust understanding of how socio-economic inequalities manifest themselves in 

different fields.  In order for theory of practice to be utilized in a meaningful manner, it 

cannot be fragmented and addressed piecemeal (Lareau, 2001; Winkle-Wagner, 2010) as 

many researchers have done.  By selectively utilizing very specific elements of theory of 

practice, researchers such as DiMaggio (1982) have painted an incomplete picture of how 

social reproduction functions, which is “problematic because cultural capital is highly 

dependent on the other concepts, the concept of field in particular” (Winkle-Wagner, 

2010, p. 94).  Lareau (2001) points out how all of the individual components of 

Bourdieu’s theory, such as cultural capital, habitus, field, and symbolic violence, are 

dependent upon one another in a functional sense; the integrity of each component in 

helping to explain social reproduction is discovered in its interconnections with the other 

core components.  Utilizing a contextually specific approach and setting it within the full 

framework of theory of practice has enabled Lareau (2011) to combine the micro and 

macro processes of social reproduction, as also advocated by Conley (2008) and Wright 

(2008), in order to gain a sharper and more comprehensive picture of how social 

reproduction functions in education.   

 Although the core concepts of Bourdieu’s theory of practice can appear to be self-

sufficient, they arose interdependently within his scholarship.  Therefore, to my mind, the 

effectiveness with which they evoke a coherent narrative of the achievement gap in inner-

city schools is diminished if they are not used together.  However, if researchers, 

especially those who are also practitioners, are going to use theory of practice in its 

entirety, they will need to utilize a new formula that is somewhat different from the social 
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conditioning formula devised by Bourdieu (1984, p. 101) and examined in Chapter 3, 

where it is stated that,    

[(Cultural capital)(Habitus)] + Social Field = Practice. 

Although this formula may have functioned in the settings of Bourdieu’s ethnographic 

research, it may not function as well with respect to the current praxis of educators.  For 

the social conditioning formula to be meaningful for educational my own praxis, it 

requires extensions.  Educational practitioners must be able to utilize all of the concepts 

of theory of practice and understand them as inter-related in a manner that appreciates 

how subtly social reproduction operates in the school setting.  To capture the entirety of 

the narrative of social reproduction in the school setting, I propose the following 

extended version of the equation:  

𝐇𝐚𝐛𝐢𝐭𝐮𝐬 𝐅𝐢𝐞𝐥𝐝𝐧 = 𝐒𝐲𝐦𝐛𝐨𝐥𝐢𝐜  𝐕𝐢𝐨𝐥𝐞𝐧𝐜𝐞, 

where Habitus and Field are both constants and ≠ 0; where n is < 1 and represents 

the degree of asymmetry between Habitus and Field; and where Symbolic Violence 

increases the closer you get to 1. 

This extended version of the social reproduction formula suggests that when 

habitus (which subsumes cultural capital) is multiplied by ‘n’ (its degree of asymmetry 

with a particular field), a corresponding level of symbolic violence results.  A greater 

degree of asymmetry between habitus and field will result in a greater level of symbolic 

violence, and vice-versa. Although this extended version does not constitute or imply a 

“new” theory, it may increase the relevance it has for the practitioner. 

Summary.  All of the four key concepts of field, habitus, cultural capital, and 

symbolic violence should be applied together when using theory of practice. 

The need for a common definition of cultural capital.  As my review of the 

research literature confirms, scholars have define cultural capital in a multitude of ways, 

and this has made it extremely difficult to compare various studies and to draw 

meaningful and accurate conclusions.  It was problematic for me, as a conceptual 

researcher, to examine relationships among the many studies that have been conducted on 

this topic, since they all appear to be examining the same concept but they are defining 

and operationalizing it in very different ways.  For cultural capital to be meaningful from 

an empirical standpoint its parameters must be consistently defined and applied by 
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scholars; otherwise it simply devolves into a shapeless pseudo-concept that cannot be 

precisely described.  This is not to advocate fixing or anchoring cultural capital to one 

definition to prohibit it from evolving or being applied in different fields, but quite the 

opposite.  Cultural capital does and should evolve over time, but as it evolves there needs 

to be a conversation about what its evolving form actually looks like, and I recommended 

that this conversation needs to occur now.  Furthermore, the challenge with crafting a 

common definition of cultural capital is to avoid defining it so narrowly that it cannot be 

applied to multiple settings, or defining it so broadly that it becomes unspecifiable and 

therefore meaningless.  For this concept to assist with a meaningful understanding of 

social reproduction, researchers will need to utilize a definition that strikes a crucial 

balance between specificity and generality. 

I   believe the definition of cultural capital advanced by Lareau (1988, p. 156) as 

“institutionalized, i.e. widely shared, high status cultural signals (attitudes, preferences, 

formal knowledge, behaviors, goods, and credentials) used for social and cultural 

exclusion” is currently the most effective and complete definition available, because it 

captures the essence of this concept, as well as its various components.  This is another 

reason I have chosen to give Lareau’s scholarship my close attention, particularly in 

Chapter 4.  Lareau’s (1988) definition gives prominence to three key aspects of cultural 

capital, which include high status signals, institutionalization, and exclusion.  High status 

signals represent the particular form of sociological currency that is valued in a given 

field.  High status refers to highly valued forms of cultural capital, which are valued in 

accord with the habitus requirements of the field, and which confer an advantage upon 

those who have them and a disadvantage upon those who do not.  Institutionalization 

provides a key source of power through which the cultural practices of one SES group 

become dominant over those of other groups.  Institutionalization has the added effect of 

legitimizing the cultural practices of the dominant group while simultaneously 

delegitimizing those of other groups.  Lastly, exclusion is the key aspect that clarifies 

symbolic violence.  According to Lareau (1988), exclusion can take four forms, which 

include self-elimination, over-selection, relegation, and direct selection.  Self-elimination 

is a form of exclusion where individuals deliberately exclude themselves from a field 

because they feel that they do not have the necessary habitus required to be successful in 
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that field.   Over-selection is a second form of exclusion, where individuals who have a 

non-desirable form of habitus are subject to the same rigors of selection as those 

individuals who have the desired form of habitus.  With over-selection, individuals who 

hold less valued form of habitus are required to outperform individuals with more valued 

forms of habitus in order to gain membership in that given field, through their attempts 

often result in failure.  Relegation, which is a third form of exclusion involves individuals 

who have non-desirable forms of habitus who end up in less desirable positions through 

poorly-informed choices, in spite of the considerable investments they have made in 

attempts to navigate a particular field.  Lastly, direct selection occurs when there is a 

direct bias by the members of a field in favor those who share their habitus and against 

those who do not.  The excluded SES groups are prohibited via institutionalization from 

gaining access to the resources that have traditionally been of benefit to the dominant 

group, perpetuating the cycle of social reproduction.  Moreover, these forms of exclusion 

come to be regarded by both the dominant and dominated as legitimately sanctioned and, 

therefore, beyond challenge.  

 Lareau’s (1988) definition also highlights the six constituent indicators or 

markers of cultural capital, which include attitudes, preferences, formal knowledge, 

behaviors, goods, and credentials. These six markers address the embodied, objectified, 

and institutionalized forms of cultural capital identified by Bourdieu.  In order to gain a 

complete and accurate understanding of how cultural capital functions in a given field, 

equal attention must be paid to all six markers and not only to certain selected markers, as 

in the work of many of the quantitative researchers whose studies I have reviewed.   

Although Lareau’s (1988) definition is currently the most comprehensive 

approach to theory of practice, it too is incomplete because it neglects the importance and 

primacy of the concept of field.  In fairness to Lareau (1988), I believe, because she is an 

ethnographer, that she is so immersed in the field of her study that field fades into the 

background, becomes a given, and is taken for granted.  What I would like to propose is 

an extended practitioner’s definition of cultural capital that accepts the definition 

advanced by Lareau (1988) but blends it with the concepts of field, doxa, and symbolic 

violence.  This extended definition of cultural capital is: “Widely shared, tacit high 

status cultural signals (attitudes, preferences, formal knowledge, behaviors, goods, and 
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credentials) that arise out of and are specific to a particular field, and become 

institutionalized within the structures of that field, so as to be used by the dominant 

group in that field for purposes of social and cultural exclusion.”  This extended 

definition of cultural capital is hermeneutically more comprehensive because it includes 

all of Bourdieu’s core concepts of cultural capital, habitus, field, and symbolic violence, 

as well as capturing the sequential narrative that they communicate.  Furthermore, this 

definition also gives appropriate weight to the concepts of field and habitus, which are 

the two most essential concepts in theory of practice, and it clarifies the tacitly 

exclusionary nature of the process of social reproduction. Although this extended 

definition does not constitute or imply a “new” theory, it may increase the relevance it 

has for the practitioner. 

Summary.  There will need to be a commonly accepted, comprehensive definition 

of cultural capital. 

The need to view cultural capital as multi-dimensional.  There needs to be a 

reconfiguration of cultural capital from one-dimensional (pertaining to a single field) to 

multi-dimensional (capturing the inter-relationships among different fields).  I am 

suggesting a view that captures both the intra-field and inter-field cultural capital 

relationships and their dynamics.  Not only does cultural capital have a relationship to a 

specific field, within which it has been assigned a particular value, but it also has 

relationships to other fields, which result collectively in larger societal implications 

regarding power.  

Not only is there a power struggle within an individual field, but there is also a 

larger struggle for power across fields, and both kinds of struggle must be addressed to 

understand how cultural capital functions on the micro and macro levels.  After reading 

the voluminous literature surrounding the Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital, my 

general impression is that many researchers have paid an inordinate amount of attention 

to how cultural capital functions within the hierarchy of a specific field, without paying 

much attention to power relations across fields, which are important for understanding 

how power functions in the broader context.  In order to clarify both the intra-field and 

the inter-field cultural capital relationships, I have created a matrix (see Figure 4) that 
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will enable researchers to acknowledge the cultural capital hierarchies that exist both 

within a particular field and across different fields.  

	  

 

 

Figure 4. A matrix showing the relationship of habitus to an individual field and across 

fields. 

 

All individuals have cultural capital (albeit of different types) and, therefore, their 

successes, both within a given field and across fields, rest upon how closely their cultural 

capital matches the requirements of each.  In this sense, all individuals regardless of their 

habitus can be studied across a multitude of fields, thereby making cultural capital more 

relational and relative rather than absolute.  By representing the relationship between 

habitus and field as a matrix, individuals can simultaneously be examined relative to both 

their chosen field of admission and the habitus requirements of other fields.  Capturing 

this dual relational aspect enables researchers to compare habitus requirements within 

and across fields, which comparison has been absent from research because it is difficult 

to do.  For example, according to Figure 4, lower SES inner-city children reside in 

Quadrant 4, which exposes them to a maximum amount of symbolic violence because 

their habitus does not match the requirements of the school field or the field of 

Quadrant	  1	  
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Quadrant	  4:	  Low	  
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mainstream society.  Lower SES children are twice exposed to symbolic violence, both 

within schools and in the larger society.  In contrast, Middle SES children reside in 

Quadrant 2, which is a more privileged position because their habitus is valued both by 

schools and society at large, thereby leading to minimal symbolic violence. 

Summary.  Cultural capital needs to be seen as having both intra-field and inter-

field implications. 

The need to move away from the terms lowbrow, middlebrow, and highbrow.  

My next recommendation is of a semantic nature, and concerns itself with the use of the 

terms lowbrow, middlebrow, and highbrow within the literature to represent the various 

forms of cultural capital.  In my view, the physical, literal, and absolute nature of these 

terms negatively impacts the more vibrant connotations of the concepts cultural capital 

and habitus.  The use of these terms is problematic for three reasons.  It is extremely 

disrespectful to individuals who have the middlebrow or lowbrow forms of cultural 

capital.  Utilizing these terms creates the incorrect impression of individuals who have 

lowbrow and middlebrow cultural capital as being somehow less human than others who 

have highbrow cultural capital.   

Also, Bourdieu’s (1977) pronouncement regarding “the cultural arbitrary” 

explains that no single form of cultural capital is objectively better than another; they are 

simply different, and those differences are arbitrary.  However, the use of the absolute 

terms, lowbrow, middlebrow, and highbrow, creates the illusion that some forms of 

cultural capital are objectively better than others.  In my view, Bourdieu significantly 

undermines his own idea of the cultural arbitrary when he uses terms such as highbrow, 

middlebrow, and lowbrow to represent different forms of cultural capital.  These terms 

convey the undesirable impression that some forms of cultural capital are naturally and 

empirically superior to others because the terms themselves are absolute.   

The final problem with using the terms highbrow, middlebrow, and lowbrow 

relates to the impression that each individual can be neatly assigned to a single category 

of cultural capital and habitus.  This creates an unfortunate and inaccurate either/or 

dichotomy in which individuals are simply assumed to have a particular form of cultural 

capital in an absolute sense, with no room left for gradations.  Cultural capital is more 

like a spectrum, in that we all have cultural capital that can be plotted on the matrix of 
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any field, but the key question is, “How much of it matches the requirements of the 

particular field?”  The correct point of inquiry is not whether an individual has the 

cultural capital or habitus of a given field, but rather where does he/she lie along the 

continuum of cultural capital requirements for that specific field.  Hence, new terms are 

needed that capture the gradational and relational nature of cultural capital and field, 

rather than the false dichotomy that it has been viewed as.  

I am suggesting that the language that represents different forms of cultural 

capital should be changed in the scholarship to demonstrate a respect for all humanity, a 

respect for the cultural arbitrary, and a respect for the gradational nature of cultural 

capital and habitus.  Rather than using highbrow, middlebrow, and lowbrow, perhaps 

there needs to be a shift in the scholarship toward the use of relational terms such as 

“minimally valued,” “moderately valued,” and “maximally valued.”  This linguistic shift 

rightly transforms cultural capital into a concept that is both hierarchical and relational, 

which consequently highlights its relative subjectivity, rather than the assumption of 

objective superiority that the terms lowbrow, middlebrow, and highbrow mistakenly 

convey.  Relational terms such as minimally valued, moderately valued, and maximally 

valued effectively and necessarily draw in the concept of field and correctly situate the 

concept of cultural capital within a field where it is assigned a value.  In its present 

misunderstood and misapplied form, theory of practice can be misinterpreted as a deficit 

model that identifies a clear, objective superiority between those who participate in 

highbrow culture and those who do not, when in fact no objective superiority exists.  By 

capturing the relational aspect of the concept cultural capital, which has been 

overwhelmingly regarded as hierarchical and specific only to a single field, researchers 

will access the true and full emancipatory potential of Bourdieu’s work and not allow it 

to be regarded as a deficit model that sees the cup as half empty for those who do not 

participate in high status culture.  Since all individuals have cultural capital in various 

forms, the challenge resides in understanding how to capitalize on unique forms of 

capital, which brings me to my next recommendation. 

Summary.  There needs to be a shift away from using the terms lowbrow, 

middlebrow, highbrow towards “minimally valued,” “moderately valued,” and 

“maximally valued. 
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The need to reconcile a paradox.  In order to capitalize on the emancipatory 

opportunities offered by correctly understanding and applying cultural capital as relative 

rather than absolute, we need to invest in the capital of those students who are from lower 

SES backgrounds and who are failing in schools like Maple, which are generally staffed 

by teachers with Middle SES habitus(es). 

If we keep Bourdieu’s economic metaphor at the center, then an economic 

investment is what is required.  According to Khalifa (2010), we can accomplish this 

“investment” by validating the existing cultural capital of students from lower SES 

backgrounds, rather than treating their cultural capital as a deficit.  Rather than regarding 

the cultural capital of students from lower SES backgrounds as a weakness, teachers and 

school leaders should regard their cultural capital as a source of strength.  Educators and 

school leaders need to invest in the existing cultural capital assets of students from lower 

SES backgrounds, rather than attempting to fill them with the middle SES cultural 

capital that the schools tacitly prefer.  However, this argument reminds me of the two 

competing and conflicting paradoxes that I alluded to in Chapter 5, which will need to be 

addressed and reconciled before we can go further.  

The first of these paradoxes considers that, in order for theory of practice to be 

emancipatory, teachers must utilize the cultural capital and habitus that lower SES 

children come to school with and regard them as a source of strength.  However, work 

done by Willis (1977), Ingram (2009), and Reay et al., (2010) illustrates that when 

schools do validate the cultural capital of lower SES children they are essentially 

perpetuating social reproduction, because they are endorsing forms of cultural capital 

and habitus that generally do not value education and are not valued by educational 

institutions.  By validating low SES cultural capital, it may be that schools are essentially 

condensing the cultural capital of these children into a habitus that opposes school, 

therefore enabling these children to self-select out of school because they regard school 

as having little or no value for them.   

The complexity of this paradox is further compounded when we consider that 

lower SES cultural capital is at odds with the middle SES cultural capital that pervades 

and regulates schools and mainstream society (Delpit, 1995; Horvat, 1999; Lareau, 1987; 

Lareau 2011; Lareau & Rodriguez, 2009;  Lareau & Weininenger; 2009; Ovnik & 
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Veazey, 2009).  There is a “culture of power” that pervades schools, the particular culture 

of which is aligned with middle class white values (Delpit, 1995, p.25).  If we help 

children from lower SES backgrounds to strengthen their existing cultural capital, will 

those students be at a further disadvantage when they attempt to enter a mainstream 

society that values middle SES cultural capital?  Will teachers who build on the cultural 

capital strengths of lower SES children be doing them not only an immediate and short-

term service, but also a long-term disservice when those children are no longer attending 

an inner-city school that values their habitus?  Perhaps these questions point to an avenue 

for future research.  That is, how will children from lower SES backgrounds, who have 

had their cultural capital validated in schools, fare in society when they become adults?  

Do these children continue as adults to gravitate towards fields that value their distinct 

forms of lower SES cultural capital, or do they venture into other fields that have 

different cultural capital requirements, and if so how successful are they?  

 The second paradox considers that, if schools do not validate the cultural capital 

of low SES students, they are in essence assuming that lower SES cultural capital is 

somehow deficient and objectively inferior to middle SES cultural capital.  In other 

words, by simply regarding children from lower SES backgrounds as individuals who 

have an incorrect form of cultural capital and habitus and who are in need of assimilation 

into middle SES cultural capital and habitus, we are perpetuating a deficit model of 

reasoning, for which popular commentators such as Payne (2008) have been staunchly 

criticized.    

Is it possible to bridge these two competing but conflicting paradoxes in a way 

that permits us to honor the merits of both without incurring the problems that plague 

each of them?  Can there be a third way that permits a situation in which we can validate 

the cultural capital of lower SES children and acknowledge the reality that a dominant 

culture actually exists? 

 I believe that there is a third way forward, which can bridge these two paradoxes 

and which is rooted in praxis.  This third way permits teachers, school leaders, parents, 

and students themselves to recognize the reality of the existence of a “culture of power” 

(Delpit, 1995, p. 25), while also respecting and capitalizing on the cultural capital that 

lower SES students bring with them.  We need to acknowledge that “the dispositions of 
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working-class students are, in effect, out of alignment with the middle-class cultural or 

knowledge capital that guarantees success in school,” and that this creates a situation in 

which there is “a lack of fit between the cultural capital of working class children and the 

school’s cultural and knowledge processes, i.e., the school code” (Fataar, 2012, p. 54).  In 

order to address this lack of fit, while simultaneously acknowledging, preserving, and 

respecting the cultural inheritances of lower SES students and the academic requirements 

of school, we will require a two-pronged approach that focuses on both of these fronts.  

The intersection of these two facets of school life provides the mediating space wherein 

the work to address the misalignment must occur.   

The term “pedagogical recontextualization” is used to describe the 

transformations that must occur at this crucial junction of the cultural capital 

requirements of the school and the cultural capital assets that lower SES children come 

to school equipped with (Fataar, 2012).  Pedagogical recontextualization is an approach 

whereby there is a mutual respect paid both to the academic rigor required by schools and 

to the lived experiences of the students, where the former does not trump the latter, but 

both work in tandem and are mutually reinforcing.  Teachers do not need to “dumb 

down” the curriculum for lower SES students; instead they can expect the same level of 

quality that they expect from middle SES students, if they only tap into the cultural 

capital strengths of lower SES students.  Teachers need to acknowledge the existence and 

value of both forms of cultural capital and use them to augment each other (Fataar, 

2012).  This means that educators and school leaders need to emphasize the cultural 

capital that students from lower SES backgrounds bring with them and incorporate it into 

an otherwise middle-class curriculum.  By incorporating the cultural assets of lower SES 

students into their pedagogical practices, teachers would be legitimizing lower SES 

cultural capital, thereby making learning more relevant and meaningful for students who 

otherwise may not have a connection to pedagogical practices and curriculum that arise 

from a habitus other than their own.  However, the relationship does not end there.  

Teachers must also be infused with the responsibility to educate students from lower SES 

backgrounds in the cultural requirements of school, so as to not to disguise the fact that 

there is a prevailing cultural capital requirement that is expected by schools (Ovnik & 

Veazey, 2010).  Lifting the veil of the unwritten and unspoken doxa requirements of 
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educational institutions would be “an attempt to make visible the intellectual parameters 

of an engaging pedagogical approach that would mitigate what is normally left implicit in 

school knowledge transfer” (Fataar, 2012, p. 58).   

 There is another reason that underscores the necessity for individuals to become 

fluent in the cultural capital of fields other than their own, and this has to do with 

advances in communication and media and the increased geographic proximity to 

individuals from different fields.  The speed and frequency of communication, the wide 

reach of the media, and the prevalence of human migration have changed so significantly 

that individuals who once were isolated in their own field are now interconnected to other 

individuals and other fields, whether or not by choice.  Advances in communication and 

media have resulted in an increased interconnectivity among individuals from different 

fields.  This interconnectivity has also extended to different fields, so that individual 

fields themselves are no longer insular and distinct, but rather have become permeable 

and may overlap with one another.  Whether by design or coincidence, interconnectivity 

is becoming a new reality that cannot be ignored and whose implications cannot be 

overlooked.  The net result of interconnectivity amongst individuals with different forms 

of cultural capital and amongst different fields means that more individuals must 

navigate a multitude of different fields on a more frequent basis, and this creates a need 

for these individuals to be fluent in the cultural capital requirements of a variety of fields.  

Individuals, who in the past could reside in the single field of their birth and still do well 

socially and economically, are finding that they are now being forced to weave in and out 

of many different fields, in order to sustain the same levels of success.   

In addition, those individuals who do not develop fluency in multiple forms of 

cultural capital find themselves increasingly isolated and pushed to the margins of 

society.  The world is no longer insular, and those who previously lived and thrived in 

sociological silos of seclusion, are finding it increasingly difficult to maintain the same 

levels of engagement and prosperity without successfully migrating in and out of multiple 

fields. 

A powerful example of how creative educators have been able to cultivate more 

than a single form of cultural capital among lower SES students is provided by Ovnik 

and Veazey (2009) in their description of the Biological Undergraduate Scholars Program 
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(BUSP) that was implemented at the University of California (Davis) in 1988 to increase 

the number of lower SES students who were graduating with degrees in biological 

science, a field that was traditionally dominated by white students from middle SES 

backgrounds.  BUSP was a deliberate and concerted effort on the part of the faculty to 

utilize the cultural capital strengths of the lower SES students who entered this program 

and familiarize them with the academic requirements of the university, attempting 

thereby to protect the integrity of both without compromising either.  The teaching 

approaches that the professors utilized were sensitive and responsive to the cultural 

capital endowments of these particular students.  Furthermore, when the professors felt 

that their students were not fluent in the cultural capital requirements of the university, 

they made deliberate and explicit attempts to cultivate and teach those requirements.  

Many of the students in the BUSP program had very limited accessible social capital for 

making important decisions about their education and, therefore, were in danger of 

making poor and uninformed decisions.  Many of their parents were not college graduates 

and, therefore, could not assist their children in navigating the requirements of the 

university field.  In situations like this, professors functioned as “helicopter parents,” who 

were “hovering over students to make sure that were ready for each step along their 

academic journey” (Ovnik & Veazey, 2010, p. 382).  For me, the example of the 

“helicopter parents” indicates that teachers need to be extra mindful of the limited social 

capital of students from lower SES backgrounds and that teachers’ need to perform the 

additional role of academic advisor, in conjunction with that of teacher, for these 

students.  

Another powerful example of a situation in which students were successfully able 

to bridge the gap between the middle SES cultural capital requirements made by the 

school and the lower SES cultural capital that they came with is provided by Carter 

(2005) in her ethnography titled Keepin It Real.  Carter (2005) explored the different 

levels of academic and social success obtained by three groups of students, which she 

termed “cultural mainstreamers”,  “noncompliant believers”, and “cultural straddlers” 

(Carter, 2005, p. 31, 34, 37).  The cultural mainstreamers were lower SES students who 

conformed to the cultural capital requirements of the school, but in doing so isolated 

themselves from their lower SES peers.  The noncompliant believers were lower SES 
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students who deliberately self-selected themselves out of school in order to preserve 

relationships with their lower SES peers and kin.  Finally, the cultural straddles were 

lower SES students who were fluent in the cultural requirements of both their school and 

lower SES neighborhoods and were able to attain academic success and social 

acceptance.  Carter (2005) described cultural straddlers as students who could “bridge the 

gap between cultural mainstreamers and noncompliant believers,” were “characterized by 

bicultural perspectives,” and could “span the spectrum ranging in nature from students 

‘who play the game’ and embrace the cultural codes of both school and home 

community, to students who vocally criticize the school’s ideology while still achieving 

well academically” (p. 30).  Becoming a cultural straddler was not accidental, but 

resulted from a deliberate attempt by some students to understand that they needed to 

adopt what Carter (2005) described as a “bicultural” perspective, which allowed them to 

be fluent in the culture of both the middle SES world of school and the lower SES world 

they called home, in order to realize benefits from both fields (p. 38).   

Summary.  Schools must respect and incorporate the habitus of lower SES 

students, while also familiarizing them with middle SES habitus. 

The need to conduct a cultural capital assessment of field.  As I have argued 

earlier, the concept of field is critical to the successful application of theory of practice.  

As the literature suggests, cultural capital is context specific.  Therefore, discussing the 

former in the absence of the latter is extremely problematic, in that it paints an imperfect 

picture of cultural capital and gives the illusion that perhaps there is some universal form 

of cultural capital that can function irrespective of field.  Each field has its own distinct 

form of cultural capital that is valued over others.  For research to be meaningful, it must 

pay attention to the specifics of “widely shared high status signals (attitudes, preferences, 

formal knowledge, behaviors, goods, and credentials” that are endemic to each distinct 

field (Lareau, 1988, p. 156).  Utilizing large universal data sets that are not specific to any 

individual field is akin to throwing a fish net into a large ocean in hope of catching only a 

specific species of fish.  Cultural capital does not function at such a general level and, by 

emphasizing generality over specificity, much of the quantitative research is providing us 

with little useful information regarding how one field differs from another with respect to 

its cultural capital requirements. 
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I suggest that future researchers should define the parameters of their selected 

field and then conduct a cultural capital assessment of that particular field.  By first 

developing a thorough understanding of what distinct forms of cultural capital are valued 

in a selected field and then uncovering the demarcations of that field, researchers will be 

able to target their subsequent research more effectively toward understanding specific 

phenomena.  By establishing a baseline of field-specific cultural capital, researchers will 

be able to compare and contrast it with other forms.  As a concept, field has spatial limits.  

The more researchers widen the spatial parameters of what constitutes a particular field, 

the more they dilute the accuracy with which they can capture the cultural capital that is 

valued in that field.   

Neither does cultural capital remain constant over time, but rather it fluctuates 

and becomes specific to particular periods of time (Prieur & Savage, 2013).  In order to 

appreciate the evolution of cultural capital, we must pay attention to its changing nature 

over time, as well as the specifics of its relationship to a particular field.  A reasonable 

way to accomplish these two tasks would be to interview or observe individuals who are 

successful in a field regarding the forms of cultural capital currency that are at play in 

that field at a given time.  For instance, conversations with teachers who have spent 

considerable time in the field of Maple, would assist me in identifying what forms of 

cultural capital are valued at Maple a given time.  Rather than foraging in the dark in 

hopes of coincidentally striking the form of cultural capital that is of current value in the 

field of Maple, I should be able to focus in on this at the beginning of the school year, 

thereby making my praxis more sensitive, effective, and reliable. 

Summary.  Before undertaking a study in a particular field using theory of 

practice, researchers need to do an assessment of that field with respect to its current 

parameters and what forms of cultural capital are valued. 

The need to use hermeneutics and qualitative research designs.  Both 

researchers and practitioners need to have a thorough understanding of theory of practice 

before they seek to apply it in their particular context.  My review of the empirical 

literature, particularly the quantitative studies, and the shortcomings of my own 

attempted mixed methods study, suggest to me that many researchers have only a partial 

understanding of theory of practice, which likely affects the clarity of their findings and 
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the quality of their recommendations.  Consequently, I am suggesting that potential 

researchers who aim to make use of theory of practice will need to practice hermeneutics 

to gain a clear and complete understanding of theory of practice before they commence 

their studies.  If either empirical research or practitioner research is to be generative and 

transformative, then the researcher will need to have a deep understanding of the lenses 

through which he/she is focusing, and this is best accomplished by fusing the researcher’s 

horizon hermeneutically with that of Bourdieu. 

 The second part of this recommendation addresses the particular research design 

(quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods) that is most compatible with Bourdieu’s 

theory of practice.  After examining numerous quantitative, qualitative, and mixed 

methods studies, and struggling with a mixed methods study of my own, it became clear 

to me that the qualitative research design is the most fruitful, because it is most receptive 

and sensitive to Bourdieu’s key concept of field, from which all the other core concepts 

of habitus, cultural capital, and symbolic violence can be seen to flow.  Qualitative 

research gives prominence and centrality to this critical concept of field.  By utilizing 

qualitative research tools such as individual interviews and observations, researchers can 

tease out the precise, intricate, and distinct details that underlie a given field.  In other 

words, qualitative research designs provide “well-grounded, rich descriptions and 

explanations of processes in identifiable local contexts [fields]” that are not easily 

available with quantitative research designs (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.1).  It follows 

that “words, especially organized into incidents or stories, have a concrete, vivid, 

meaningful flavor that often proves far more convincing to a reader—a policy maker, a 

practitioner—than pages of summarized numbers” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.1).  

Furthermore, as a practitioner, praxis is of key importance to me, and qualitative 

scholarship is attuned to praxis by virtue of its focus on “ordinary events in natural 

settings, so that we have a strong handle on what ‘real life’ is like” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 10).  Qualitative research designs are much more sensitive and finely attuned to 

uncovering the intricate and critical details of field, which is not necessarily the case with 

quantitative research designs, which function as blunter research instruments when they 

use aspects of theory of practice to examine social reproduction.   
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Quantitative research design appears to focus on providing an aggregate level of 

analysis due to its frequent reliance upon external data sets that have been assembled by 

agencies other than the researcher him/herself.  Consequently, most of the quantitative 

scholarship has focused on applying theory of practice at the level of entire school 

districts, entire states, or entire countries.  However, the broad level of analysis that is 

typical of quantitative scholarship is extremely problematic because the concept of field 

is very specific, and this suggests that each school constitutes its own distinct field that 

(dis)favors unique markers of cultural capital.  Each individual school presents 

distinctive factors that (re)produce socioeconomic inequalities differently and 

specifically.  Therefore, the focus of research needs to be at the level of the individual 

school, in order for it to provide an honest and exact reflection of how social reproduction 

functions in context.  By producing aggregate data, quantitative studies lose the valuable 

data that are school (field) specific and reveal the essence of the particular school.  The 

critical aspect of specificity is lost due to statistical dilution and stretching the parameters 

of field to include large and diverse geographic areas in an effort to establish an overall 

picture. Historically, educational researchers who are eager to understand the whole 

system rather than its individual components have favored this approach (Condron & 

Rocigno, 2008).  However, an overreliance on aggregated data not only distorts our 

understanding of the school-specific habitus requirements that result in social 

(re)production, but it also prevents us from getting  at other matters regarding social 

(re)production that are inherently local and specific in nature. 

Summary.  Researchers who are attempting to utilize theory of practice should 

first engage in hermeneutics to understand it, and then use qualitative research designs 

because they are sensitive to uncovering the particulars of field. 

The need to sensitize teachers and institutions to cultural capital and habitus.  

The powers of the professional and the institution were discussed at length in Chapter 5, 

and I believe both must be reformed in a sociological sense, if the impacts of social 

reproduction are to be mitigated for lower SES inner-city children.  The nature of the 

relationship between teachers and the institution of schooling is one of symbiosis and 

reciprocity, whereby reform can only be meaningful if it occurs along both of these 

fronts.  Both the predominantly middle SES teachers who work in schools and the 
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schools themselves must become clearly conscious of the tacit aspects of power, which 

usually manifest in unconscious ways.  There must be an overt and sustained effort on the 

part of both teachers and institutions toward learning about the underlying forms of 

cultural capital and habitus that are valued in their specific field of education, and the 

differential consequences of those often unspoken valuations for young people from 

lower SES backgrounds.  

Such awareness can be cultivated by actively promoting self-reflection among 

teachers and institutions, during which they consider their own cultural capital, that of 

their students, and how the one mediates the other (Giroux, 1981; Winkle-Wagner, 2010).  

The reproductive power of schools that tend to favor middle SES interests can only be 

lessened “when teachers [and institutions] begin by acknowledging not only the source 

and meaning of their own cultural capital, but also the importance and meaningfulness of 

the cultural capital that characterizes their students” (Giroux, 1981, p. 123).  For 

example, one of the most useful aspects of my attempted mixed methods study involved a 

plan to raise the awareness of teachers at Maple in regard to their habitual preferences.  I 

still hope my current conceptual research can help me to (re)sensitize them to SES bias, 

and help them reflect upon changes to their teaching practices that will minimize such 

bias.  However, it is not enough for teachers and institutions to become aware of the 

cultural capital and habitus of their students, which is the most obvious thing to do, but 

they must also develop a sensitivity to their own cultural capital and habitus (which is 

often harder to uncover, reflect upon, and accept), and finally they must understand the 

implications of the intersection of both these habitus(es).  

 Furthermore, this task of sociological sensitization should not be conducted as a 

mere add-on in teacher education or professional development, but should be woven 

throughout and consistently emphasized.  Teachers and would-be teachers should 

participate in seminars and courses that strive toward “making the invisible visible” 

(Isserles & Dalmage, 2000, p. 161).  Because power is often concealed below the surface, 

this requires that power be disclosed and analyzed deliberately and systematically in 

formalized settings, so that both the predominantly middle SES educators (and the middle 

SES entity of the institution) can develop a deeper appreciation for the meaning of such 

power to their students, to themselves, and to the education system as a whole.    
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Summary.  Teachers and institutions need to be sensitized to the cultural capital 

and habitus of both their students and themselves. 

Closing 

 The gap in educational achievement that exists between lower and higher SES 

students is a reality that I as an inner-city practitioner must contend with on a daily basis.  

For me, this reality has been so unsettling from moral and pedagogical standpoints that I 

have devoted this entire study to a deeper understanding of it.  The children at my school 

do not achieve on par with their more affluent peers, and this has prompted me to ask 

why?  I realize that addressing this issue is not as simple as infusing more money, 

teachers, counselors, and resources into the school (things that we have already done, 

unsuccessfully).  There are complex underlying sociological factors at play, which can 

help to explain and potentially reduce this gap in achievement. 

To understand this problem in greater depth, I entered into a hermeneutic dialogue 

with Pierre Bourdieu and his theory of practice.  Theory of practice utilizes an economic 

metaphor to explain why the odds are already stacked against children from lower SES 

backgrounds when they arrive at schools that are (un)consciously structured for children 

who have middle SES predispositions.  After reading Bourdieu’s theory, I was able to 

find numerous layers of inductive evidence that convinced me that theory of practice can 

effectively explain the who, what, where, when, why, and how of social reproduction for 

lower SES children in British Columbia’s inner-city schools.  Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice proves to be a very useful conceptual lens for understanding the achievement gap 

between lower and higher SES children.  Although it has been a significant 

accomplishment for me as a teacher to appropriate this particularly credible lens in order 

to examine this gap in depth, that is only the beginning of my journey.  The hard work is 

yet to come, and I would like to foreshadow this hard work in my concluding statement, 

as I attempt to tie together praxis, phronesis, critical pedagogy, and ethical awareness. 

 This study was originally born out of reflections on my praxis and my phronesis, 

whereby I wanted to understand how the children in two schools that are geographically 

so close (one lower SES and one higher SES) could be so different in terms of their 

students’ achievement.  It seemed clear to me from the beginning that this difference 

could not be explained by differences in income alone.  To address this problem, I 
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decided to filter it through theory of practice and, in doing so, I have both found my 

answers and raised new questions.  And so the journey cannot end here.  It is not good 

enough just to know the who, what, where, when, why, and how of social reproduction 

for children of lower SES backgrounds who attend inner-city schools in British 

Columbia, because after knowing comes the more important work of transformation.  My 

journey now enters its next phase where I will attempt, by means of phronesis or practical 

wisdom, to weave all that I have learned back into my own praxis, so as to address the 

achievement gap not only in theory but also in practice.  As I mentioned earlier, a key 

goal of this study was for me to transform my own practice, and at this point I would like 

to explain what transformations have occurred thus far and where I intend to go in the 

future.  In general, my theoretical transformations have served to transform my 

perceptions, my attitudes, my responses, my decisions, my current pedagogical choices, 

and my intentions for the future. 

 Having hermeneutically appropriated Bourdieu’s theory of practice and 

inductively concluded its usefulness in explaining the achievement gap, my 

understandings regarding the achievement gap have significantly changed.  I am much 

more skeptical of the underlying intentions of the education system, which, according to 

theory of practice, works covertly to ensure that lower SES children do not achieve on 

par with their higher SES peers.  Having grown up believing that education was the 

“great equalizer,” it has come as an unpleasant surprise to me that education is not an 

objective panacea that is underscored by strictly meritocratic principles.  The eyes with 

which I previously viewed education as an objective measuring stick that fairly divided 

the wheat from the chaff have been transformed in such a way that I can no longer 

espouse this belief as an absolute.  However, this is not to say that the pendulum has now 

swung entirely to the other extreme where I am staunchly suspicious and where I no 

longer view education as a potential vehicle for class mobility, but quite the opposite.  

Instead, I would now argue that, having appropriated Bourdieu’s theory of practice, I 

have a much more balanced understanding of both the real and ideal impacts of education 

on different social groups.  I still regard education as useful to students from lower SES 

backgrounds in transforming themselves socially, economically, and politically, but I am 

much more deeply aware that there is a disconnect between the professed objectivity of 
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education and its covert subjectivity, and that the differences are based upon socio-

economic status, among other factors.  My current transformation is at a stage where it 

has shifted my view of education from its being a faultless panacea to a realization that 

particular sociological factors can waylay that panacea from its actualization.   

The next steps in my own transformation will be to take what I have learned and 

pursue concrete actions that enable students from lower SES backgrounds to utilize this 

vehicle of social mobility, which has been traditionally dominated by middle SES 

interests.  This will require me to be much more sensitive to the power dynamics that 

underlie education and shift my pedagogical practices in a manner that respects the 

habitus(es) and cultural capital(s) of lower SES children, while carefully clarifying for 

them the middle SES requirements within which they will learn to navigate.  My 

intention is not to assimilate but to emancipate.  I plan to model an iterative process of 

conversing with my students, listening, understanding, assisting, and conversing again.  I 

can see myself sharing what I learn in this way with my colleagues and school leaders, as 

they too begin to transform their praxis.  I would hope to accomplish this sharing through 

dialogue with my colleagues, situated in difficult questions, governed by a spirit of 

collaborative action and reflective inquiry.  As Freire (2012) has stated, “Within the 

[dialogic] word we find two dimensions, reflection and action, in such radical interaction 

that if one is sacrificed—even in part—the other immediately suffers” (p. 75). 

Still, the transformation must not stop with the dialogue among my colleagues 

and myself.  Both critical pedagogy and professional ethics demand that the dialogue 

must also include the lower SES students and parents who have historically been exposed 

to symbolic violence in schools.  But here Freire is clear:  

Since dialogue is the encounter in which the united reflection and action of the 

dialoguers are addressed to the world which is to be transformed and humanized, 

this dialogue cannot be reduced to the act of one person’s “depositing” ideas in 

another, nor can it be a simple exchange of ideas to be “consumed’ by the 

discussants. (2012, p. 77)  

Understanding theory of practice as I now do, I am endowed with an ethical 

obligation and responsibility to work to transform the status quo.  Coming from a lower 

SES background myself, and having been able to make use of education for social 



	  
	  

178	  

mobility, I can say from first-hand experience that it has worked for me.  However, with 

my deepened understanding of theory of practice, I can also go back over that same 

educational experience and identify the structures that placed obstacles in my path.  And 

it is those institutionalized obstacles that I would like to change by entering into a liaison 

with both teachers and lower SES students and their parents, who represent the two sides 

of this obscure struggle.  It is only through the promotion of genuine dialogue and 

collaboration between both sides that real, meaningful, and sustainable change will be 

realized.  And it is only through genuine dialogue and collaboration that the spirit of 

critical pedagogy can be realized, so as to enable both sides to liberate each other by 

speaking their own “true words.”  For, “there is no true word that is not at the same time 

a praxis.  Thus, to speak a true word is to transform the world” (Freire, 2012, p. 75). 
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