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Schooling for Inequality 

he topic of schooling as an institution productive of inequities--of 
gender, as well as race and class - has never been, as I believe it should 

be, a major issue for feminism. 
For more than twenty years now I've worked in a sociology department 

in an institute for studies in education. In the early years of my work here, 
I was active with women teachers in their associations, helping to build 
women's organization. Yet, talking with activists in other areas, I found a 

profound disinterest in, a turning away from, issues concerning girls and 
women in the school system. Although feminism has grown and devel- 

oped among educators, the inequalities produced by the school system 
have never become a central topic for feminist thought and debate.' Unlike 
at the university level - where members of a feminist intelligentsia are inti- 

mately involved, where much work has been done on the situation of 
women in academic life, where feminist pedagogy is debated, and where 
we have access to the rich resources of women's studies - the school system 
is strikingly well insulated from initiatives originating in the public dis- 
course of the intelligentsia and strikingly effective at preventing localized 

grassroots initiatives from generalizing throughout. I'd like to see that 

change. 
For me, starting from women's standpoint means that inquiry must be- 

gin in the everyday/everynight actualities of people's experience; it means 

problematizing the objectified institutional order of large-scale corpora- 
tions, of schooling and health care, of the professions, and of the academic, 
cultural, and scientific discourses, including the mass media. The institu- 
tional order puts people to work in particular local settings, coordinating 
their work translocally, largely through the medium of texts (print or elec- 
tronic). The texts integral to the social organization of the institutional 
order are complemented by technologies or disciplined practices that pro- 
duce standardized local states of affairs or events corresponding to the stan- 
dardized texts. The institutional order has in a sense extracted organization 

1 However, useful work has been done by organizations such as the American Association 
of University Women (1997). 
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from the direct connectedness of people's evervday/everynight activities 
and built specialized and differentiated relations that connect the multiple 
settings of people's work. It has become independent of particular individ- 
uals; individuals participate in it through the forms of agency and subjec- 
tivityv that it establishes. 

Postmodern theory has contributed the notion that a subject, or subject 
position, is constituted in discourse rather than being a property of per- 
sons. Similarly, I think of agency as constituted socially; being at work in 
the institutional order doesn't automatically accord agency (Smith 1998). 
Some years back, Marilee Reimer (1988) described the way the executive 
work of senior secretaries in a government office in Ontario was recog- 
nized only as delegated from their boss. They acted but were not agents. A 
worker on an assembly line in an automotive plant is governed by the oper- 
ation of the line; her or his movements may be strictly prescribed. She or 
he has no agency in that corporation. A Hispanic man on his way to pick 
up his father after work is stopped and hassled by police, who find nothing 
incriminating but search and impound his car anyway. He is advised by a 
friend who is a cop to pay the fine and let it go, even though it means that 
he will have a record. He has no sense of himself/is not recognized as an 

agent within the judicial process. When I give a lecture in a large university 
on feminist issues, although the majority of the audience are women, my 
interlocutors are almost exclusively male. Patricia Hill Collins (1998, 3-4) 
tells of teaching a second-grade class of African-American children whose 

experiences were silenced by the standard curriculum. Lew Dunn, a grass- 
roots environmental activist, describes his own lack of agency: "I was in- 
timidated by government officials. I wouldn't challenge them. I was fearful 
of them, to be honest with you. I feared making a mistake, saying the 

wrong thing. I didn't think I knew enough to challenge them" (quoted in 
Szasz 1994, 95). Not everyone can take for granted the capacity of agent 
within the institutional order. 

Teaching courses in gender equity in the classroom, I have come to 
think that schools are an integral part of the institutional processes for the 
differential allocation of agency. At the outset of this phase of the women's 

movement, a major emphasis was on voice, silencing, exclusion. It is still 
a major issue among nonwhite feminists. Way back, Mary Ellman (1968) 
described a distinction, which she saw as both obvious and unnoticed, be- 
tween women and men in intellectual matters. A man's body (today, we 
would say, "a white man's body") gives credibility to his utterance, whereas 
a woman's takes it away. If we are puzzled by the persistence of gender 
and race inequality in the higher reaches of corporations, the state, and 
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intellectual activity, we should look, I think, toward relationships and 

groupings formed in the school system. 
Schools reproduce the social organization of inequality at multiple lev- 

els. At the level of the school system as a whole, differences of class as 
income level appear in the segregated private schools and colleges and in 
the public school system by the economic and racial character of school 
districts. Within the school, class, race, and gender emerge as dynamic and 

exclusionary groupings formative in students' identities and associations 

(Olsen 1997). To state it very simply, some students learn that their own 
voices have authority, that they count and should be heard; others learn 
their lack. Some learn that they belong to groups that have agency in soci- 

ety and that they can count on being recognized as such. This forming of 

groups is more than the "socialization" of individuals; these are ways of 

relating that are projected and perpetuated beyond school. 
Research on gender and schooling shows a persistent replication of gen- 

der relations that develop over time as exclusive gender groupings marked 

by the privileging of male voices and male activity in the classroom, play- 
ground, sportsfield, and hallway. 

One of the earliest observers of this dynamic, if not the earliest, is Ra- 

phaela Best, who described the formation of exclusive groups among boys 
who defined their masculinity and its attendant privileges as antithetical to 
what was attributed to girls (1983). Barrie Thorne's (1994) observations 
in elementary schools show similar patterns on playgrounds and in class- 
rooms, partially overlaid by, yet powerfully present in, the order of the 
classroom. Myra Sadker and David Sadker (1994) explore how teachers' 
interactions with students in the classroom contribute actively to male 
dominance of classroom activity (this isn't news for feminist educators 
who've been talking and writing about this phenomenon for twenty years 
or so). Alison Lee writes of an Australian high school geography class: 
"The most lasting impression I have of this classroom is of boys' voices 
... of male voices physically swamping girls' . . . [the boys'] voices were 
often loud, the physiological difference combining with the classroom spa- 
tial arrangements and their apparent sense of freedom to produce their 
voices in ways which asserted their presence fairly effectively.... There 
was a marked absence of girls' voices, despite their physical presence in the 
room" (1996, 72-73). Psychological terminology gives us the concept of 
low self-esteem, said to be endemic among high school girls. Peggy Or- 
enstein records the explanation of a girl whose story, voted the best in class, 
featured a boy as the central character: "It was an adventure; it wouldn't 
be right if you used a girl" (1994, 15). In a study that asked girls and 
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young women to evaluate their schooling from a feminist standpoint, one 

young woman said, "I would have trouble asking a male classmate for ... 

help [with an assignment] because I would feel, even if he wasn't judging, 
I would feel he was judging. I would feel judged" (the same informant 
described a math class in which boys held up for ridicule the test results of 

girls who had not done well) (Smith, McCoy, and Bourne 1995, 17). 
I collect such examples as indicators of social processes that reproduce 

circles of exclusion from agency within the institutional order. What takes 

shape in school is a child's membership in a collectivity that projects her 

relationships with others into her adult future. Paul Willis's study (1977) 
of young men "learning to labour" in an English secondary school de- 
scribes a dynamic interplay within the school that impels the "lads" into a 
future of unskilled labor. We are only just beginning to explore dynamics 
built into the school system that organize such exclusions. The insulation 
of the school system that I identified at the outset of this essay allows the 
institutional order to deny agency to people who do not share the interests 
and experiences it embeds. These school dynamics are not, of course, part 
of the curriculum or intended in the professional training of teachers (and, 
in any case, individual teachers are not as powerful within the school 

system as students, parents, and the media imagine). Nonetheless, such 
dynamics are a profound impairment of the democratic process in our 
societies and merit feminist attention and debate as we enter this new 
millennium. 

Sociology Department 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 
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