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WRITING INEQUALITIES: LITERACY 
AND SOCIAL CLASS IN THREE 
PRIMARY SCHOOLS 
Ann Williams and Eve Gregory 
INTRODUCTiON 
Educational statistics in Britain make depressing reading. Recent surveys show that 
80% of children from professional families gain university degrees compared with 
14% from working class homes:1 that black children are more likely to leave school 
with fewer academic qualifications even though they enter the system showing 
promise: that only a small minority of children from comprehensive schools2 gain 
places at Oxbridge although 90% of the population attend such schools; that a mere 
4% of medical and dentistry students come from working class backgrounds etc. 
In spite of John Major's3 optimistic insistence that Britain has become a classless 
society, it would appear that class differences in educational performance are not 
disappearing. On the contrary, a recent OECD4 survey, based on data gathered 
from 16,000 people born in 1958 and 1970 shows that the detrimental effects 
of inequality of opportunity are actually growing and that the opportunities gap 
between those from different social backgrounds is no better for those born in 1970 
than it was for those born a generation earlier in 1958. 
One of the first priorities of the new Labour government when it came to power 
in 1997 was to attempt to address these inequalities: in the words of the then 
Secretary of State for Education, David Blunkett, "to build up an education system 
where there is excellence for the many, not just the few." Their first initiative was 
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to ensure that all pupils have equal access to the same curriculum in school by 
establishing mandatory daily literacy hours. 5 This was followed a year later by 
a corresponding numeracy hour. The reduction of class sizes, teacher monitoring 
and performance-related pay are among additional measures introduced to improve 
schools' performance. 
Despite the new measures however, the league tables of national test results 
continued to indicate that schools in middle class districts outperform those in 
less advantaged areas. One explanation for this consistent variation in test scores 
was offered in the government-commissioned evaluation of the National Literacy 
Strategy6 and the National Numeracy Strategy which stated that "Outcomes 
.of schooling are heavily influenced by non-school factors, especially family 
background. School outcomes have higher correlations with family variables than 
with any other factor in the school" (Levin, 1999, p. 4). Government attention 
then turned to parents and to their role in their children's education. 
The association between children's early success or failure in school and parents' 
social and educational background has been well documented, and the home 
cultures and literacy practices which produce successful middle class children in 
particular have been the subject of a large body of research (Snow & Ninio, 1986; 
Taylor, 1983; Wells, 1985). In its effort to raise achievement in all sectors of the 
population, the government set about redefining the relationship between home 
and school and redistributing the responsibility for education. Their declared aim 
is to instil a "culture of achievement" in all parents irrespective of social class. 
David Blunkett stated "We need parents who are prepared to take responsibility 
for supporting their child's education." A series of initiatives was introduced, 
directed at improving the environment and increasing opportunities for families 
whose children were not achieving the same success as most middle class 
children: SureStart, Education Action Zones, New Deal for Communities and, 
more recently Excellence in Cities were established in poor areas, including 
Mountford,7 the area where one of the project schools is situated. Parenting 
courses, family learning schemes and adult literacy and numeracy classes were 
set up, accompanied by a series of government publications and websites offering 
educational advice. 
Parents were advised for example, "to visit their local library, museums and 
places of interest; to provide a quiet environment and to set aside time to work 
together on homework projects and to give their children confidence by using 
praise and encouragement." As Gewirtz points out in her critique of Labour's 
education policies however, such advice is not directed at middle class parents 
who already do these things. "In Bourdieuian terms," she writes, "these things are 
viewed as part of the 'habitus': 'the unspoken habits of mind and daily practices 
that are routinely assumed and performed almost unconsciously' of the middle 
 
classes" (Gewirtz,2001, p. 371). The true aim of the government she suggests, "is 
the eradication of class differences by reconstructing and transforming working 
class parents into middle class ones" (Gewirtz, 2001, p. 366). If this is the case, 
it seems legitimate to ask whether such strategies can succeed in bringing about 
equality of opportunity or whether they merely play into the hands of the middle 
classes, permitting them to deploy their already considerable resources to maintain 
their position at the top of the education ladder. 
'" 
THE STUDY 
In this paper we will consider this question in relation to some of the data gathered in 
the course of a recent project8 carried out in London and the south-east of England. 
The aim of the longitudinal, ethnographic study was to investigate home/school 
literacies over a period covering the first three years of schooling: Reception, Year 
1 and Year 2. The research was sited in three primary schools: Mountford, Tarnside 
and Rowan. 9 After a term's observation, five children from the Reception10 classes 
at Tarnside and Mountford schools and six from Rowan were invited to participate 
in the project. The aim was to include both boys and girls with a range of abilities, 
as judged by the teacher and the researcher, from each school. The three schools 
contrasted sharply in terms of the socio-economic composition of the catchment 
area, ethnic make-up of the school and the SATs11 results. Mountford is located 
in an extensive estate of social housing on the outskirts of a southern town. As 
part of the plan to reduce social exclusion there have been major programmes to 
improve the estate which falls within the bottom 5% of English electoral wards on 
indices of deprivation. Educational Action Zones, SureStart, Playlink, New Deal 
for Communities projects are already running on the estate. The school population 
is 97% Anglo, most of the remaining 3% being from the Asian sub-continent. 56% 
of the pupils are entitled to free school meals. The school's record in SATs has 
been poor but has recently improved. 
In Tarnside, situated in inner London, 72% of the pupils are from minority 
ethnic backgrounds, the majority from African or African Caribbean families with 
a small number from the Asian sub-continent. Pupil turnover is high as the school 
receives many refugee children who are subsequently re-housed. Almost half of 
the children qualify for free school meals. In spite of the somewhat shifting school 
population and the high number of bilingual children, the school achieves scores 
near to the national average in the SATs tests. 
Rowan, in complete contrast to the two former schools, is set in the wealthy 
suburbs of outer London. Most of the children are from middle class, professional 
backgrounds and a mere 2% qualify for free school meals. There is a very low 
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turnover of children and a long waiting list of hopeful families. In the National 
Tests, the school outperforms most other schools in the area. It is also a Beacon12
school. 
Data 
The data, which was collected over a three year period, comprised: 
·	a morning's classroom observations (all of which include a literacy session) 
made on a weekly basis in the first year, and fortnightly for the following two 
years, in all three schools; 
·	audio-taped recordings of selected literacy hours; 
·	notes and recorded interviews with parents made on regular home visits, notes 
from participant observation in family events and outings; 
·	interviews with teachers, heads and educational support staff including 
SENCOs;I3 
·	self-recordings made by the children of themselves engaged in literacy events at 
home; 
.• recordings of the children reading in school with the researcher. 
Analysis 
Our aim was to investigate variation in the achievements of the children in the three 
project schools in the light of the relationship between home and school literacy 
practices. The perspective we take is that of the New Literacy Studies group (Barton 
& Hamilton, 1998; Street, 1993), whereby literacy is conceived, not as a single 
autonomous phenomenon, namely "schooled literacy," but as a social construct, 
"formed within the context of dynamic social fields and as the cumulative result 
of participation within a range of discourses and social relationships" (Carrington 
& Luke, 1997, p. 98). In this sense, individuals participate in multiple literacies 
which vary according to context. Given the socio-economic and ethnic differences 
between the three schools, it was anticipated that there would be considerable 
variation between families in terms of literacy practices. In order to explore these 
differences and to attempt to relate such practices to children's achievements in 
school, we began by applying Bourdieu's notion of capital to the resources available 
to the project families. Bourdieu' s framework incorporates both material resources 
in the form of cash and material goods directly convertible into money, and non- 
material cultural and social capital. 
 
ECONOMIC CAPITAL 
In terms of material or economic capital, there were predictable difference between 
the families. Rowan parents were the most "comfortably off." Five families had 
two incomes and were able to afford two cars, one or more holidays per year, 
and a range of educational aids and technology for their children. All lived in well- 
equipped, expensive houses with large gardens, where the children had plenty of 
room to play, entertain friends and do their homework in peace. In contrast no 
Mountford families had two incomes and fathers worked in poorly paid, often 
short term jobs. Four of the children lived in rented council accommodation in 
small houses with steeply sloping gardens and limited space for playing and doing 
homework. All the children shared bedrooms. No mothers had access to a car 
during the daytime so all trips into town had to be made on foot or via expensive 
bus journeys. One Mountford family only went on holiday in 2002 - a trip paid 
for by a local charitable organisation. 
In Tarnside where only one family had two incomes, life seemed to be a desperate 
struggle to survive in inner London, while balancing work, expensive childcare 
and in two cases, studies. The families lived in a variety of flats and houses, but 
in only one case could the accommodation be said to be able to provide adequate 
space to play and do homework in peace. One family left London occasionally - 
to stay with relatives. Three families had no access to a car at all. 
Already we can see stark differences between the opportunities families are able 
to provide for their children. If we consider the government's tips for parents, it is 
easy to see which of the three groups of parents would find it easiest to fulfil the 
directives to take their children on educational trips, provide peaceful surroundings 
for homework activities, in short to be "good parents." Lack of mobility and funds 
made it difficult for many of the working class parents to visit museums and 
other places of interest. Moreover, cramped living conditions, work and studying 
commitments placed restrictions on the space and time available for homework. 
CULTURAL CAPITAL 
The material advantages that the Rowan parents were able to offer their children 
serve to illustrate the interrelationship between economic and cultural capitaL The 
accumulation of economic capital permits families firstly to accrue material (ob- 
jectified) cultural capital in the form of books, educational technology and cultural 
artefacts and secondly to obtain educational qualifications or "institutional capi- 
tal" (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). In turn, the possession (or lack of) of material 
wealth and academic credentials impacts on a family's non-material or "embodied 
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cultural capital," that is the "set of skills, dispositions, practices and knowledges 
embodied by an individual, ... and acquired over time through a process of inculca- 
tion and assimilation into the individual habitus, through parental and community 
practices" (Bourdieu cited in Carrington & Luke, 1997, p. 103). 
The immediate impact of Rowan parents' ability to afford trips to interesting 
places and holidays abroad was that they were able to enhance their children's 
experience of school literacy from the earliest years. In Year 1 for example Rowan 
children were able to participate in class discussions on an informed basis: 
Rowan: Year I 
Alice, the teacher; is asking about boats, the topic for the half term. 
Charlie: It could be a speed boat 
Jack: Or the boat we went in (they have just had a school trip on a paddle steamer) 
Chris: A paddle steamer 
Peter: Or a submarine. 
When Alice asks who has been in a boat, most children raise their hands. Several 
have been on cross channel ferries to France. 
Such cultural experiences were rare in the two other schools since many museums 
charge entrance fees, transport is extremely expensive and the cost of a holiday for 
a family is prohibitive for many families. Three of the five Mountford children for 
example had never been on a train. One of the Tarnside children had never been to 
the seaside and none had ever visited a museum with their families. Difficult finan- 
cial circumstances prevented the Mountford and Tarnside parents from engaging 
in the kind of out of school activities many middle class children take for granted. 
Between them the Rowan children had after-school tuition in violin, piano, bal- 
let, drama, gymnastics, football, tennis and swimming. Several were Beavers or 
Rainbows. 14 Sunday school was the only out-of-school activity regularly attended 
by some children in the Mountford group. Tarnside children also attended Sunday 
schools, Saturday schools and in one case, drama classes. 
EDUCATION 
It was possibly in the field of education however, that the Rowan parents were able 
to transmit the most valuable cultural capital to their children. Education was given 
priority in these homes and during field visits formed the main topic of discussion. 
In many ways the Rowan parents conformed to the stereotype of parents "prepared 
to take responsibility for supporting their children's education" described by David 
Blunkett. They had all acquired considerable institutional capital in the form of 
degrees and qualifications and were keen for their children to be equally successful. 
 
They were well-informed and active consumers in the education market place, 
making use of websites, written publications and their extensive social networks 
to obtain the best education possible. In spite of the excellent SATs results achieved 
by Rowan for example, these parents were not content to leave the task of teaching 
to the teachers but complemented school work or in some cases compensated for 
what they saw as the school's shortcomings. The following extracts are taken from 
two interviews with Rowan mothers: 
Rowan: Year 1: interview with Andrew 's mum 
Mum: He loves the Funday Times.15 ' And we read through and do the exercises and it's often 
word games and things 
AW: He spends a lot of time on so-called literacy then 
Mum: Yes we do, we do ... 
AW: Do you buy any of those books .. the sort of National Curriculum books? 
Mum: I have got loads of them. They're everywhere and every now and then he'll want 
to do a page but he might say 'I do it at school and I don't want to do it now' and 
you can't push it. But sometimes he's quite happy to go through them. I sometimes 
feel that he needs something like that 'Peter and Jane' or something ... I did buy the 
first three ... 'Here is Pat' ... or 'This is Pat the dog' .... 'Here is Peter and here is 
Jane' ... we got through them very fast ... but they were so repetitive and he felt that 
he could do it. 
Rowan: Year 1: interview with Alison 's mum 
Mum: Yes it's nice for them to have a reading book choice!", but they can pick up a book 
one day that's got two words on a page and the next day another one that's got a whole page of print So I started her on this reading scheme and that was at the end of Year 1 and that's the time when she really went .... She got up to Book 5 ... I had picture cards ... so we'd read the book and any words that she wasn't sure of we'd take the card out and stick it on her wall and then she'd go through them every night when she went to bed and just go over the words and she got to Book 5 and I thought, 'Well. she knows all the words so we came off the reading scheme and I started her on some easy little Ladybird books. 
In spite of their very different backgrounds and difficult financial circumstances, 
Tarnside parents evinced similar determination in the field of education. Although 
three of the mothers had been born outside Britain, they worked hard to familiarise 
themselves with the British education system. Two had embarked on access courses 
in order to qualify for university. Another, having left school at sixteen, had worked 
hard to develop a career in catering and "already had a pension and life insurance 
by the age of eighteen." Lola's mother, a Ugandan woman who worked as a night 
nurse in order to finance her own studies in computer science was typical of the 
group. She bought books from the hospital "where they have ones at a very cheap 
price - affordable," and diligently supervised homework: 
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 Tarnside: Year I: interview with Lola's IIIl1m 
Tarnside: Year 1: interview with Lola’s mum
Mum: The teacher will 'give them maths and some science on the same sheet ... but she'll 
explain it very well on the sheet. So now she (Lola) knows the steps so I just have 
to check it. She can read the homework and know what it is they want her to do. 
Normally we do it on a Friday evening. 
Kim's mother while working part-time and studying for a degree, made time to 
work at home with Kim. The following extract is taken from Year 1 field notes: 
Tarnside: Year 2: notes 011 a visit to Kin! and his mum 
Kirn loves maths and is happy to do lots of maths at home. He doesn't like English 
and mum has trouble getting him to do it. 
He has already done quite a bit of 'Maths For Ages Six to Eight' and chooses 
two exercises - one with additions and a second with subtractions 
Mum: Do you know what this sign means? It's a plus sign 
K: Does that mean add? 
Mum: Yes and this one? It's a minus sign 
K: That means take away doesn't it. 
Mum: So these are additions and these are subtractions. 
In other Tarnside families, mothers bought National Curriculum books from W. H. 
Smith and in two cases sent their children to Saturday school. 
Attitudes were very different in the Mountford community. Parents here were 
less confident in their own ability to help their children. The following extract is 
taken from the Year 1 Mountford fieldnotes: 
Mountford: Year 2: notes from conversation with Justin’s mum
Mrs Parker seems to be in the dark about what to do with the school reading 
book. Justin tells her that she is supposed to read it to him but she feels that he 
should try and read it to her. They do it at breakfast time every day. He seems to 
be able to read the books (Kipper & Chip) she says, but she's not sure whether 
he's reading or just remembering the books that they've read in school. I ask if she 
has had any information from school about the home reading book. She hasn't. 
Apart from the reading book, there is no homework, although she would like him 
to have a bit. 
Mountford parents relied very much on the information disseminated by the school 
which in many cases proved to be rather sketchy. 
Mountford: Year 2: interview with Neil's mum 
AW: Do they tell you what to do with the reading book for example. 
                 Mum: They don't tell us about it at all and the only thing I find out is from Neil if he's in 
the mood to tell me which sometimes he's not. I don't think it would hurt them to let us know exactly what they were doing. They could tell us what they're learning that week. It couldn't hurt. The only time I see his teacher is in the playground and you can't talk to her properly anyway. 
 
In general, the Mountford parents appeared reluctant to intervene in their children's 
education, believing that "teacher knows best": 
Mountford: Year 2: interview with Natalie's mum and dad 
    AW: What does she get for homework now? 
     Mum: She doesn't always get homework .... Sometimes it's spelling isn't it 
Dad: Or times tables 
     AW: Is it the same every week? 
      Dad: No, it's not regular 
     Mum: She's not had any for a while has she 
     Dad: In fact she's started to do her own now, like in her home book ... where they write all the books they read ... she's started writing. .. Because she wants homework, I suppose, she does her own homework. 
LINGUISTIC HABITUS 
One explanation for the Mountford parents' reluctance to approach teachers may 
lie in one particular strand of embodied cultural capital namely the language prac- 
tices and discourses that constitute their linguistic habitus. Language plays a crucial 
role in constructing power relationships (Fairclough, 1989) and, in U.K. in par- 
ticular, in social stratification. It is not simply the difference between home and 
school discourses that make for asymmetrical power relationships, but the struc- 
tural properties of language itself that are part of a community's social capital. 
Most of the families living on the Mountford estate are speakers of non-standard 
English unlike the teachers, all of whom speak standard English. Non standard 
varieties are widely socially stigmatised in UK. although of course linguistically 
they are as complex and rule governed as standard languages (Trudgill, 1999). Local dialects have no part in the National Curriculum, although they are spoken by a 
majority of the population in Britain (Williams, forthcoming). Thus the language 
of the Mountford children's homes was not acceptable in school as the following 
extracts from a Year 2 lesson indicate: 
Mountford: Year 1: classroom observation 
It is the Literacy Hour: the children are sitting on the mat and the supply teacher 
has opened the big book 
l.Teacher: Which page is this? (pointing to a page) 
  Child: The one we was reading yesterday 
  T: Were reading 
2.T: Where did we get to yesterday? 
   Ch: Houseflies 
    T: So where will I look? 
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Ch: We ain't done houseflies yet 
T: Ain't, ain't!! Is there such a word? 
3. T: What are these? 
Ch: Bullet points" 
T: There's a T at the end of bullet. 
*The child uses a glottal stop for final T. However, a final T before a following consonant is 
realised as a glottal stop in RP or BBC English (Wells, 1984). 
Children's and parents' failure to use the "legitimate language" in school gives 
rise to deficit notions among educators. As long ago as 1969, Labov dismissed the 
notion of verbal deprivation as part of "the modern mythology of educational psy- 
chology" in his paper "The Logic of Non-standard English," and Houston (1970) 
noted that since language learning is a species universal, disadvantaged children 
cannot be linguistically deprived: the ability to abstract, generalise and categorise 
is innate and implicit in the language itself and for this reason much language is 
impregnable to environmental variation (Tizard et al., 1988). Nevertheless notions 
of deficit persist. For example in a recent interview with the SENCOs,17 Peter and 
Keith at Mountford, the following dialogue was recorded: 
Peter: And in fact in reception, if you spend time there, in Maureens's class, you notice it there 
just in the lack of language. The number of children that are just not speaking. 
AW: Just don't say anything? But is that emotional difficulty? Because I remember Kelly didn't 
say much did she in your class last year and I just wonder whether it's because she was shy and 
that kind of thing. 
Keith: An example - we've been working with two Year 5s* since May last year and they had 
a set of pictures ... and they were asked to choose the pictures of eggs and they chose the fried 
eggs and they totally missed the eggs in the shells and Deidre said 'Well they are eggs' and 
they didn't connect .... And that's Year 5, that's six years on, so we're still picking up on these 
fundamental things that you take for granted. 
AW: What do you attribute this to then? You've worked in other schools in other areas. 
Keith: Nobody talks to them. 
Peter: I think you know it is hard to separate the emotional difficulties from the technical 
acquisition of the language but a lot of language is taken on board through modelling isn't it 
and I think the lack of children talking is not that they're all children like Kelly, but the fact that 
they live in a very passive environment where they're not engaged. 
AW: And you don't think they engage with other children or with their siblings or with children 
	in the street? 	~ 
Keith: The majority of them ... and if you listen and watch it's control language which is the 
language of this ·community. Nothing is explained. You don't do it. Stop ... don't ... you never 
hear explanations. 
*Ten year olds 
 
The danger is that such attitudes colour the judgements of the professionals whose 
role it is to evaluate children's competence. Speech therapists, carrying out lan- 
guage tests in Mountford nursery, claim that approximately 90% of the children 
start with serious or moderate language delay. No one challenges the claims: it is 
simply "common knowledge" in the school and the LEA. 18 Such judgements, in 
turn, have an impact on school policy. The Reception teacher, a very caring and 
concerned teacher, reflected that because of language problems, the children in her 
class would never achieve the targets set for the year - i.e. they should recognise 45 
high frequency words and know the name and sound of every letter of the alphabet. 
She felt that most of them would struggle to learn 30 words and the targets were 
reduced accordingly. Already in the very first year of school then, these children 
are being offered a restricted curriculum. 
In Rowan a very different picture applies. Teachers, parents and children alike are 
speakers of Standard English. There is no dissonance between home and school 
merely a continuum. The cultural and linguistic capital these children bring from 
home is accepted and authorised in school. 
SOCIAL CAPITAL 
Linguistic practices, a constituent of embodied cultural capital, are deeply em- 
bedded in an individual's sense of identity and as such impact on access to social 
capital. As we have seen above, the linguistic capital of Mountford residents has 
minimal value in the school context and the deficit view of speakers held by some 
education staff can lead to asymmetrical relations not only between children and 
teachers but also between parents and staff. The following extract is from Mount- 
ford Reception fieldnotes: 
Mountford: Reception: notes on a visit to Justin's mum 
Mrs Parker said that Justin had started to stutter when he was in the nursery. The play leader 
told her to ignore it, but the school doctor told her that she 'should be picking it up'. When she 
enquired how, the doctor said to a teaching assistant who was present, 'Can't she understand 
anything?' Mrs Parker says she felt terrible and too upset to respond. 
Justin's mother suffered the same humiliation as the mothers in Reay's study for 
whom "the primary school constituted a field that was least favourable to their 
linguistic productions and which condemned them to a more or less desperate 
attempt to be correct or to silence" (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 97; Reay, 1998, p. 166). 
Linguistic prejudice is just one of the factors that contribute to social 
stigmatisation. 
In terms of exploitable social capital, families living in social housing are very 
badly off. All such areas of social disadvantage are stigmatised and the present 
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government's focus on social exclusion and urban deprivation serves to confirm 
public perceptions. The website of the "New Deal for Communities" for example 
bristles with superlatives: "Government strategy is to tackle multiple deprivation 
in the most deprived neighbourhoods in the country .... " As Reay and Lucey point 
out (Reay & Lucey, 2000, p. 411) "large local authority estates are perceived to 
be ghettoes of the workless and the hopeless, areas that have become morally, 
emotionally and spiritually disconnected from the rest of society." 
As a consequence, the relationship between schools and families in such areas is 
often uneasy. Few parents in Mountford attended parents' evenings for example. In 
spite of strenuous efforts to welcome parents into school, a recent move to prohibit 
them from bringing their young children into the school building in the morning 
has increased feelings of alienation: 
Mountford: Year 1: conversation with Neil's mum and dad 
Mum: The only time I do even get a glance at Neil's classroom is when I take the packed lunch to him and the teacher's not there yet. I can't just stick it down outside the door. But saying that the door's always shut and I don't feel I'm allowed to just go in. 
AW: I wonder why it is. 
Mum: They reckon it's fire regulations To be honest with you I don't really like that sort of thing. I'd like to be able just to go down with Neil and at least hang his coat up for him ... 
School for these parents is not a social space in which they feel at home. The 
message conveyed to the families by the media, the authorities and ultimately 
by the school itself is that there are strong boundaries linguistically, physically, 
and socially between their home environment and that of the school. What is 
familiar to them from home is not acceptable in school. Parents are very aware 
of the asymmetrical power relations and this in turn makes them hesitant to take 
the initiative on educational issues. They leave education to the professionals, i.e. 
the teachers. 
The situation in Rowan could not be more different. The following extract is 
taken from the Year 1 fieldnotes: 
Rowan: Year 1: 8.45 am 
Ten or so parents in the classroom. Some arrive very early. I am always surprised at how 
relaxed they are in the classroom. Hattie's mum helps herself to a tissue from the box to blow 
her nose. Ned's mum notices that her baby is crying in his plastic car seat and lifts him up onto 
the painting table that Alice (teacher) has set out for the day with paper, paints, objects etc. 
The mums all greet each other and chat for what seems like ages. Annie's mum enquires about 
Alice's health as she had heard that Dominic (reception teacher) was unwell. 
The above extract clearly illustrates the lack of social distance between parents and 
staff in Rowan. Parents are welcome here and feel quite at ease in this classroom. 
 
They are not intimidated by the teacher with whom they are on first name terms 
and the classroom is familiar territory - they know where the tissues are kept etc. 
For the Rowan parents, school is a social nexus. Class representatives organise 
dinners, coffee mornings and outings in the holidays. Parents' evenings are fully 
subscribed and during the school day the corridors are full of mothers (and fathers), 
helping with reading, maths, computing and handicrafts. In this school however, 
the perception of parents and of their role is quite different from that in the housing 
estate. Parents in Rowan are seen as a resource and are regarded as skilled mediators 
of literacy and other subjects. Rowan parents are articulate and confident in their 
dealings with school staff and see themselves as working alongside teachers for the 
benefit of their children. The school has a very powerful and charismatic head but 
parents feel able to approach her and even challenge her as the following extract 
from an interview suggests: 
Rowan: Year 1: interview witli Alison 's mum 
Mum: Mind you Mrs Walker has her opinions and she's very good with words and she's always right and you come out thinking, 'Did I really ask what I meant to?' and 'Did I get an answer or am I totally being fobbed off?' I had a lot of problems with my second daughter - I felt she wasn't getting the support she needed and I really kicked up a big stink. 
AW: And did they listen to you? 
Mum: Yes, but it's a two way partnership cos I now go into school, I see more what goes on in school, I will approach the teachers more. Until I went into school I didn't actually see what went on in school and you have this picture ... I mean I know how much I do at home with Jessie and she's tutored but you don't see what goes on in school. 
Both Rowan and Mountford had unusually homogeneous school populations. Tarn- 
side, situated in an area of mixed housing, has a heterogeneous population both 
in terms of class and ethnicity. The project parents felt they were welcome in the 
school and that the school management made efforts to embrace all cultures. The 
following extract is taken from the Reception class fieldnotes: 
Tarnside: Reception class 
The nursery and reception classes were having an international day. Some children were 
dressed in the costumes from their parents' country of origin - Stewart had a Nigerian suit. 
Sheri had a Ghanaan top and headdress .... The children had brought a wonderful array of food 
- banana fritters, many different kinds of sweet and savoury rice, little noodles, tiny samosas, 
mangoes, bananas, plantain chips etc The press came and took photos. Sheri's mum was very 
pleased - she said such an afternoon would have been unheard of during the previous head's 
regime. 
The good relations in Tarnside were in part due to the fact that several members 
of staff were themselves members of minority ethnic groups and able to act as 
advocates for families and children. Parents felt they were welcome in school and 
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appreciative of the teachers' work. Lola's mum for example remembered Lola's 
reception class teacher fondly, 
Mrs Khan helped her a lot. She loves Mrs Khan and misses her terribly. She taught her how to 
pronounce which was very good. 
CONCLUSION 
The data we have presented reveal three schools serving very different communi- 
ties. In a system which prides itself on its commitment to equality of opportunity 
and social inclusion however, can we say that the children in all three schools have 
equal opportunities to succeed? While measures have been introduced to ensure 
that all children have access to the same curriculum in school, the government's 
enthusiasm for increased parental responsibility in education would seem to result 
in even greater inequalities. Working class parents as yet have neither the eco- 
nomic nor the social capital to become middle class consumers in the education 
market place. Moreover, attempts to change parental attitudes towards education 
can only be successful where both the parents and the schools are involved in 
the transformation. In Mountford, long held views about social deprivation and 
deficit would seem to inhibit any cautious attempts at re-socialisation. In Tarnside, 
mothers strive for educational success in a manner that is typical of many migrant 
groups for whom individual self-realisation is a necessity if they are to succeed 
in an alien environment. The Rowan parents meanwhile, with all the benefits that 
accrue from valuable economic, social and cultural capital and the help of a sup- 
portive and successful school, can fulfil all the requirements of being good parents 
and exploit the system to its full extent. It is not hard to predict which children will 
be the university graduates of the future. 
NOTES 
1.	NFER Evaluation of Excellence in Cities Programme; April 2002. 
2.	Non-selective state schools. 
3.	Conservative Prime Minister, 1989-1992. 
4.	Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 
5.	The literacy and numeracy hours are part of the Labour government' s National Literacy 
(NLS) and Numeracy Strategies (NNS) introduced in 1998/9 to improve standards in state 
schools. 
6.	See note v. 
7.	An estate of social housing on the outskirts of the town. 
 
8. Literacy practices at home and at school: community contexts and interpretations 
of literacy. Eve Gregory, Brian Street, Dave Baker & Ann Williams. Leverhulrne funded 
	project. 2000-2003. 	. 
9. Pseudonyms have been used to preserve anonymity. 
10.	Children enter the Reception class at age 4. 	. 
11.	Standard Assessment Tests: national tests in literacy maths and science held at ages 	7, 11 and 14. 
12.	A school which provides a model of good practice for other schools in the area. 
12.	Special Education Needs Coordinators. . 
13.	Junior divisions of Cub Scouts and Brownies. 
14.	Children's section of a broadsheet newspaper. 
15.	The school operates a "real books" reading programme. 
16.	See endnote xiii. 
17.	Local education authority. 
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