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ho fails and who succeeds in

America’s schools? For sociolegists

of education, the significance of
this question rests with the fact that acade-
mic performance is sacially stratified. Some
social groups repeatedly outstrip the acade-
mic performance of others. But while saciol-
ogists of education have become reasonably
adept at identifying group and even sub-
group differences in educational achieve-
ment, we still struggle to explain why and
how these differences emerge,

Relying en what is said and left unsaid in
the articles by Paul W. Kingston, Maureen T.
Hallinan, and Caral Schmid in this issue, |
argue that the inadequacy of our explana-
tians rests, in part, with our failure to make
sense of sacial identity in all its complexity. If
we understand social identity to be how
people are differentially positioned in the
sacial world, then any one individual reflects
multiple sacial identities. In addition, these
identities are simultaneously structured and
cultured and operate differentially across
place and time. However, the traditions that
generally characterize sociologists’ efforts to
make sense of group differences in achieve-
ment have differentially denied this more
complex rendering of how people are posi-
tioned in the social world.

In some cases, social positionings have
been reduced to variables, and the aperation
of structure and culture has been absent
from or oversimplified in the analyses. In

other cases, the operation of structure
and/ar culture has been explicitly explored,
but the multiple ways in which people were
situated in relation to these phenomena
have been denied. And when we attend
more closely to how structure and culture
have actually been rendered in such analy-
ses, we see that meaning making has often
been stripped from articulations of culture
and structure has been reqularly overempha-
sized as a macrasociological phenomenon
that is static across place and time. There is,
however, a growing body of work that situ-
ates peaple in the sacial world in ways that
mare complexly indicate how structure and
culture operate simultaneously to affect
achievement outcomes. Before | provide a
more precise account of how previous dis-
cussions of achievement differentials have
elucidated saciologists’ struggle to make
sense of why seme students fail and others
succeed in America’s schools, | elaborate
more fully on what it would mean to render
social identity as a more complex social phe-
nomenan.

STRUCTURE, CULTURE, AND
SOCIAL IDENTITY

At the structural level, social identities
reflect divisians in saciety that are marked
by systematic material andfor power
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inequities. Thus, class identity is marked by
the fact that those with wealth have privilege
and power compared to those withaut.
Gender identity is marked by the fact that
men have privilege and power compared to
women. Racial identity is marked by the fact
that whites have privilege and power com-
pared to those who are black and brown. And
in accordance with the logic of these divi-
sions, the denial of power and privilege is
analegeus to systematic and institutionalized
experiences with discrimination.  Thus
women, unlike men, are subordinated by sex-
ism; minorities, unlike whites, are subordinat-
ed by racism; and the poor and working class,
unlike the middle class, are subordinated by
classism. [t is these three structural divisions—
race, class, and gender—that have generally
preoccupied saciologists of education,

But because people are marked by all three
of these identities at the same time, we nec-
essarily struggle with making sense of how
power and privilege are “particularly” reflect-
ed or denied in light of how these identities
intersect. In other words, how do we make
sense of the operation and denial of power
and privilege in relation to those who are
poar, black, and male; compared to those
who are poor, black, and female; compared
to those who are brown, middle class, and
female; compared to those wha are middle
class, white, and female; compared to those
who are poar, white, and female? The inter-
sectionalities are many, and people da not
experience these different social categories
“as if they are isolated and independent social
locations” (Ferguson 2000.22),

But understanding how power and privi-
lege are reflected or denied via the different
intersectionalities should not be registered
through some mathematical calculation. For
example, even though white skin registers
privilege compared ta black or brown skin,
being middle class registers privilege com-
pared to being poor, and being male registers
privilege compared to being female, it is aver-
ly simplistic to conclude that a poor, black
woman’s experience with discrimination is
more profound than a pcor, black man’s
because while the poor, black man has one
indication of privilege (his maleness), the
poet, black woman has nane. Rather, the spe-

cific intersection, in and of itself, represents a
distinct but not necessarily a cumulative
experience with the operation and denial of
power and privilege (King 1988).

But these structured paositions and their
accordant intersectionalities are also reflected
through and refracted by culture. Although
sociologists had previously reduced culture to
the norms and values that characterize a
social group (e.q., Parsons 1951), culture is
now reqularly characterized by “the publicly
available symbaolic farms through which pea-
ple experience and express meaning”
(Swidler 1986:273). Through this emphasis
on meaning making, sociologists have
attempted to map conceptually and empiri-
cally how people interpret, act upen, and
produce material (e.qg., art forms, tools, and
hooks), as well as sacial texts (e.q., language,
social interaction, ideology, rituals, moral
codes, ceremanies, and strategies for action)
{e.q., Griswold 1987; Lamont 1999, Swidler
1986; Young 1997, 1999). But because how
pecple interpret, act upon, and produce texts
is bound, in part, by the aforementioned
inequities in materials and power that struc-
ture social life, people who occupy different
structured locations regularly express and
experience meaning in distinct ways. As part
of this meaning making, they make sense not
only of their positions in the sacial order, but
of how “athers” are positioned against or rel-
ative to them {(Q'Connor 1999).

My use of the term reflection registers how
sacial identity is experienced as a consequence
of how individuals interpret and subsequently
perfarm their identities. Alternatively, refraction
registers how the same individuals experience
social identity as a consequence of how others,
given their own structured and cultured posi-
tionings, make sense of and, subsequently,
respond to the individuals, When the interpre-
tations and respanses of others shape individu-
als’ experiences in ways that systematically or
institutionally deny or accord them privilege,
this articulation of culture through meaning
making is then operating as social structure
(see Hays 1994 for a discussion of how culture
can operate as structure).

Making sense of social identity is further
complicated by the fact that social identities
(both structured and cultured) are also
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reflected and refracted differently across
space (physical and institutional) and time.
Thus, the experience {material or subjective,
structural or cultural) of being black, male,
and poor, for example, is not exactly the
same from ane nation to the next, one school
to the next, one family to the next, or ane his-
torical period to the next. In short, as King
(1988:49) noted, "in the interactive model,
the relative significance of race, sex, or class
in determining the conditicns of [people’s]!
lives is neither fixed nor absolute, but rather,
is dependent on the sociohistorical context
and the sacial phenomenon under considera-
tion.”

Taken in total, then, social identity is both
an abjective and subjective position. It reflects
material and power inequities, as well as
instantiations of meaning making, as they are
differentially framed and performed acrass
place and time. And although different
macrostructural pesitionings are articulated in
the same body, they are not experienced sep-
arately, but are “inextricably intertwined and
circulate together in the representations [or
structuring] of subjects and experiences of
subjectivity” (Ferguson 2000:22--23). In other
wards, attention to the complexity of how
social identity is registered in the social world
provides ane lens by which we may make
sense of how culture, structure, and human
agency intersect,

Despite this complex rendering of social
identity in the social world, the methods and
conceptualizations that sociologists of educa-
tion have often advanced in their efforts ta
make sense of group differences in achieve-
ment deny or reduce this complexity. Using
Hallinan’s, Schmid’s, and Kingsten’s articles as
points of reference, | now illustrate maore con-
cretely how this denial and reduction accurs
{often implicitly) and limits, in part, our abili-
ty to develop sufficiently dynamic accounts of
achievement that mare aceurately explain
group and subgroup differences in achieve-
ment. When referring to these articles, |
sometimes discuss what is made explicit in
these authors” accounts and criticisms of how
sociologists of education have tried tc make
sense of group differences in achievement. At
other times, | attend to how the logic and
content of their discussions (what is empha-

sized, de-emphasized, silenced, or cantorted)
provides implicit indications of how we have
struggled inadequately with the subject of
social identity. This discussion also provides
the appertunity to highlight some recent
work that has struggled more effectively with
the complexity of social pasitioning in rela-
tion to achievement autcomes. My discussion
begins with Kingston’s article, which offers an
entrée into the question of how people are
positioned in the social world as a conse-
quence of the operation of culture.

CULTURE AND POSITIONING IN
THE SOCIAL WORLD

Kingston's article wrangles explicitly with the
cencept of cultural capital as it was conceived
by Bourdieu (1977) and subsequently “dis-
tilled” by Lamont and Lareau (1988). As
Kingston indicates, cultural capital theory
“enjoys great currency” in the United States
and is one of the most often-cited explana-
tions of why those with more sacial (class)
privilege academically outperform those with
less. He argues, hawever, that this currency is
unwarranted because the thecry’s major
claims have not been substantively supported
by empirical evidence. In developing his
argument, Kingston acknowledges the rele-
vance of culture for making sense of why
same social groups cantinually autperform
others, but maintains that the way in which
culture is rewarded in school reflects func-
tional, rather than exclusionary, practices. He
concamitantly offers a rendering of culture
that strips it of meaning making.

Let us consider Kingsten's presumption
that teachers’ high wvaluation of particular
characteristics (e.q., ability, hard work, stay-
ing out of trouble, and general articulateness)
reflect not social biases that produce high
achievement, but professionally informed
assessments of which characteristics are
essential to high academic and subsequent
social achievement. Although Kingsten pays
some attention to the fact that the character-
istics that inform high academic performance
are not “culture-free concepts,” he dismisses
such bias as exclusionary if it is in accord with



