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Sociology Contributes to

Analysis and Understanding

of the Educative Process
This article indicates some of the many practices in American 
schools that reflect "basic sociological contributions to our under 
standing of child development, the learning or educational 
process, and the social setting of the school."

THROUGHOUT the half century or more 
in which American sociology has de 

veloped, various students in the field 
exhibited an interest in the field of edu 
cation. In the early decades of this 
century, several sociologists sought to 
develop an applied educational.sociol 
ogy. Some of these saw sociology as the 
field which would provide education 
with goals or ends which envisioned 
better society. Lester F. Ward thought 
of education as the ameliorative institu 
tion, and much of his sociology was 
concerned with pointing the direction 
of social improvement. In contrast with 
some of his predecessors and contem 
poraries, Ward recognized the process 
of social change and considered public 
education the primary means of direct 
ing change for the benefit of society. 
Iliis conception of education was in 
harmony with and reinforced the sig 
nificant American values associated 
with progress. Many educators, draw 
ing heavily upon the contributions of 
such early thinkers as Ward, have 
adopted the philosophy that education 
is the molder of society and director of 
social change.

Growing out of the belief that edu 
cation is a means of social change, 
several sociologists have sought to use 
their discipline to define the goals to 
ward which education should strive. 
Current thinking among sociologists, 
however, generally assumes that the 
norms of the society as a whole will set 
the direction of social change. In fact 
the goals and direction of an educa 
tional process can only be defined in 
the social system within which it func 
tions. Increasingly, however, sociolo 
gists and other social scientists may as 
sist in determining the means by which 
the goals of education may be achieved 
most efficiently. By this we simply 
mean that, given certain goals, the so 
cial scientists' analyses may identify 
the social processes by which certain 
goals may or may not be achieved. The 
analysis may indicate that some arc be 
yond reach, and others may be a- 
chieved only with costs to the society 
that it is not in a position to pay. Some 
sociologists arc currently examining the 
ways and means by which society may, 
or may not, be changed through edu 
cational efforts. Sociologists have little
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interest, except as any other member 
of the society has, in setting the goals 
of education. Much sociological re 
search and theory however, is applica 
ble to or deals directly with the educa 
tive processes and institutions. We 
shall devote our discussion to these 
matters.

Sociology Assists Educational 
Practices

As the discipline has developed dur 
ing the past decades, numerous prin 
ciples and generalizations of sociology 
have been accepted to some degree in 
educational practice. Any examination 
of American schools reveals many ac 
tivities which reflect basic sociological 
contributions to our understanding of 
child development, the learning or edu 
cational process, and the social setting 
of the school. It is impossible in this 
brief review to enumerate all fhe spe 
cific developments in education that 
have roots in the principles of sociol 
ogy, but some of the major concepts 
should be mentioned.

First of all, sociologists probably 
more than scholars in any other disci 
pline have demonstrated that the group 
is important in child development. 
Some years ago, we thought of person 
ality development as essentially a mat 
ter of physiological maturation. This is 
still the dominant theory in much cur 
rent thinking in the field. When one 
examines the educational literature to 
day, however, he is impressed by the 
tremendous importance now attached 
to the child's participation in the fam 
ily, the peer group, and other signifi 
cant group relationships. We now rec 
ognize that learning is not solely an 
individual or biological matter, rather
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that the child learns to behave in a 
social or group milieu.

I should hasten to emphasize that 
there are many blank spots in our un 
derstanding of the way in which, inter 
action in a group affects learning and 
personality development. Continuing 
contributions, which should help to 
validate our generalizations in this area, 
can be expected from sociologists and 
social psychologists. For example, the 
impact of the child's position in a 
group and his self-image of that posi 
tion cm his motivation in all types of 
learning has barely been explored. The 
child's definition of his relations with 
the teacher and its impact on,his be 
havior also needs analysis. Develop 
ments in this field will greatly advance 
our understanding of the educational 
process.

A second basic principle of sociology 
(and other social sciences) which has 
contributed to our understanding of 
education is that human nature varies 
from one society to another, and from 
time to time in a given society. Not 
long ago, we operated on the assump 
tion that human nature does not 
change. Although educators tried to 
teach certain types of behavior, they 
thought of this essentially as teaching 
the prevailing patterns of behavior a 
little more readily than they might 
otherwise have been learned. Today 
almost every teacher recognizes that 
children from differing social-cultural 
backgrounds van in their interests, 
motivations, and the value orientations 
related to school learning. We recog-
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nize that the intelligence tests which 
were presumed to measure native abil 
ity are culturally flavored so that chil 
dren with varying social class, ethnic, 
or nationality, backgrounds will per 
form differently on our standardized 
tests of achievement or intelligence. 
We also recognize that as societies 
change from rural to urban, or as peo 
ple move from north to south in Amer 
ica, interests and motivation to learn 
specific types of behavior vary greatly. 
This principle of variation in human 
nature is one basis for the development 
of the education program which recog 
nizes individual differences.

Perhaps the next step in our under 
standing of the educative process will 
be one that recognizes that although 
individuals differ in both their biolog 
ical inheritance and their social-cul 
tural conditioning, they can still learn 
the common socially expected patterns 
of behavior. People in all societies do 
this, for any society must maintain a 
core of cultural understandings. Society 
cannot permit every individual to be 
unique. Teachers have learned that 
children differ but they sometimes for 
get that society expects them to teach 
all youth the commonly required be 
havior patterns. Sociologists as well as 
other social scientists can assist in iden 
tifying the essential norms, values and 
behavior patterns. Such an achieve 
ment will provide educators with a 
basis for a program of individual devel 
opment in the social-cultural milieu.

Another area in which the principles 
of sociology have provided major un 
derstandings for educators is the com 
munity. Over the decades numerous 
sociologists have centered their re 
search on the analvsis of community

organization and the conceptualization 
of the community as a basic unit of 
social life. Recently this concept has 
been adapted to the needs of school 
organization. The community school 
concept, with its emphasis upon the 
integration of community life and the 
school program, has been closely re 
lated to this sociological research. 
Every educator recognizes the impor 
tance of the community as a founda 
tion for his school program.

Valuable as this development has 
been, it has some limitations. Primary 
among these is the fact that much 
community research has been based 
upon rural villages, or small town com 
munity organization. Even more often 
our conception of the community 
school emerges from an image of the 
small homogeneous, self - contained 
community. The limitations of this arc 
readily recognized when we realize that 
today's American youth are not likely 
to live in this kind of community. 
Rather a large proportion of these 
youths arc going to live in large metro 
politan communities and arc going to 
move from place to place throughout 
the world. An educational program, 
therefore, based upon the small, self- 
sufficient community may result in ex 
treme provincialism. What is needed 
today and in the future is a conception 
of community life and social interac 
tion that provides the basis for metro 
politan and cosmopolitan living. Soci 
ologists are increasingly turning their 
attention to the analysis of the urban 
metropolitan community. We arc slow 
ly acquiring some understanding of 
how the human being lives in a hetero 
geneous segmentalized society. Con 
tributions in this area will have major
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significance for educators. Only as they 
understand the nature of the society in 
which their students will live can they 
devise an educational program that will 
prepare them for it.

Areas of Continuing Research

Although sociologists have already 
provided basic understanding of the 
function of the group in child develop 
ment, the variation in social-cultural 
learnings, and the community as a 
basic unit of social life, we have in 
dicated that these are areas of continu 
ing research. Perhaps the primary con 
tributions for years to come will con 
tinue to be in these areas. At this point, 
however, we should examine sonic 
more recently initiated research inter 
ests of sociologists which may contrib 
ute much to our understanding of the 
educative processes. Where the earlier 
ones have derived from the general 
findings of sociology, these directly in 
volve the analysis of the educational 
system and process. In the last decade, 
numerous sociologists have turned to 
the school and the patterns of behavior 
associated with it as a field of research. 
There are many ways in which one 
might organize the research being 
done. We will consider three types. 
First, the analysis of the school as a 
social system; second, the analysis and 
evaluation of the social processes in 
volved in education; and third, the re 
lation of the school to the larger 
society.

In recent years, several sociologists 
have analyzed both the informal and 
formal aspects of the school society. A 
large proportion of this research has 
dealt with the informal clique structure 
and leadership patterns in the student

society. These analyses have been wide 
ly used by teachers to understand the 
social structure of their classroom 
groups. The knowledge that Mary or 
Susie occupies a position of leadership 
and influence, while Jane and Deborah 
are essentially non-members of the 
classroom group has contributed much 
to the teacher's understanding of the 
child's behavior. Such understanding 
throws light on the academic learning 
as well as the personality development 
of children. As yet we know little about 
the variety of behavior that is valued 
in the one or several prestige and lead 
ership systems of the school. r

Other sociologists have made some 
analysis of the various positions in the 
adult structure of the school. Studies 
of the status of various teachers, and 
the status or role expectations of teach 
ers and administrators are currently in 
process, and are likely to multiply. 
Knowledge of the ways in which teach 
ers are expected to behave by both stu 
dents and other adults, as well as their 
own professional self-image, is basic 
to an understanding of the social inter 
action in the school. Much research 
must be done before an accurate anal 
ysis of the various teaching positions 
and the multitude of role expectations 
involved in them is available. But cur 
rent developments indicate the future 
will sec major contributions in this and 
related areas.

Although there has been research 
both on the structure of the student 
society and the position of teachers, 
little is known about the relationships 
between the various teaching positions 
and the multitude of student statuses. 
If, as we generally assume, teacher- 
pupil relations are the core of the edu-
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cative process in the school, a more 
detailed analysis of how teachers relate 
themselves to students, and how stu 
dents relate themselves to teachers is 
essential. Included in this, of course, 
must be an analysis of the classroom 
communication or interaction proc 
esses. Much of the research on teach 
ing methods in the past has dealt with 
a variety of techniques and character 
istics of the teacher's behavior. Only 
in the past few years have we turned 
our attention to an analysis of the com 
munication or interaction process be 
tween teacher and learner. A few pre 
liminary analyses of the images which 
pupils have of their teachers and some 
what less of images the teachers hold 
of the pupils with whom they interact 
have been made, but much work is nec 
essary before we will have an adequate 
understanding of the essential charac 
teristics of teacher-pupil relations. 
Studies in progress suggest that exten 
sive developments may be expected in 
this area of research. It will contribute 
much to our understanding of the 
student's behavior in relation to the 
teacher's efforts to teach the desired 
learning.

As we acquire an understanding of 
teacher-pupil relations we can better 
evaluate the effectiveness of various 
types of relationships in terms of the 
impact which they have on the learner. 
A few studies such as those on small 
group leadership, made in other con 
texts, have been applied to the class 
room situation and a few have analyzed 
thte classroom itself. But much of our 
evaluation of teaching is based upon 
a priori j udgments. For example, be 
cause we believe democratic human 
relations are good in American society,

we conclude that permissive demo 
cratic teacher-pupil relations are most 
effective in teaching desired types of 
behavior. Research upon which to base 
such conclusions is grossly inadequate. 
Some evidence suggests that clearly 
defined superordinate-subordinatc 
types of teacher-pupil relationships are 
more effective in classroom learning. 
Much more research is necessary before 
we can adequately identify the most 
effective types of teacher-pupil rela 
tionships for achieving various kinds of 
information, attitudes and behavior 
patterns. Some such research surely 
can be anticipated.

A third recent development in soci 
ology is some research on the relation 
ship between the school and the larger 
society. This involves bpth the impact 
of the larger society on the school sys 
tem and the possible impact of the 
school on other aspects of society. All 
recognize immediately the extensive 
research on the social class system and 
its relation to the school program. It is 
clear, of course, now that the social 
class structure is carried over into the 
school society. We have not yet, how 
ever, analyzed the potential effect of 
the school program on the class struc 
ture. For example, we have not yet 
analyzed what our emphasis on an edu 
cational program designed to meet in 
dividual needs does to the child's po 
tential for mobility in the class system. 
Perhaps we are freezing the great ma 
jority of our students in the social class 
of their fathers. Much further knowl 
edge is necessary to understand the pos 
sibilities and limitations of education 
for maintaining an open class system.

The analysis of community power 
svstems and the decision-making proc-
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ess as it affects the schools has recently 
received some attention. Most school 
men recognize that their programs are 
affected by the decisions of persons 
who occupy positions in the commu 
nity, state or national power system. 
Although we have considerable knowl 
edge of the formal governmental deci 
sion-making process, we have just be 
gun to investigate the process in the 
less formalized power systems which 
function throughout the society. Stud 
ies of the decision-making processes 
affecting the educational program arc 
certain to provide important findings. 
Among these may be the conditions 
under which public opinion is mobil 
ized to modify or overthrow the deci 
sion-making system of a community. 

The current situations in many 
American communities provide oppor 

tunities for the analysis of the local 
decision-making process with regard to 
segregation or integration of the 
schools. If conditions permit, sociolo 
gists are likely to focus considerable 
research attention on this process in 
the immediate future. The results of 
such studies should add much to our 
understanding of power, authority and 
public opinion as they operate in the 
school decision-making arena.

This brief discussion has called at 
tention to only a few of the areas in 
which sociology and some related as 
pects of social psychology have and are 
likely to contribute to our understand 
ing of the educative process. Others 
could be mentioned, but these should 
indicate the range of social phenomena 
in education which are the objects of 
sociological investigation.

ARTHUR P. COLADARCI

The Relevancy of

Educational Psychology
This article indicates two important contributions which educa 
tional psychology, as a body of information and as an arena of . 
research activity, can make to education.

T HE RKLEVANCY of an applied area de 
pends in part upon the definition of 

the process, institution, or event to 
which it is applied. The contribution 
that can be made by educational psy 
chology is partially a function of the 
particular meaning invested in "educa 
tion." This statement is not merely the

usual innocuous preface to an extended 
discussion. Indeed, it is our major 
thesis. Too many teachers and adminis 
trators have thought of educational 
psychology as consisting only of an 
ordered catalogue of educational pre 
scriptions, which, together with those 
provided by the other foundational
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