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CHAPTEHR HNINE

Social Class and the Hidden
Curriculum of Work

Jean Anyon

This article discusses examples of work tasks and interaction in five
elemeniary schools in comtrasting social class commumities. The
examples dllustrate differenices in classroom experience and curriculum
Imowledge among the schools. The paper also assesses student work in
exch social setting in the light of a theoretical approach to social class
analysis. &t &5 suggested thal there is a “bidden curriculum™ in school
work thar bas profound implication for theory—and practice—in
education.

Scholars in political economy and the sociology of knowledge have recently
argued that public schools in complex industrial societies like our own make
available different types of educational experience and curriculum knowl-
edge to students in different social classes. Bowles and Gintis (1978), for
example, have argued that students from different social class backgrounds
are rewarded for classroom behaviors that comespond to personality taits
allegedly rewarded in the different occupational strata—the working classes
for docility and obedience, the managerial classes for initiative and personal
assertivencss: Basil Bernstein (1977), Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Passe-
ron, 1977), and Michael YW. Apple (1979), .fv:‘ﬁssi.ng on school knowledge,
have argued that knowledge and skills leading to social power and reward
(e.g., medical, legal, managerial) are made available 1o the advantaged social
groups but are withheld from the working classes, to whom @ more “prac-
tical” curriculum is cffered (e.g.. manual skills, clerical knowledge). While
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there has been considerable argumentation of these points regarding edu-
cation in England, France, and North America, there has been litle or no
anempi 10 investigate these ideas empincally in elementary or secondary
schools and dassrooms in this country.!

This anticle offers ientative empirical suppont (and qualification) of the
above arguments by providing illustrative examples of differences in stademt
work in classrooms in contrasting social class communities. The examples
were gathered as pant of an ethnographical study bf curricular, pedagogical
and pupil evaluation practices in five elementary schools.® The anide at-
tempis a theoretical contribution as well, and assesses smdent work in the
light of a theoretical approach to social class analysis. The organization is
as follows: the methodology of the ethnographical study is briefly described;
a theoretical approach 1o the definition of social class is offered; income
and other characteristics of the parents in each school are provided, and
examples from the smedy that dlusirate work tasks and interaction in each
school are presented; then the concepts used to define social class are
applied 10 the examples in order to assess the theoretical meaning of class-
room events. It will be suggesied that there is a “hidden curriculum” in
school work that has profound mmplication for the theory—and conse-
quence—of everyday activity in education.

METHODOLOGY

The methods used o gather data were classroom observation; interviews of
students, ieachers, principals, and district administrative s1aff; and assessment
of curriculum and other materials in each classroom and school. All class-
room events (o be discussed here involve the fifth grade in each school. All
schools bui one depanmentalize at the fifth grade level Except for thar
school where only one fifih grade teacher could be observed, all the fifth
grade teachers (that is, two or three) were observed as the children moved
from subject to subject. In all schools the an, music, and gym teachers were
also observed and interviewed. All teachers in the study were described as
“good™ or “excellent” by their principals. All except one new teacher had
taughi for more than four years. The fifth grade in each school was chserved
by the nvestigator for ten three-hour periods berween September 15. 1978
and June 20, 1979.

Before providing the occupations, incomes, and other relevamt social
characteristics of the parents of the children in each school, 1 will offer a
“ theoretical approach 1o defining social class

L
"Bul see, in a refated vein, Apple and King (1977) and Rt (1973)

*The rescarch was funded by Rutgers University Research Counc and «ill be reponed in
detail elsewhere.
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SOCIAL C1ASS

One’s occupation and income level contribute significantly to one's social
class, but they do not define it. Rather, social class is a series of relationships.
A person's social class is defined here by the way that person relates 1o the
process in society by which goods, services, and culture are produced.? One
relates 1o several aspects of the production process primarily through one’s
work. One has a relationship 1o the system of ownership, to other people
(at work 2nd in society) and o the content and process of one’s own
productive activity. One’s relationship 1o all three of these aspects of pro-
duction determines one’s social class; thar is, all three relationships are nec-
essary and none is sufficient for determining a person’s relation to the process
of production in society.

Ouwnershbip Relations. In 2 capnalist society,; 2 person has 2 relation
to the system of private ownership of capital. c@i'ﬂ] is usually thought of
as being derived from physical property. In this S¢nse capital is propemny
which is used 10 produce profit, interest, or rent in sufficiemt quantity so
that the result can be used to produce more profit, interest, or rent—that
is, more capital Physical capital may be derived from money, stocks, ma-
chines, land, or the labor of workers (whose labor, for instance, may produce
products that are sold by others for profit). Capital, however, can also be
symbolic. It can be the socially legitimzied knowledge of how the production
process works, its financial, managerial, 1echnical, or other “secrets.” Sym-
bolic capital can also be socizally legitimated skills—cognitive (e.g., analyt-
cal), linguistic, or technical skills that provide the ability 1w, say, produce
the dominant scientific, anistic, and other culture, or 1o manage the systems
of indusirial and culiural production. Skillful application of symbolic capital
may yield social and culiural power, and perhaps physical capital as well.

The ownership relation that is definitive for social class is one’s relation to
physical capital. The first such relationship is that of capitalist. Tobe a member
of the capitalist class in the present-day United States, one must panicipaie in
the ownership of the apparatus of production in society. The number of such
persons is relatvely small: while one person in 1en owns some stock, for
example. a mere 1.6 percent of the population owns 82.2 percent of all stock,
and the wealthiest one-fifth owns almost-all the rest (see New York Siock
Exchange, 1975; Smith and Franklin, 1974; Lampman, 1962)

At the opposite polé of this relationship is the worker. To be in the United
States working class a person will not ordinarily own physical capital: 1o

IThe definition of social clss delinested here s the author's own, bul it relies hesvily on
her mierpretation of the work of Eric Olin Wright (1978). Ferre Bourdieu (Bourdweu and
Passeron. 1977) and Ravmond Willams (19771
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the contrary, his or her work will be wage or salaried labor that is either a
source of profit (i.e., capital) to others, or that makes it possible for others
to realire profit. Examples of the lanter are white-collar clerical workers in
industry and distribution (office and sales) as well as the wage and sakaried
workers in the institutions of social and economic legitimation and service
{(e.g., in state education and welfare institutions)* According to the criteria
to be developed here, the number of persons who presently comprise the
working class in the United States is berween 50 percent and 60 percent of
the population (see also Wright, 1978; Braverman, 1974; Levison, 1974).

In berween the defining relationship of capitalist and worker are the
middle classes, whose relationship to the process of production is less clear,
and whose relationship may indeed exhibit contradictory characteristics. For
example, socil service employees have a somewhat contradictory relation-
ship 1o the process of production because, although their income may be
at middle-class levels, some characteristics of their work are workingclass
(e.g., they may have very linle control over their work). Analogously, there
are persons at the upper income end of the middle class, such as upper-
middle-class professionals, who may own quantities of stocks and will there-
fore share characteristics of the capitalist class. As the next criterion 1o be
discussed makes clear, however, 1o be a member of the present-day capitzlist
in the Unsted States, one mus also pamicipate in the social comtrol of this
capital.,

Relationsbips Between People. The second relationship which con-
rribates o one's social class is the relation one has to authority and control
at work and in sodety.* One characieristic of most working-class jobs is that
there is no buill-in mechanism by which the worker can control the content,
process, or speed of work. Legitimate decision making is vested in personnel
supervisors, in middle or upper management, or, as in an increasing number
of white-collar working-class (and most middle-class) jobs, by bureaucratic
rule and regulation  For upper-middle-class professional groups there is an
increased amount of awtonomy regarding work. Moreover, in middle- and
upper-middle-class positions there is an increasing chance that one’s work
will also involve supervising the work of others, A capitalist is defined within

*For discussion of schools 2s agencics of social and eronomic kegismation see Ahusser

- 41971} see 2o Anyon (1978 1979)

“While retatiorahips of control in 5-0'-'::1-1:1 =il not be discussed here, & can be szad that they
roughly paraliel the relarionships of conirol in the workplace, which will be the focus of this
discussion, That is, working-class and many middleclass persons have less control than
members of the upper-middle and capitaliss classes do. nol only over conditions and processes
of their worlk, but over they nonwork lives a¢ well. In addition, it 8 true that persons from the
middle and capitalist clhasses. rather than workers, are most ofien those who fill the pesions
of sxme and orher power in United States socery.
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these relations of control in an enterprise by having a position which par-
ticipates in the direct control of the entire enterprise. Capitalists do not
direaly control workers in physical production and do not directly conwol
ideas in the sphere of cultural production. However, more crucial to control,
capitalists make the decisions over how resources are used (e.g., where
money is invested) and how profit is allocated.

Relations Between People and Their Work  The third criterion which
contribules 10 a person’s social class is the relationship berween that person
and his or her own productive activitv—the type of activity that constitutes
his or her work. A working-class job is ofien characterized by work that is
routine and mechanical and that is 2 small, fragmented pan of 2 larger
process with which workers are not usually acquainted. These working-class
jobs are usually blue-collar, mamupal Bbor. A few skilled jobs such as
plumbing and printing are not mechanical, however, and an increasing
number of working-class jobs are whire-collar. These white-collar jobs. such
as clerical work, may involve work that necessitaies a measure of planning
and decision making but one still has no built-in control over the comtent
The work of some middle- and most upper-middle-class managerial and
professional groups is likely 1o involve the need for concepruzlization and
creativity, with many professional jobs demanding one's full creative
capacities. Finally, the work that characterizes the capitalist position is that
this work is almost entirely 2 maner of conceprualization (e.g., planning and
laying-out) that has as its objea management and conwrol of the enterprise

One’s social class, then, s a result of the relationships one has, largely
through one’s work, 1o physical capital and its power, 1o other people at
work and in society, and to one'’s own productive activity. Social class is a
lived, developing process. It is not an abstract category, and it is not a fixed,
inherited position (alkhough one’s family background is, of course, impos-
tant). Social dass is perceived as a complex of social relations that one
develops as one grows up—as one acquires and develops cenain hodies
of knowledge, skills, abilities, and traits, and as one has contact and oppor-
tunity in the world.® In sum, social class describes relationships which we
as adults have developed, may anempi to maintain, and in which we par-
ticipate every working day. These relationships in a real sense define our
material ties 1o the world. An imponant concemn here is whether these
relationships are developing in children in schools within panicular social
class coniexts. !

Oocupations may change ther relation o e means of producion over time, a= the
expendmure and cenership of capial change a3 technology. skilb, and the social reltions of
work change. For example. some jobs whach were middie-class, managerial positions m 1900
and which necessitaled conceprual laying-oul and planning are now working-class and
increasingly mechanical: eg.. qualty conmol in industrv, clerical work, and compuier
programming Lsee Braverman, 1974)
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THE SAMPLE OF SCHOOLS

With the above discussion as a theoretical backdrop, the social dlass desig-
nation of each of the five schools will be identified, and the income, occu-
pation, and other relevant available social charactegjstics of the students and
their parents will be described. The first three schools are in 2 medium-sized
city district in northern New Jersey, and the other rwo are in a nearby New
Jersey suburb.

The first two schools 1 will call Working-class Schools. Most of the parents
have blue-collar jobs. Less than a third of the fathers are skilled, while the
razjority are in unskilled or semiskilled jobs. During the period of the study
(1978-1979) approximately 15 percent of the fathers were unemployed. The
large majority (85 percent) of the families are white. The following occupa-
tions are typical: platform, storeroom, and stockroom workers; foundrvmen,
pipe_welders, and boilermzkers; semiskilled and unskilled assembiy-line
operatives; gas station anendants, aulo mechanics, maintenance workers,
and security guards. Less than 30 percent of the women work, some parn-time
and some fulliime, on assembly lines, in storerooms and stockrooms, as
waitresses, barmaids, or sales clerks. Of the fifth grade parents, none of the
wives of the skilled workers had jobs. Approximately 15 percent of the
families in each school are at or below the federal “poverty” level’; mos of
the rest of the family incomes are at or below $12,000, except some of the
skilled workers whose incomes are higher. The incomes of the majority of
the families in these rwo schools (ie., at or below $12,000) are typical of
38.6 percerit of the families in the United States (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1979, p. 2, wable A).

The third school is called the Middle-class School, although because of
neighborhood residence panerns, the population is a mixture of several
social classes. The parents’ occupations can be divided into three groups:
a small group of blue-collar *rich.” who are skilled, well-paid workers such
as printers, carpenters, plumbers. and construction workers. The second
group is composed of parents in working-class and middle-class white-collar
jobs: women in office jobs, technicians, supervisors in industry, and parents
employed by the city (such as fisemen, policemen, and several of the school’s
teachers). The third group is composed of occupations such as personnel
directors in local firms, accountanis, “middle management,” and a few small
capitalists (owners of shops in the area). The children of several local doctors
attend this school. Most family incomes are between $13.000 and $25,000
with a few higher. This income range is typical of 38.9 percent of the families
in the United States (US. Bureau of the Census, 1979, p. 2, able A).

“The US. Bureau of the Census defines “poverty™ for 2 nonfarm family of four as a vearly
income of 56,191 a year or less. 175, Bureau of the Census, Saristical Absrracr of the Uinmed
Sares: 1978 (Washingion, D.C: U5, Government Printing Office, 1978, p. 465, uble 754)
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The fourth school has a parent population that is at the upper income
level of the upper middle dass, and is predominantdy professional This
school will be clled the Affluenr Profesional School Typical jobs are:
cardiologist, interior designer, corporate lawyer or engineer, executive in
advenising or television. There are some families who are not as affluent
as the majority (e.g., the family of the superintendent of the district’s schools,
and the one or two families in which the fathers are skilled workers). In
addition, a few of the families are more affluent than the majority, and can
be classified in the capitalist class (e.g., 2 panner in 2 prestigious Wall Street
stock brokerage finm). Approximately 90 percent of the children in this
school are white. Most family incomes are berween 540,000 and 530,000
This income span represents approximately 7 percent of the families in the
United States.”

In the fifth school the majority of the families belong to the capitalist
class. This school will be called the Execuiive Elite School because most of
the fathers are top executives (e.g., presidents and vice presidents) in major
U.5.-based multinational corporations—{or example, ATT, RCA, City Bank,
American Express, US. Steel. A sizable group of fathers are top executives
in financial firms on Wall Street. There are also a number of fathers who
list ther occupations as “generzl counsel”™ w a panicular corporztion, and
these corporations are also among the large multinationals. Many of the
mothers do volunteer work in the Junior League, Junior Fortnightly, or other
service groups; some are intricately involved in town politics; and some are
themselves in well-paid occupations. There are no minority children in the
school. Almost all family incomes are over $100,000 with some in the
5500000 range. The incomes in this school represent less than 1 percent of
the families in the United States (see Smith and Franklin, 1974).

Since each of the five schools i= only one instance of elementary education
in a parnicular social class contexi. 1 will not generalize bevond the sample
However, the examples of school work which follow will suggest charac-
teristics of education in each social sening that appear 1o have theoretical and
social significance and to be worth investigation in a larger number of schools.

SOCIAL C1LASS AND SCHOOL WORK

There are obvious similarities among United States schools and classrooms
There are school and classroom rules, tetchers who ask questions and at-
tempt to exercise comrol and who give work and homework. There are

*This figure & an edimate. Acconding 1o the Bureau of the Census, only 2.6 percent of
families in the United Staies have money income of $50.000 or over, 1.5, Bureau of the Census,
Currenr Population Reports, series P-50, no. 118, "Money Income in 1977 of Families and
Persons in the United States.” (Washingon, D.C.: U5, Government Frinting Office, 1979, p. 2
table A). For figures on income al these higher levels, see Smith and Franklin (1974)
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textbooks and tests. All of these were found in the five schools. Indeed,
there were other curricular similarities as well: all schools and fifth grades
used the same math book and series (Marbematics Around Us, Scott Fores-
man, 1978); all fifth grades had at least one boxed set of an individualized
reading program available in the room (although the variety and amounts
of teaching maierials in the classrooms increased as the social class of the
school population increased); and, all fifth grade fanguage ans curricula
included aspects of grammar, punciuation and capitalization.®

This section provides examples of work and work-related activities in each
school that bear on the categonies used to define social class. Thus, examples
will be provided concerning students’ relation to capital (e.g., as manifest in
any symbolic capital that might be acquired through school work); studenss’
relation 1o persons and rypes of authoriry regarding school work; and students’
relation to their own productive activity. The section first offers the investiga-
tor's interpretation of whar school work is for children in each seming, and
then presents events and interactions that illustrate that assessment

The Working-Class Scbools. 1n the 1wo workingclass schools, work is
following the steps of a procedure. The procedure is usually mechanical
involving rote behavior and very little decision making or choice. The teachers
rarely explain why the work is being assigned, how it might connect 1o other
assignments, or what the idea is that lies behind the procedure or gives it
coherence and perhaps meaning or significance. Available textbooks are not
always used, and the teachers ofien prepare their own dinoes or put work
examples on the board. Most of the rules regarding work are designations of
what the children are 1o do; the rules are steps to follow. These steps are told
1o the children by the teachers and ofien writen on the board. The children
are usually told to copy the sieps as notes. These notes are to be studied. Work
is often evaluated not according to whether it is right or wrong, but according
1o whether the children followed the right sieps.

The following exampiles illusirate these points. In math, when rwvo-digit
division was introduced, the teacher in one school gave a four-minute lecrure
on what the terms are called (ie., which number is the divisor, dividend,
quoiient, and remander). The children were told 1o copy these names in
their notebooks. Then the teacher 10ld them the steps to follow 10 do the
problems, saying, “This is how you do them.” The teacher listed the steps
on the board, and they appeared several days later as a chan hung in the
middle of the front wall: “Divi&é; Muliiply; Subtract; Bring Down.” The
children often did examples of rvo-digit division. When the teacher wemt
over the examples with them, he 1old them for each problem what the

FFor other similariies aleged 1o chamcierze United States chssrooms and schools, b
which will not be descussed here, see Drecben (1968), Jackson (1968), and Sarasan (1971)
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procedure was, rarely asking them to conceptualize or explain it themselves:
“3 into 22 is 7; do your subtraction and one is left over.” During the week
that two-digit division was introduced (or at any other time), the investigator
did not observe any discussion of the idea of grouping involved in division,
any use of manipulables, or any atempt 1o relate rwo-digi division to any
other mathematical process. Nor was there any attempt 1o relate the sieps
to an actual or possible thought process of the children. The observer did
not hear the terms dividend, quotient, etc, used again. The math teacher
in the other working-class school followed similar procedures regarding
two-digi division, and at one point her dlass seemed confused. She said,
“You're confusing yourselves. You're tensing up. Remember, when you do
this, it's the same steps over and over agzin—and that's the way division
always is.” Several weeks later, after a test, a group of her children “still
didn't get it,” and she made no attempt to explain the concept of dividing
things into groups, or 1o give them manipulables for their own investigation.
Rather, she went over the steps with them again and told them that they
"needed more practice.”

In other areas of math, work is also carrving out often unexplained,
fragmented procedures. For example, one of the teachers led the children
through 2 series of steps w0 make a one-inch grid on ther paper witbow!
telling them that they were making a one-inch grid, or that it would be used
to study scale. She said. “Take vour ruler. Put it across the top. Make a mark
at every number. Then move your ruler down 1o the bottom. No, put it across
the bottom. Now make a mark on 10p of every number. Now draw a line from.
. .." Al this point a girl said that she had a faster way to do it and the teacher
said, “MNo, you don't; vou don't even know what I'm making yet. Do it this way,
or it's wrong.” Afier they had made the lines up and down and across, the
teacher iold them she wanted them to make a figure by connecting some dots
and to measure that, using the scale of one inch equals one mile. Then they
were 10 cul it oul. She szid, “Don't cut until I check it”

In both working-class schools, work In language ars is mechanics of
punciuation (commas, periods, guestion marks, exclamation points), capi-
ulization, and the four kinds of sentences. One teacher explained 10 me,
=Simple puncnuation is all they'll ever use ™ Regarding puncruation, either a
teacher or 2 dito stated the rules for where, for example, to put commas.
The investigator heard no classsoom discussion of the aural context of punc-
tuation {which, of course, is what gives each mark its meaning). Nor did
the investigator hear any statement of inference that placing a puncruation
mark could be a decision-making process. depending, for example, on one’s
iniended meaning. Rather, the children were 1old 1o follow the rules. Lan-
guage ans did not involve ceative wriling. There were several writing as-
signments throughout the vear, but in each instance the children were given
a ditto. and they wyoie answers 10 guestions on the sheet. For example,



