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Figure 1: Schools teach us far more than reading, writing, and arithmetic. They also socialize us to
cultural norms and expectations. (Photo courtesy of Editor B/ickr)

From the moment a child is born, his or her education begins. At rst, education is an informal process
in which an infant watches others and imitates them. As the infant grows into a young child, the process of
education becomes more formal through play dates and preschool. Once in grade school, academic lessons
become the focus of education as a child moves through the school system. But even then, education is
about much more than the simple learning of facts.
Our education system also socializes us to our society. We learn cultural expectations and norms, which
are reinforced by our teachers, our textbooks, and our classmates. (For students outside the dominant
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culture, this aspect of the education system can pose signicant challenges.) You might remember learning
your multiplication tables in second grade and also learning the social rules of taking turns on the swings at
recess. You might recall learning about the U.S. Constitution in an American Government course as well as
learning when and how to speak up in class.
Schools also can be agents of change, teaching individuals to think outside of the family norms into which
they were born. Educational environments can broaden horizons and even help to break cycles of poverty
and racism.
Of course, America's schools are often criticizedfor not producing desired test results, or for letting
certain kids slip through the cracks. In all, sociologists understand education to be both a social problem
and a social solutionand a rich area of study.
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