Exploring Structural Functional/Conflict Theory:

The Integration of Family, Educational, and Occupational Systems

Parsons' paper on age and gender roles led me to ask how well integrated the family, educational, and occupational systems are today in the U.S.  Clearly, more and more people are going to college these days.  It seems, at least within working class and middle class families, that parents are convincing their children that if they want to get a good job they need to get a good education.  High school counselors, again, in working class and middle class schools, seem to be sending the same message.  Students are told that they need to get good grades and need to be involved in extracurricular activities.  They also need to study for the SAT and the ACT.  In fact, it seems that they are encouraged to take SAT/ACT preparatory courses, which, for a small fee, help them increase their scores.  It sounds like students are getting the same message at home and in high school, but is the experience really helping to prepare them for college?  Is college really preparing them for work?  Stated somewhat differently, are the family, the educational, and the occupational systems well integrated?  Do good high school students do well in college?  Do good college students get good jobs?  How well is the system working?

One thing that seems to have changed in high school is the diversity of educational experiences.  It seems that the middle class suburban schools have open campuses, where students can leave for lunch.  Here at Purdue that allows our West Lafayette students to come to the Village for lunch.  They also hang out in the Purdue Memorial Union, where they can play video games or go bowling, after school and on the weekends.  Some high school students even take courses at Purdue, particularly in foreign language.  Thus it seems that student life at the local high school and the local college is well integrated, although it seems like most of the West Lafayette kids want to go somewhere else for college.  Actually, it seems that the kids in Lafayette high school, who tend to be more working class and to have parents with less education and less prestigious occupations, are more interested in attending Purdue.  That seems odd, because Lafayette Jeff kids are less well integrated into the Purdue community (they don't hang out or take courses at Purdue) but are still more likely to come to Purdue.


This raises the more general question, "Are our middle class kids really well prepared for college?"  What seems most problematic in this regard is the fact that the college admissions process is bureaucratic (much like the traditional high school), while the college education combines the bureaucratic (bingo sheet, counselor driven) process of accumulating useful or necessary credits with the professional and largely idiosyncratic process of getting good grades.  Accumulating useful credits can be a game of optimization in which scheduling options and degree of interest or difficulty and even personality types (obsessive-compulsive versus creative-expressive) that might make a particular course with a particular instructor more or less easily incorporated into a particular schedule.  Ultimately, a good background in bureaucratic scheduling and efficiently meeting requirements while maximizing grade point and minimizing effort should prepare one for the bureaucratic, bingo sheet completion but might not help much with the more idiosyncratic and creative demands of the college faculty.  Perhaps, experience in a large bureaucratic high school would better prepare one for a large state school, where even the education is standardized, for the most part, in the first year or two.  Then, of course, the challenge is dealing with the uncertainty of upper division coursework, where the expectations and demands of professors are much less standard and more difficult to accommodate.

Ultimately, however, it would seem that it is the upper-division more idiosyncratic demands that better prepare the student for future employment in professional, managerial, and technical occupations.  The ability to figure out what supervisors (or customers or clients) want and how to deliver this most efficiently is not in general too different from what students must do in upper division courses.  Thus it appears that high school experiences in large public schools where the product is standardized and the paths are limited might facilitate efforts in the initial years of undergraduate education in large public universities (or, perhaps, even better prepare students for technical or vocational training).  The less structured private or small upper middle class public school might not prepare students as well for the large public colleges and the vocational and technical training programs but might better prepare them for small liberal arts schools or Ivy League colleges.  In this regard, the diversity of secondary and advanced educational systems facilitates the movement through different paths, ranging from vocational or technical training to prestigious college education.  Then, at the end of college, the working class kids are ready to work in technical occupations, for which they were trained, while the upper middle class or upper class kids are ready for postgraduate training or for work in the family business, for which they have been prepared.

The biggest problem it would seem is the student who is on the wrong track.  What about rich kids who are better qualified for technical work or poor kids who are really more academic in their orientation to school and work.  Does our diversity meet the needs of these students?  Does it meet the needs of future employers?  In other words, if the educational system is functionally differentiated to place students from different types of families in divergent educational and occupational career tracks, is this really functional?  Should we assume that wealthy, well educated, professional parents will tend to produce kids who are private elite college material?  Is this really the best way to ensure that the best and the brightest get the education and training that they need?  Or is it simply a way of reproducing elite privilege?  In other words, if the system is functional, for whom is it functional?  Should we assume that it is functional for society as a whole and for everyone in it?  What would Robert Merton have to say about that assumption?  Wasn't this one of his "pernicious postulates" of bad functionalism?
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