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Identity and Schooling:
Some Lessons for the Economics
of Education

GEORGE A. AKERLOF and RACHEL E. KRANTON!

1. Introduction

HIS REVIEW culls noneconomic litera-

ture on education—by sociologists, an-
thropologists, reformers, and practitioners—
to present a new economic theory of
students and schools. This theory integrates
a sociological view of education with eco-
nomic analysis. In a classic economic model,
students choose effort (or time) in school to
balance its discounted return with its oppor-
tunity cost, and resources determine school
quality.?> Economists now often append so-
cial interactions to this model but rarely ex-
amine the nature of these interactions. By
reviewing literature outside of economics,
we develop a theory where a student’s pri-
mary motivation is his or her identity and the

! Akerlof: University of California, Berkeley;
Kranton: University of Maryland. We thank Cyd
Fremmer, Nisha Malhotra, and Eric Verhoogen for in-
valuable research assistance, Robert Akerlof, Paul
Beaudry, Pierre Fortin, Abdeslam Maghraoui, Crai
Riddell, and Janet Yellen for help and comments, ani
John McMillan and three anonymous referees for their
critical review which helped us greatly improve the pa-
per. Akerlof is grateful to the Canadian Institute for
Advanced Research, the MacArthur Foundation, and
the Brookings Institution for financial support.
Kranton thanks the Institute for Advanced Study,
where she spent 2001-2002 as a Deutsche Bank
Member of the School of Social Science, for its hospi-
tality and financial support.

2We review the economic literature below.

quality of a school depends on how students
fit in a school’s social setting.® This theory
outlines fresh directions for research in the
economics of education.

With the focus on identity and schools,
this review gives a new perspective on the al-
location of resources in education. We often
see vast differences in educational outcomes
with little difference in quantity of re-
sources. These differences remain a puzzle
to economists; as one of our referees argued,
“economists do not have good models for ex-
plaining why school resources do or do not
(as often found) affect the returns to school-
ing.” The framework we develop might fill
this gap. We translate key sociological con-
cepts into an economic model of students
and schools. At the forefront are a school’s
social setting and students’ backgrounds. We
show how sociological variables may affect
educational outcomes, and how resources
may change the returns to different policies.

The literature we review represents a ma-
jor (in our view, the predominant) line in the
sociology of education. The concepts we
adopt—ideal type, identity, and social cate-
gory—are as basic to sociology as supply and

3 Thus we follow Judith Harris (1998), who writes
“children want to be successful children,” and James
Coleman (1961), who argues adolescents want to fit in.
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demand to economics. In schools of educa-
tion, the syllabi of core courses are filled
with works that apply these concepts to
schooling.* Of course, there is now much so-
ciology that is indistinguishable from eco-
nomics. Economics, however, has not
adopted core sociological concepts. This
omission may be for good reason: we have
heard many economists say these concepts
are too fuzzy to inform either theory or em-
pirical work. Nonetheless, it might be
worthwhile to consider how central socio-
logical concepts may explain outcomes that
cannot be explained by a standard economic
model. Without a model that mirrors this so-
ciology, economic analysis produces only
partial answers to key questions. For exam-
ple, what is the impact of resources on aca-
demic attainment? What are the important
elements of school reform? Economists can
answer whether additional resources en-
hance schooling, but not when these re-
sources will be effective, or why. The mod-
els below give tentative answers and
directions for empirical investigation. The
effectiveness of resources will depend upon
interaction between the resources used and
student formation of academic identity.

Our interpretation of the noneconomic
literature relies on previous work, Akerlof
and Kranton (2000), which advances a no-
tion of utility where an individual’s identity,
or sense of self, is salient. An individual gains
utility when her actions and those of others
enhance her self-image. Furthermore, self-
image, or identity, is associated with the so-
cial environment: People think of them-
selves and others in terms of different social
categories. Examples of social categories in-
clude racial and ethnic designations, and in
the school context include, for example,
“jock” and “nerd.” Prescriptions give the
ideal, or stereotypical physical attributes and

4 See, for example, Harvard University’s Professor
Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot’s syllabus on the sociology of
education: http:/icommons.harvard.edu/~gse-al07/syl-
labus/Syllabus.html.
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behavior, of people in each category.
Individuals then gain or lose utility insofar as
they belong to social categories with high or
low social status and their attributes and be-
havior match the ideal of their category. We
use this basic model of utility to understand
student behavior in schools.

In this introduction we first describe our
readings in the noneconomic education lit-
erature and our interpretation of it. We then
discuss what may be missing from the eco-
nomic literature and why the inclusion of
these sociological variables could make a
difference to economic analysis.

1.1 Outline and Interpretation
of Noneconomic Literature

We begin with James Coleman’s (1961)
study of ten Illinois high schools in the late
1950s, Adolescent Society. Coleman pio-
neered the research on students’ social
arrangements. From student questionnaires,
Coleman found that students literally divide
themselves into social categories—categories
that should be familiar to anyone who has at-
tended a United States high school: “nerds,”
“jocks,” “leading crowd,” “burnouts,” and
such. Associated with each category is an
ideal in terms of physical attributes and be-
havior. Coleman found that these categories
influenced academic performance. Follow-
ing Adolescent Society, numerous scholars,
especially Penelope Eckert (1989), Richard
Everhart (1983), and Douglas Foley (1990),
have described student motivation and social
division in fine ethnographic detail 3

We depict this work in a model where stu-
dents maximize utility by making two
choices. They choose their social category,
and they choose effort in school.® When
choosing categories, students try to fit in:
They consider the match between their own

5 For antecedents, see August Hollingshead (1949).

6 We use the word “choice” advisedly. As in classic
utility theory, we do not presume that individuals are
conscious of the reasons Er their choices. See Akerlof
and Kranton (2000) for discussion.
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characteristics and the ideal characteristics
of jocks, burnouts, and nerds. When choos-
ing effort, students also try to fit in. They
consider the match between their own ac-
tions and the ideal behavior of their chosen
categories. Ethnographies of high schools
reveal that social divisions and students’
identities can be a dominant influence on
achievement.

We then consider the view—held by histo-
rians, contemporary sociologists, anthropolo-
gists, and educators—of schools as institu-
tions, with social goals.7 In this view, schools
not only impart skills. Schools also impart an
image of ideal students, in terms of charac-
teristics and behavior.® School rituals—pep
rallies, home-room announcements, assem-
blies—and day-to-day interactions in class-
rooms, hallways, and gymnasiums reveal the
nature of this ideal. Teachers, administrators,
and coaches praise and reward some stu-
dents, while they disapprove of and punish
others. These features and occasions define
what we call a school’s social category and its
ideal student. Students with backgrounds
similar to this category readily identify with
the school. Others, however, do not fit in so
easily. Sociologists consider these interac-
tions important, but economic research has
yet to examine this setting.

We first consider assimilation in American
schools of the early twentieth century, as de-
scribed by historians. In the model, schools
promote a single social category, and stu-
dents have two choices. They choose
whether or not to adopt the school’s social
category, and. they choose their effort. The
historians see these choices as particularly
poignant for students whose backgrounds

" Thus Allan Bloom (1987, p. 26) writes that “Every
educational system . . . wants to produce certain types
of human beings.”

8 Anthony Bryk, Valerie Lee, and Peter Holland
(1993, pp. 146-47), for example, describe the
Statement of Philosophy of St. Ignatius School, which
we discuss below. Allen Peshkin (1985) provides the
description of the ideal student at a fundamentalist
Christian school.
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conflict with the school’s ideal. The students
are likely to resent the implication, inherent
in their schooling, that there is something
wrong with their backgrounds, and by exten-
sion, that there is something wrong with
themselves. To avoid a loss in self-image, a
student rejects the school and consequently
exerts low levels of effort.® Studies as re-
cently as the 1990’s reveal similar problems
among today’s African-American students,
Hispanic students, and other minorities. 1
We use the same model to capture educa-
tors’ views of contemporary United States
public schools. This view, best exposited by
Arthur Powell, Eleanor Farrar, and David
Cohen (1985), is that the typical U.S. high
school today is “Shopping Mall High.” In the
language of our framework, such schools fail
to promote a particular social category.!!
Instead, principals and teachers preach tol-
erance, and students are allowed wide
choice in classes and curricula. Educators
say that such laxity produces academic
mediocrity. In our interpretation, school ad-
ministrators face a trade-off between pro-
moting a single ideal or offering students a
choice. With choice, more students in a di-
verse population find ways to identify with
the school. The outcome is more “demo-
cratic” in that more students are engaged in
the school, but some students acquire lower

skills.

9 Pediatricians Andrea Bonny et al. (2000) found that
“school connectedness,” the extent to which students
identify with their schools, is an indicator of safer be-
haviors and better health outcomes. School connected-
ness was a better predictor than “family connected-
ness.” In this paper, we explore the various aspects of
schooling that can affect school connectedness and
thereby academic achievement.

10 A'recent article in the Harvard Education Letter,
for example, tells how researchers now consider the
“connectedness” or relationship between students and
their schools as central to the gap in test scores be-
tween whites and other students (Michael Sadowski
2001).

1 Powell, Farrar, and Cohen (1985) describe the
typical U.S. public high school as Shopping Mall High
because of the great deal of choice given to students
and the failure of the schools to impose educational
values.
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We then consider school reform programs
and the difference between public and pri-
vate schools. Educators argue that legal in-
novations and changes in social attitudes in
the 1960s and 1970s have made it difficult
for public schools to 2promote standards for
students’ behavior.l? In contrast, private
school administrators and teachers spend
considerable resources to delineate pre-
scriptions for student behavior and ensure
that students identify with the school and its
ideals. Successful experiments in public
school reform, such as the Central Park East
Elementary and Secondary Schools in
Harlem and the Comer Schools in New
Haven, have similar strategies. We see these
schools, in our economic terminology, as in-
vesting in students’ self-images and relation-
ships with the school. The schools reduce
the initial social differences among the stu-
dents and create a community, with an ideal
of academic excellence.!3

1.2 The Economics of Education: A Brief
Summary and Two Missing Pieces

Here we review the economic literature,
with special attention to the influence of
sociology on economic research and an

12 We discuss the legal innovations below. For dis-
cussion of the social climate, see Gerald Grant (1988).
13 In their textbook for educators, Edward Wynne
and Kevin Ryan (1997) emphasize the role of commu-
nity in a school. They claim that “proper student con-
duct is enhanced by a code of conduct that not only
grohibits wrongdoing, but also encourages students to
o things that immediately help others.” Their check-
list for school principals of methods to promote charac-
ter shows concretely some of the ways in which schools
can enhance a sense of community. These include such
items as academic team competitions in or among
schools (e.g., math or spelling bees), band or choir,
cheerleading, classroom or building clean-up, class
monitors, messengers, hall guards, ang office assistants,
crossing guards and patrol duty, community service,
dramatic presentations, fund-raising, clubs, sports,
school newspaper, peer tutoring, weﬁ-organizecf aca-
demic group projects, library aides, athletic or sports-
manship awards, certificates, mention in school news-
pa}l))er, mention in newsletter to parents, mention over
ublic address system, mention on report card, note
ome to parents, pep rally, posting name or photo, gold
star or sticker, and speciaﬁ) jackets or garments (pp.
Xxiii—xxiv).
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assessment of what is still missing from
economic analysis.

Since Theodore Schultz (1960) and Gary
Becker (1964) introduced the concept of hu-
man capital, economists have been con-
cerned with resources devoted to education
and the return to education. A large body of
empirical work has examined the impact of
resources on education outcomes. Promi-
nent recent examples include David Card
and Alan Krueger (1992a,b), Julian Betts
(1995), Ronald Ferguson (1998b), Eric
Hanushek (1996), Caroline Hoxby (2000),
Krueger and Diane Whitmore (1999). These
studies have variously viewed resources in
terms of school expenditures, teacher-stu-
dent ratios, and teacher quality, and the re-
turns to education in terms of earnings, as
well as other intermediate measures such as
enhanced test scores, continuation rates,
and rates of college application. As we will
discuss further in the conclusion, the socio-
logical literature, in contrast, is remarkably
silent on the return to resources devoted to
education. The framework we develop sug-
gests a synthesis of the sociological and eco-
nomic viewpoints, providing insights into
how resources can be effectively deployed.

The delivery of education services and
market structure is a second classic question
in the economics of education. In Free to
Choose, Milton Friedman and Rose Fried-
man (1980) propose privatization and school
vouchers as an antidote to the agency prob-
lems inherent in governmental monopoly
schools. Economists have since considered
both theoretically and empirically the impli-
cations of market structure on educational
attainment. Empirical studies have mea-
sured the relative effectiveness of public and
private schools (e.g. William Evans and
Robert Schwab 1995) and asked whether
competition increases school quality (e.g.
Hoxby 1996). On the theoretical side,
Charles Manski (1992) and Dennis Epple
and Richard Romano (1998) build models of
private and public schools and ask how
voucher policies affect the set of students
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that attend each type of school. The latter
paper considers peer group effects in educa-
tional attainment; private schools offer fel-
lowships to high-quality students because
they enhance the learning of other students.
Of course, peer group effects are a promi-
nent topic in sociology and are now a well-
researched area within economics.!* How-
ever, as we have already noted and will
discuss extensively below, the sociological
literature indicates that the difference be-
tween private and public schools goes be-
yond peer group effects and the selection
(or self-selection) of students. Private
schools pursue different social goals and
have greater freedom to invest in the iden-
tity of their students.

Following Charles Tiebout (1956), school
funding is a third topic that has occupied
economic researchers. Roland Benabou
(1993) and Raquel Fernandez and Richard
Rogerson (1996), for example, offer theo-
retical studies of community formation and
its impact on school funding. Recently,
economists have considered a key sociologi-
cal variable: ethnic homogeneity. Claudia
Goldin and Lawrence Katz (1997) find that
ethnically homogeneous communities led
the “high-school movement” in the early
twentieth-century United States. More ho-
mogeneous communities had higher school
funding and greater high-school atten-
dance. Alberto Alesina, Reza Bagir, and
William Easterly (1999) show the continued
positive impact of homogeneity on school
funding in the United States, and Edward

14 A body of work in economics considers schools
and peer group effects on educational outcomes: e.g.,
Hanushek (1971), Anita Summers and Barbara Wolfe
(1977), Evans, Wallace Oates and Schwab (1992),
Alejandro Gaviria and Steven Rafael (1997), David
Levine and Gary Painter (2000), and Bruce Sacerdote
(2000). These authors and others attempt to disentan-
gle the impact of peer behavior on achievement from
other student an(f school characteristics, where the
peer group is often defined at the school level. The
modelin; ﬁelow emphasizes the social characteristics
that leacgi students to choose different peer groups
within a school, and how school policies affect this
choice.
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Miguel (1999) has shown that tribally di-
verse school districts in Kenya have lower
levels of funding.15 The sociological litera-
ture we interpret gives a window on basic
microeconomic effects of ethnicity on the
supply and demand for education. The mo-
tivation of students themselves may derive
from their ethnic background and the
match between themselves and schools.
Schools as institutions may themselves pro-
mote a particular social category and ideal
student; they may also adjust their policies
to accommodate an ethnically diverse stu-
dent population.

Other papers in economics have consid-
ered less traditional questions in education,
such as ideology imparted by schooling.
Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976)
argue that the U.S. educational system was
designed to produce compliant workers.
Michael Kremer and Andrei Sarychev
(2000) build a political economy model
where schools inculcate their students with
an ideology. In a democracy, the populace
may vote for a public school system (and
against school choice), in order to promote
ideological homogeneity.

John Bishop’s (1998) paper on students’
social norms comes closest to the sociology
and modeling we present below. His work,
like ours, focuses on individual student moti-
vation in the school’s social context. He asks
why social norms favor athletic over aca-
demic performance. He argues that aca-
demic success rewards only the individual,
while athletic success rewards students in the
school as a whole. Hence, students would co-
operate in learning, rather than harass those
who achieve, if academic rewards depended
on outside testing and competition. The soci-
ology we discuss below, and our modeling of
it, paints a more microeconomic picture of
student motivation, as derived from students’
identities. We examine how social categories,

15 Miguel also provides a theoretical model in which
heterogeneity reduces school quality, and therefore
lowers the return to funding.
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and the prescriptions for those categories, af-
fect academic achievement, as well as how
schools can influence students’ choices.

While economists have begun to examine
many substantive areas of the sociology of
education, our reading of the literature indi-
cates that two related themes have thus far
eluded economic analysis. First is a sociolog-
ical view of the student as the primary deci-
sion maker. Second is the conception of the
school as a social institution. In sections 2
and 3 below, respectively, we elaborate on
these themes. Each section has (i) a discus-
sion of the noneconomic literature, (ii) a ba-
sic model that gives a guideline of how eco-
nomic theory could and should capture the
relevant sociology, and (iii) a discussion of
existing evidence that supports the model-
ing. In section 4 we integrate these sociolog-
ical themes into an economic analysis of re-
source allocation within schools. Section 5
considers black-white differences in educa-
tion. Section 6 reviews the implications of
the theory in this paper for empirical re-
search, and section 7 concludes.

2. Identity and Utility

We begin by modeling the sociology of
high-school life presented by Coleman and his
followers. We posit a model of student prefer-
ences where self-image, or identity, is salient,
based on the general model of utility in
Akerlof and Kranton (2000). Much of the re-
search in social psychology that is the basis for
this model was conducted with school-age
children as subjects, thus making it appropri-
ate to adapt this model to the field of educa-
tion. We describe our model along with a brief
summary of this social psychology research.

2.1 A Student Utility Function

We construct a model of a student’s utility
where identity, or self-image, is salient. As in
a standard model of education, a student’s

Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. XL (December 2002)

utility will depend on her effort in school
and the pecuniary returns to this effort. Let
e; be individual i’s effort in school, and let
k(ei) be i's skills, or human capital.!6
Typically, the pecuniary benefits of e, are the
returns to skills in the labor market.
Pecuniary costs include i’s foregone leisure
or cost of effort.17 A standard utility function
would posit i’s utility is a function of income
and effort: U, = U,(w - k(e,), ¢,), where w is
the wage rate per unit of skill.

We now add identity to this utility func-
tion. As in Akerlof and Kranton (2000), we
begin with a set of social categories C.
Again, these categories may include racial
and ethnic designations, gender, and in the
school context include, for example, “jocks”
and “nerds.” Prescriptions P give the ideal
characteristics and behavior for each cate-
gory. An individual i is assigned to a cate-
gory, and we denote this assignment ¢;.18 i’s
self-image, I,, depends on the match be-
tween her behavior and characteristics with
the ideals for her category. Student i’s util-
ity is then U, = U,(wk(e,), ¢, I,), where

1
I,=1I(e,c;¢€, P) and g arezscharacterlstlcs

We usel thle \:VOI'C] identity to describe both a
student’s assigned category and the payoffs
associated with self-image. Thus, we speak
of gains or losses in identity, which are the
gains or losses in utility derived from the
term [,.

This model describes behavior revealed by
social psychology experiments. These experi-
ments demonstrate how assigned social cate-
gories influence behavior. The classic Robbers
Cave experiment is one illustration. In this ex-
periment, two groups of randomly selected
eleven-year-old boys were taken to a park in

16 Our concept of “effort” summarizes the student’s
input into education. It is thus a composite of both the
length of time spent in school and the student’s effort
whi%e there.

17 Other costs include foregone wages and direct ex-
pendltures on education such as books and tuition.

18 1n a more general framework, i could also assign
others to social categories.
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Oklahoma, where they were kept apart for a
week. During this week, researchers found
the boys developed a sense of belonging to
their group. When they met for a tournament
in the second week, the eleven-year-old
equivalent of war broke out, complete with
name-calling and stereotyping.! Minimal
group experiments show that competition is
not necessary for category assignments to af-
fect behavior. Experiments, with both chil-
dren and adults, show that subjects are more
likely to give rewards to those assigned the
same label than to others, even when the as-
signment is random, recipients are anony-
mous, and there is no impact on own pay-
offs.20

Outside of experiments, the behavior of
school-age children also reveals an apprecia-
tion of social categories. Children are aware
of gender categories, and beyond the ages of
five or six, self-segregate into groups of boys
and girls.2! Even very young children may
have some understanding of the social cate-
gories and prescriptions for “blacks” and
“whites.” Lisa Delpit (1995, p. 48) tells of the
new black first-grader who asked her black
teacher why she was speaking in a different
voice, a voice blacks use when interacting
with whites: ““Teacher, how come you talkin’
like a white person? You talkin’ just like m
momma talk when she get on the phone.””2

19 For description and discussion of this experiment,
see Roger Brown (1986).

20 For description and discussion of minimal grou
experiments and children subjects, see Brown (1986
and Henri Tajfel and John Turner (1979, pp. 13-15).

21 For an excellent survey of the research on group
distinctions and social categories, see Margaret
Wetherell (1996, pp. 219-27).

22 Students also understand ethnic social categories,
and may behave accordingly. In a recent survey of high
school students in Miami and San Diego, Rubén
Rumbaut (2000) finds that grade point average varied
according to students’ ethnic self-identification
(Hispanic, Vietnamese, etc.) controlling for parents’
socioeconomic status. He also found that the more
students identified as being American, the lower was
academic achievement.

1173

2.2 High School: Jocks, Nerds,
and Burnouts

We adapt the preceding model to capture
the behavior of high-school students de-
scribed in Coleman (1961) and later studies;
e.g., Everhart (1983), Eckert (1989), Foley
(1990). This model is a prototype, and we use
it throughout the paper. The sociological
studies all find that high-school students in
the United States divide into social groups;
they try to “fit in” to various categories, such
as “jock,” “burnout,” and “nerd.” Coleman’s
(1961) Adolescent Society established the re-
lationship between such categories and
achievement. His work followed August
Hollingshead’s Elmtown’s Youth (1949),
which found a strong correlation between
students’ class background and their behav-
ior in school. Coleman derived students’ so-
cial categories from survey questions such as
“Would you say that you are a part of the
leading crowd?” and prescriptions from
questions such as “Among the crowd you go
around with, which of the things below are
important . . .:be a good dancer, have sharp
clothes, have a good reputation, stir up a lit-
tle excitement, have money, smoking, being
up on cars, know what’s going on in the world
of popular singers and movie stars.”>>24

These categories and prescriptions for
the “leading crowd” were associated with
students’ self-images and academic per-
formance. Students in the leading crowd
appeared to have an enhanced self-image;
they were only half as likely “to want to be
someone else” as other students.2’ Their

23 See Coleman (1961, Boys™ Fall Questionnaire, p.
3). Another example: “Now rank the following four
items in terms of their importance to you: groups and
activities outside school, activities associated with
school, having a good time, a good reputation.” (p. 2).

24 Goleman’s categories were derived from answers
to qﬁestionnaires; thus there remains some question as
to the extent to which his social categories were im-
posed by the researcher; but later ethnographic studies
of high schools show clearly Coleman’s categories
correspond to students’ own cf;ssiﬁcations.

% Coleman (1961, p. 225).
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self-categorization seems to have affected
their behavior. In schools where academic
performance was not a criterion for being in
the leading crowd, high-IQ students re-
duced their performance: The best students
were less likely to be those with the highest
IQ.%

Many ethnographies have followed
Adolescent Society in describing how school
social settings affect behavior. Eckert’s
(1989) study of the “jocks” and “burnouts” in
a high school on the outskirts of Detroit, for
example, shows that students see themselves
in terms of these social categories and be-
have accordingly. She reports jocks and
burnouts as behaving differently: in “cloth-
ing, territory, substance use, language, de-
meanor, academic behavior, and activi-
ties.”?” Each of these behaviors signifies
difference and opposition between the two
groups. Jocks wear pastels, burnouts wear
dark colors. Burnouts smoke, jocks abstain.
Jocks hang out around the lockers and avoid
the courtyard, burnouts hang out in the
courtyard and avoid the lockers.2® More
generally, jocks accept the school’s authority;
burnouts reject it.

To capture this behavior, we construct a
model where students both choose effort in
school and divide themselves into three so-
cial categories: leading crowd, nerds, and
burnouts; the addition of nerds corresponds
to the groupings found by Jere Cohen
(1979) in a factor analysis of student ques-
tionnaire responses.

26 A similar finding obtained when comparing boys
and girls. Girls, for wl%om outstanding achievement was
less socially valued than for boys, also had lower varia-
tion in grades. This finding suggests that, like a girl we
know who cried after winning a math prize, the girls in
Coleman’s survey reduced their academic ac%nieve-
ment. Nor does tﬁe composition of socioeconomic sta-
tus for the different schools offer an explanation—since
the importance of scholarship for membership in the
leading crowd does not vary systematically with school
socioeconomic status.

27 Eckert (1989, p. 69).

28 See Eckert (1989, p. 50, p. 51 ff, p. 58 and p. 53).
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Consider a population of students normal-
ized to size one. Each student has two exoge-
nously given characteristics. The first is ability,
n,, that is, a complement to effort in the pro-
duction of skills. The second is physical ap-
pearance, or “looks,” I.. Looks and ability are
both independently and uniformly distributed
on [0,1]. A student’s marketable skills depends
on effort ¢; and ability n, k, = kjn.e)=n,e,
The pecuniary cost of effort is 1/2(e;)2.

As for identity payoffs, prescriptions give
the ideal characteristics for each social cate-
gory L, leading crowd; N, nerds; and B,
burnouts. The ideal L has looks [ = 1; the
ideal N has ability n = 1; and the burnouts
do not have an ideal 2% Prescriptions also
dictate ideal effort levels, with e(N) > e(L)
> e(B). A student’s self-image depends on
her own category, ¢;, and the extent to
which her own attributes and behavior cor-
respond to her category’s ideals. A student
for whom ¢; = L earns identity payoffs I, —
t(1—1,), where t is a positive parameter scal-
ing the identity loss from i#’s distance from
her ideal. A student who sees herself as an
N earns I, — t(1 — n,). The ethnographies
suggest that I} > I, > I, so that students in
the leading crowd have a more rewarding
self-image than nerds or burnouts. For con-
venience, we normalize the initial self-im-
age of burnouts to zero, Iy = 0. A student
will lose utility 1/2 (e; - e(ci))2 for deviations
from the prescribed effort for her respec-
tive category, c;.

The parameter ¢ is critical to this and sub-
sequent models. It measures how difficult it
is for students with different ascriptive char-
acteristics to fit in a group. That is, ¢ is pro-
portional to the translation of ascriptive
characteristics into social differences.

Together we have a utility function for a
student i who is, respectively, L, N, or B, as:

29 It is straightforward to model endogenous ideals.
E.g., suppose the ideal is the average of members of the
group. The equilibrium ideal then emerges from stu-
dents’ decisions to join different groups. Similar results
concerning effort in school obtain.
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where 0 < p < 1 denotes the weight on the
pecuniary benefits and costs of effort.

To maximize utility, a student chooses a cat-
egory and an effort level. The special case
where p = 0 describes behavior when stu-
dents care only about their current social situ-
ation. Ethnographies suggest such a low value
of p. In the West Texas High School described
by Foley (1990, p. 101): “Most students came
to school for extracurricular activities and the
social scene.” For all but a few “brains,” aca-
demics was a side show. In the model, a stu-
dent chooses her category to balance social
status with “fitting in.” A student with suffi-
ciently low [ will reject the leading crowd. She
loses I; but no longer suffers the loss ¢(1 —1,).
Students whose n is less than (1 — I,/t) and
whose [ is also less than (1 — I, /) choose to be
burnouts—they are unable to obtain positive
utility either as a nerd or as a member of the
leading crowd. For p = 0, each student i
chooses effort to match the ideal for her
chosen category c¢%; that is, e = e(c?).

This analysis shows the contrast between
the outcomes of a purely economic model
and a purely sociological model. In the
purely economic model, when p = 1, aver-
age effort is w/2 and skill aquisition is w/3.
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Here, when p = 0, identity is the only de-
terminant of the ingut of student effort,
which is, on avera\ge3 :

(1—1In/t)(1 —1Ir/t)e(B) (2)
+ [(In/t) (L = I/t +1/2(INn/t)]e(N)
+ [Ip/t = 1/2(In/t)*le(L).

Neither effort nor skill acquisition is deter-
mined by the wage, but by the social param-
eters: Iy, I}, e(B), e(N), e(L), and .31 For I
> I, there is a group of students with high
n but also high [ who are in the leading
crowd despite high levels of academic abil-
ity. These high-ability students, just as in
Coleman’s schools, reduce their perfor-
mance below their high-ability peers.

In (2), skill acquisition is not responsive to
the wage, but is responsive to the degree of
social difference, ¢, in a school. When ¢ is
high, it is harder for students with low [ and
n to fit in as part of the leading crowd or as a
nerd. Skill acquisition is low, since more stu-
dents become burnouts and exert low effort.
On the other hand, when ¢ = 0, all students
are in the leading crowd, average effort is
e(L), and skill acquisition is e(L)/2.

As we will see further below, the preceding
model allows an assessment of school policies
that affect social categories and prescriptions.
Policies that change any of the social parame-
ters will almost always have an effect on edu-
cational outcomes as long as p is not equal to
one. For example, let us modify the model
slightly to demonstrate the effect of school
athletic programs, perhaps the most pervasive
American school policy that affects students’
social arrangements. Foley’s (1990) West
Texas school, for example, accorded special
importance to football, and football players
were among the most popular students in

30 Here we discuss only the interior (nonboundary)
solutions.

31 For intermediate values of p, of course, skill
acquisition will depend on both the pecuniary returns
to education and the social structure of the school.
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school, as Coleman found, statistically, that
being on the football team dramatically af-
fected a boy’s probability of being in the “lead-
ing crowd.™? Let each student have an ath-
letic ability a; that is indegendently and
uniformly distributed on [0,1].33 The ideal for
an athlete isa = 1, and athletes are members
of the leading crowd (earning identity payoffs
I, —t(1 - a,), and suffering 1/2 (¢, - e(L))? for
deviations from the ideal effort e(L.)). With the
additional choice of “athlete,” some students
with high academic ability, n, but with high a,
join the leading crowd. Students with low [
and n but with high a also choose to be ath-
letes. That is, athletics allows an entree into
the leading crowd. Athletics turns some nerds
into “jocks” and some burnouts into jocks. The
effect on average skills may be either positive
or negative, but unambiguously, there are
fewer students in the two extreme categories.
In this way, school athletic programs “democ-
ratize” skill acquisition. This outcome corre-
sponds to the description of Foley’s school,
where working-class Mexican-Americans
found their way into the leading crowd by ex-
celling at football. The Mexican-American
players were mostly from “low white collar”
(54 percent) or “blue collar” families (20 per-
cent), but they were much more likely than
their peers to pursue a college education and
to end up in middle-class jobs.3*

2.3 Empirical Evidence and High School
and Beyond

Here, as elsewhere in the paper, we shall
discuss some of the empirical implications of
our model that differentiate it from more tra-
ditional economic analysis of education. The
model implies: first, there are different
groups (or social categories); second, mem-
bers of these different social categories have

32 See Coleman (1961, figure 4.10, p. 131).

33 Hollingshead (1975) found that athletic participa-
tion was positively correlated with social class. See also
Coleman (1961).

34 See Foley (1990, p. 138 and tables 2 and 4, pp.
232-33).
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different prescriptions; third, members of the
different social categories will have different
behaviors, predictable from the prescriptions;
and fourth, school policies can change the
divisions into social categories and prescrip-
tions and thereby affect behavior.

The testing of each implication is chal-
lenged by a problem of identification. How
can we know that being in one social cate-
gory or another reflects anything more than
individual tastes and endowments? For ex-
ample, there may be no such thing as a group
of nerds: those who are called nerds may just
be those who are smarter and more academ-
ically inclined. The empirical task is to estab-
lish that membership in a social category,
independent of tastes, affects behavior.

The model suggests in principle how to
test for the existence of social categories and
their influence. In the model a student just
on the margin of being in one category or
another, for example, of being a nerd or a
member of the leading crowd, will have dis-
continuous effort, depending upon whether
she chooses to be a nerd or in the leading
crowd. With data on “looks” and “ability” as
independent variables, and “effort” as the
dependent variable, and with assumptions
about the distributions of error terms, it
would be possible to estimate the parame-
ters of the model. Such an estimated model
is identified by the nonlinearity in the be-
havior of effort, which will behave discontin-
uously at the boundary between social cate-
gories. But the potential presence of
unobservables poses serious problems in in-
terpreting such nonlinear estimations in
practice. Consider the simplest possible
model, where effort depends only on ability,
which has observed and unobserved compo-
nents that are not perfectly correlated. Now
suppose that the researcher tries to test the
effect of group membership. She will use ef-
fort as a dependent variable to estimate the
slope of effort on observed ability, and she
will also estimate a parameter that gives the
level of ability that divides the nerds from
others. She will falsely accept the hypothesis
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of categorization because the observed ef-
fort will be correlated with unobserved abil-
ity. It will appear falsely to her that there are
two groups, whereas in truth there is only
one group, with effort only dependent on
ability.

Despite these problems, such groupings
must sometimes be identifiable. The most
prominent division of social category is uni-
versally known and is commonly used by
econometricians. This is the division of the
population by gender. A common economet-
ric exercise is to check whether men and
women behave differently. Tests of difference
in behavior by gender avoid the problem of
identification because the econometrician
can take as given the categorization of male
and female. In addition, the observation of
membership in these two groups is made
with almost no error. We propose that re-
searchers use the same sort of information
that accurately divides people into male and
female to make other group identifications.
The differences between male and female are
unambiguous to almost all observers because
men and women wish to signify their gender.
Boys typically do not want to be classified as
girls, nor girls classified as boys. They there-
fore signify their gender in a variety of ways
that are obvious to each other and without
ambiguity to any ethnographer. For groups
that are less universal, econometricians need
to use ethnographic information that pro-
vides the signifiers, for example, on dress and
adornment whereby members of the differ-
ent social groups indicate their membership,
to themselves and to others. The description
of the differences between jocks and nerds
described by Eckert suggests the existence of
such markers. Like males and females, they
dress differently, they adorn themselves dif-
ferently, they have different manners and
mannerisms. Since these signs are supposed
to be read by others, there should be rela-
tively little error, as in gender identification,
as to how the groups are divided.

It is useful here to give a taste of
Coleman’s empirical strategy since it illus-
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trates the combination of being part ethnog-
rapher, part statistician. His analysis shows
that different school groups within schools
and across schools have different prescrip-
tions. He first identifies members of the
school elites by asking students who they
“want to be like,” or, alternatively, who is in
“the leading crowd.”® He then teases out
the prescriptions by asking about the quali-
ties of those in the elites and also how they
differ from the rest of the student body. For
example, he shows that members of the
football team are much more likely to be in
the elite;3¢ they also have better grades.?”
Among girls, the elites are much more likely
to value participation in school activities,
and somewhat more likely to want to be
popular.3® He describes in some detail how
the prescriptions of elites differ from those
of the rest of the student body, how pre-
scriptions differ by sex, and how they differ
school-to-school by, for example, comparing
the role of car ownership, the role of popular
songs and movies, the role of reputation, and
the factors making for popularity.®® He
shows that there is consistency of opinion in
many different questions, as would be ex-
pected if schools have a common under-
stood culture. For example, there is a high
correlation—not among freshman, who have

just arrived, but among seniors—in ranking

the role of high grades as a determinant of
popularity and also of membership in the
leading crowd.?® He shows that in two
schools that place special emphasis on intel-
lectual activities, boys and girls both place
especially high rankin% on grades as a deter-
minant of popularity.4 He views this finding

35 Coleman (1961, pp. 6, 12). More precisely, the
leading crowd was defined by answers to the followingi'
question: “If a fellow (girl) came here to your schoo
and wanted to get in with the leading crowd, what fel-
lows (girls) should he (she) get to be friends with?”

36 Coleman (1961, p- 131%.

37 Coleman (1961, p. 82).

38 Coleman (1961, p. 137).

39 Coleman (1961, ch. IV, pp. 97-142).

40 Coleman (1961, p. 74).

41 Coleman (1961, p. 78).
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TABLE 1
ATTITUDES OF STUDENTS BY SOCIAL CATEGORY: ODDS RATIO FROM LOGIT REGRESSIONS
Independent
Variable
Dependent
Variable: Positive Attitude Think I Am School Spirit View School
Social Category Toward Self® Depressed' No Good At Allg Excellent" Discipline as Fair'
Nerds? 1.32" 74" 80 .99 1.33"
N =19018 (.03) (.04) (.03) (.02) (.05)
Athletes? 1.37" 65" .95 1.33" 1.21"
N = 25528 (.03) (.03) (.03) (.03) (.04)
Leading Crowd¢ 2.09” 46 50 1.33" 1.19"
N = 42230 (.05) (.02) (.02) (.03) (.05)
Burnouts? 93" 1.75" 1.88 90 76"
N =9279 (.02) (.08) (.07) (.02) (.04)

Source: High School and Beyond. *Nerd: took advanced English or advanced math course; "Athlete: participated in
varsity sports if senior, in varsity or other athletic teams, if junior; “Member of Leading Crowd: Regards self as pop-
ular; “Burnout: had disciplinary problems in school in last year; “Positive attitude toward self: agrees strongly with
statement “I take a positive attitude of myself”; 'Depressed: Respondents (sophomores only) felt depressed or un-
happy a lot in past few weeks; #Think I am no good at all: Strong agreement with statement “At times I think I am
no good at all”; "Respondent rates school spirit as excellent; ‘Respondent rates fairness of discipline as excellent;
iRespondent answers true to: Do you dread English class? ¥Respondent answers true to: Do you dread math class?;

as the result of a small natural experiment
(of course with undetermined problems of
selection bias) that those who are placed
into different school environments will end
up with different prescriptions.

Although a researcher could use cross sec-
tion data in the fashion of Coleman, panel
data is necessary to test the model against the
possibility that the observed correlations are
merely due to the correlation between group
membership and unobserved tastes. The two
cases have very different policy implications.
If the model describes reality, the shift of a
person from one group to another will result
in a change in their prescriptions and their
behavior. If, on the other hand, the correla-
tion between prescriptions and group behav-
ior are only due to unobserved tastes, such
shifts will have no effect on behavior. Indeed,
to test for one of these possibilities relative to
another, one needs panel data where the

shift from one category to another was ran-
domly distributed, as in either a controlled or
a natural experiment. We defer the discus-
sion of such data until later in the paper, after
we have seen some effects of different edu-
cational experiments. We will find that there
may be natural and controlled experiments
that could be used to test some of the predic-
tions of the model.

We ourselves engaged in a crude attempt to
see whether behavior is associated with social
category. Adolescent Society was not only fol-
lowed by ethnographies, but also by the con-
struction of a large data set, High School and
Beyond. The questionnaires of Adolescent
Society and High School and Beyond, which is
the source for our tables, are strikingly similar,
including questions about self-esteem and
membership in the leading crowd. The prob-
lems with these tables serve as a useful back-
drop for discussion of the needs of empirical
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TABLE 1 (cont.)

Dread English Dread Math Take ACT or Bored a Like Working Disappointed if Do

Class) Class* SAT! Lot™ Hard at School® Not Go to College®
.64” .68” 224" .84~ 1.82™ 2.34™
(.02) (.02) (.06) (.03) (.03) (.05)
.90 .86™ 2.79™ ik 116" 1.58™
(.02) (.02) (.07) (.02) (.02) (.03)
71T 92" 1.28™ .58™ 141" 1.50™
(.02) (.03) (.03) (.02) (.03) (.03)
1.75” 1.50™ 86" 147 49" .54
(.06) (.05) (.02) (.05) (.01) (.01)

IACT or SAT: seniors only; "Bored a lot: Respondent felt bored a lot in last few weeks; "Working hard at school: re-
spondent likes working hard at school; °Disappointed if do not go to college: agreement with statement “I will be
disappointed if I do not go to college.” a, b, ¢, d are the dependent variables; each of them is regressed on the inde-
pendent variables (e, f, g, h, 1, j, k, |, m, n, 0) one-by-one; standard errors are in parentheses; “ indicates significant
at 1% significance level. Example: Odds Ratio (OR) = Odds for depressed(Nerd)/Odds for depressed (non-N erd) =
.74; where Odds for depressed = probability of depressed/probability of not depressed; logit (p) = a + bX; OR =eb.

work that tries to “test” our model and shows
the need for data at an ethnographic or near-
ethnographic level.

Table 1 categorizes students who reported
taking advanced English or math classes as
“nerds;” students on sports teams as “ath-
letes;” those who responded “yes” to “are
you a member of the leading crowd in your
school?” as in the “leading crowd,” and those
who reported disciplinary problems as
“burnouts.” The nerds, athletes, and mem-
bers of the leading crowd appear to have
better opinions of themselves than students
outside these respective categories. They
were more likely to agree strongly with the
statement “I take a positive attitude of my-
self;” less likely to be “depressed or unhappy
alot” in the past few weeks; and less likely to
agree with the statement “I think I am no
good at all.” Burnouts show the opposite
pattern. Similarly, as in the model, athletes,

nerds, and members of the leading crowd
appear to show more positive attitudes to-
ward school than students outside their re-
spective category. Table 1 shows that they
were considerably less likely to view school
discipline as poor; less likely to have been
bored a lot; more likely to be disappointed if
they do not graduate from college; and more
likely to like working hard in school.
Burnout attitudes had the opposite pattern.
These observations are consistent with the
premise of our model that athletes, nerds,
and the leading crowd all identify with
school; burnouts reject it. In table 2 we see
that burnouts are less likely to be from the
top quintile of socioeconomic status (SES)
and considerably more likely to be from the
bottom quintile than non-burnouts, and the
opposite pattern describes the SES of ath-
letes, nerds, and members of the leading
crowd.
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TABLE 2
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS OF PARENTS AND SOCIAL CATEGORY: ODDS RATIO FROM LOGIT REGRESSIONS
Dependent
Variable: Social
Category
Independent
Variable: Nerds® Athletes? Leading Crowd® Burnouts¢
SES by Quintile® N =19018 N = 25528 N =42230 N =9279
Top 2.07" 1.71" 1.56™ .66™
(.05)" (.04) (.04) (.02)
Fourth 1.17" 1.16™ 1.29™ 85"
(.03) (.02) (.04) (.03)
Third .93 1.03 1.06 97
(.02) (.02) (.03) (.03)
Second 71" 84" .92™ 1.11”
(.02) (.02) (.02) (.03)
Bottom by 57" 56" 1.54™
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.04)

Source: High School and Beyond. *Nerd: took advanced English or advanced math course. "Athlete: participated
in varsity sports if senior, in varsity or other athletic teams if junior; “Member of Leading Crowd: Regards self as
popular; ‘Burnout: had disciplinary problems in school in last year. “Duncan index of parents socioeconomic sta-

tus from parents’ survey.

Standard errors are reported in parentheses; “Significant at 5% level; “'significant at 1% level; example: Odds Ratio
(OR) = Odds for Nerd (bottom quintile)/Odds for Nerd (not from bottom quintile) = .57, where Odds for Nerd =

probability of Nerd/probability of not Nerd; logit(p) = a + bX; OR = eb.

While tables 1 and 2 appear to substanti-
ate our model’s assumptions, other interpre-
tations are equally consistent with the data.
The leading problem of interpretation is in
the classification of students by group. Con-
sider our classification of “nerds.” We have
classified nerds by their behavior, as those
who take an honors course. Irrespective of
whether nerds form a social category that
will affect their attitudes toward academic
work, we might also expect those who have
tastes for taking such courses to have all of
the attitudes attributed to them in the table,
such as “positive attitude toward self,” un-
likely to be “depressed,” unlikely “to think I
am no good at all,” etc. The same can also be
said of burnouts and athletes. Our definition
of “leading crowd” yields another problem:
this is a self-classification; at best it reflects
the perception of the interviewee. She may

be overly optimistic about her position or
she may be knowingly stretching the truth.
We would expect that both over-optimists
and truth-stretchers give much the same an-
swers as those who are true members of the
leading crowd. The problems with the inter-
pretation of the groups in tables 1 and 2 con-
firm the importance of systematic means
outside the questionnaire to classify groups,
as we suggested could be done by the mar-
riage of ethnographic observation and statis-
tical use of questionnaires.

3. The School as an Institution

To many scholars outside economics,
schools are social institutions with social
goals. Schools not only impart skills; they im-
part the characteristics and behavior of ideal
students. Here we discuss this second aspect
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of the sociological approach to education
that is missing from current economic mod-
eling. In this approach, students’ identities
delineate whether a student accepts or re-
jects the school itself. We have already seen
Eckerts description that a primary division
between jocks and burnouts is that jocks ac-
cept the school and participate in its activi-
ties, while burnouts reject it.

Why would students reject their school? A
large part of the sociology of schooling
points to systematic social differences be-
tween students and schools as a reason.
Histories of urban education, for example,
emphasize the clash between the
Americanizing schools of the early twentieth
century and their immigrant students.
Students were not just taught reading, writ-
ing, and arithmetic. In school, they were also
corrected in details of comportment, includ-
ing what to wear and how to speak.*? The
teachers believed they were teaching the
students what they needed to be economi-
cally successful. The skills were socially neu-
tral—just logic and reason.*> But that is not
how it seemed to all students. One protago-
nist, quoted prominently by Robert Hampel
(1986), relates that his loving English
teacher disapproved of his clothing and
manners and saw him as a “filthy little slum

42 According to David Tyack's (1974, p. 234) history,
turn-of-the-century public schools demanded “total
assimilation . . . [ang] creat[ed] a sense of shame at
being ‘foreign.”” See also Hampel (1986).

43 Bloom (1987, p- 27) characterizes the social cate-
gory whence immigrant students were being rescued as
that of the “traditional communities where myth and
passion as well as severe discipline, authority, and the
extended family produced an instinctive unqualified,
even fanatic patriotism.” He contrasts this with the
ideal of the scﬁools: “the rational and industrious man,
who was honest, respected the laws, and was dedicated
to the family . . . Above all he was to know the rights
doctrine; the Constitution, which embodied it; and
American history, which presented and celebrated the
founding of a nation ‘conceived in liberty and dedi-
cated in the proposition that all men are created
equal.”” For the purposes of this paper it does not mat-
ter whether Bloom has given the correct interpretation
of the contrasts; all that matters is that the protagonists
believed in these differences.
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child.” This episode shows the culture clash
emphasized by education historians, that
even the most caring teachers can unknow-
ingly offend their students and convey that
they are inferior.

In our modeling below, schools face a
tradeoff that captures the historical and
ethnographic accounts of schooling in the
United States. These accounts, and our
model, see the school as having a choice be-
tween promoting a student ideal closer to eco-
nomically useful cultural norms and skills and
an ideal closer to the students” social back-
grounds.44 It may seem strange to an econo-
mist that such a trade-off exists. But sociolo-
gists” accounts reveal that skills, and certainly
norms of dress and comportment, are not so-
cially neutral. Even such skills as proficiency
in English and mathematics are associated
with particular social categories, and a cur-
riculum can privilege certain social groups. In
this case, the promotion of certain skills and
prescriptions for behavior can alienate stu-
dents from different social backgrounds.

Paul Willis” (1977) classic day-to-day ac-
count of working-class British adolescents
illustrates. To Willis, the school itself, as an

44 Bowles, Gintis, and Melissa Osborne (2001) dis-
cuss the extent to which schooling increases earnings
by affectin§ personalitz. Curiously, the inclusion of
measures of cognitive a ility in earnings equations re-
duces the coefficient on schooling relatively little—tak-
ing an average over different studies, by only 18 per-
cent. (See p. 1149). Personality seems to matter more.
For exampﬁ)e, in an earnings equation with PSID data
the introduction of a battery of motivational and behav-
ioral traits reduces the coefficient of years of schooling
on earnings by 37 percent (see p. 1164). These results,
and others, are suggestive (although certainly not con-
clusive) that behavioral traits developed in school are
important components of the school-based skills that
are of economic advantage. Exactly consistent with
these results and the argument in this section, Bowles,
Gintis, and Osborne hypothesize that much of the eco-
nomic benefit of schooling results from “subjecting stu-
dents to types of social interactions and systems of re-
ward that replicate the social interactions and reward
systems of the workplace, providing positive reinforce-
ment for some behaviors and personalities and sanc-
tions for others” (p. 1167).
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institution, embodies a set of prescriptions,
derived from teachers who value order and
discipline, as well as the administration that
sponsors programs to “reform” working-
class youth. Willis” account shows students’
powerful reactions to such school messages.
He follows a group who call themselves “the
lads,” who resist schooling and end up, like
their parents, in working-class jobs. The
lads” opposition to the school can be found
in almost everything they do. They break
school rules by drinking, smoking, disrupt-
ing class, and, especially, by generating a
“laff” (practical joke). Their clothes suggest
sexual maturity, just as smoking and drinking
indicate their rejection of school rules meant
for children. Just prior to graduation, the
lads got drunk at a pub at lunch time and re-
turned to school, where the school authori-
ties punished them by refusing to let them
graduate. Teachers were surprised at the
lads™ spree because they could have waited
until the evening to drink. The teachers
missed the symbolism of the lads’ last “laff.”

In other ethnographies, we see that the
lads behave like “burnouts” everywhere.
Foley (1990) relates a similar West Texas ex-
ample of resistant behavior by Mexican-
American male high-school students.*>
Foley relates hitching a ride with some
“vatos” to an away football game. As the
boys light up joints on the way, they plan to
chase the local girls and provoke a fight with
the local males, thereby using a “respectable
event to be disrespectful, rebellious and
cool.”6 Just as the lads use their school’s
rules against alcohol and smoking as the
context for their displays, the vatos use their
school’s preoccupation with football as the
backdrop for their resistance.

Willis and Foley see it as no coincidence
that the lads and the vatos come from work-
ing-class families. To them, the schools are

45 For Mexican Americans, see also Angela Valen-
zuela (1999). Signithia Fordham (1996) provides a
study of African-American students.

46 Foley (1990, p. 58).
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insulting. The only vato who made it into the
middle class?” reflected, ten years later, on
his high-school experience. In his comments
we see the key features of the models that
follow—the anger at teachers and school
and the corresponding social divisions, with
some students accepting the school and oth-
ers rejecting it:
We were really an]gry about the way the teachers
treated us. They looked down on us and never
really tried to help us. A lot of us were real smart
kids, but we never fitgured that the school was
going to do anything for us. . . We were the vi-
olent macho types, I guess. They'd [the teach-
ers] manipulate the nerds into school and books.

There was a real separation between us and the
nerds and the j()cks.48

A sequence of three models will capture
the historical development of U.S. schools in
the twentieth century. The first model cap-
tures historians” depiction of the initial pe-
riod, in the early twentieth century: schools
have a single ideal, which students may ac-
cept or reject. The second model conforms
to the sociological picture of contemporary
public education: schools adjust to their di-
verse student bodies by allowing students to
choose among different ideals within the
same school. The third model captures the
nature of reform programs: schools reduce
the social difference between students and
their schools; students then identify with
these schools, which promote high academic
achievement.

In our review, rules and disciplinary
processes will appear prominently as evidence
of the ideals and prescriptions of schools.
Sociologists view such observations as espe-
cially revealing. In his study of the Puritans,
Kai Erikson (1966) observed that rules and
disciplinary proceedings delineate the bound-
aries of a community. Punishment is an occa-
sion to draw the line between acceptable and
unacceptable behavior. Accordingly, those
who willingly disobeyed the rules are not full
members of the community. In the school

47 Foley (1990, p. 140).
8 Foley (1990, p. 139).
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context, we have already seen how the lads
and the vatos used disobedience of school
rules to demonstrate their rejection of the
school and its ideals.

3.1 A Model of a School with a Single Ideal

A model with a single ideal reflects his-
torians’ view of late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century U.S. public schooling.
Associated with the school is a social cate-
gory, which we label S. The school’s prescrip-
tions give the ideal characteristic and behav-
ior of a student in this category. Suppose
students’ characteristics €;, such as class, eth-
nicity, or other social attributes, are uni-
formly distributed on [m — 6/2, m + ©/2],
where m is the mean and 6 represents the di-
versity of the student population.49 Lets e
[m — 06/2, m + 6/2] denote the ideal charac-
teristics of S, and let e(S) > 0 denote the
ideal effort level. We call s the school’s ideal.

As in the model of the previous section, a
student’s self-image depends on her cate-
gory and the extent to which her own attri-
butes and behavior match the ideals for her
category. A student i who identifies with the
school category, S, earns I —t(s — ¢;) for g, <
s and earns I for €, > 5. The parameter ¢
again measures the extent to which students
with different characteristics do not fit the
school’s category. A student suffers an iden-
tity loss 1/2(e; — e(S))? for diverging from
the ideal effort level e(S). A student i who
does not identify with the school, a
“(B)urnout,” earns identity payoffs d,I
where 0 < d; < 1 is the level of student is

49 Students’ characteristics €, in general, can include
avariety of traits. Some will be correlated with a family’s
socioeconomic status, race, and ethnicity. Others will ge
purely idiosyncratic. Most economic models consider
idiosyncratic traits as tastes, randomly distributed in the
population. In our setting, these traits reflect a student’s
social background. We consider how these socially de-
fined traits affect effort in school. Idiosyncratic compo-
nents would explain the differences in outcomes within
social groups. For instance, there are “burnouts” even at
all-white middle- and upper-class schools. A poignant
fictional example, J.D. Salinger’s Holden Caulfield,
speaks in the voice of a burnout.
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disruption in the school. This disruption
expresses an alternative identity, as seen in
the behavior of the lads and the vatos. A B
will also lose utility of 1/2(e; — e(B))? for
deviating from the prescribed effort level
e(B), which we normalize to zero.

We assume that the school ideal, s, affects
marketable skills. In particular, the greater
is s, the more marketable skills a student ob-
tains for a given effort level. This assump-
tion reflects associations between certain
social categories and the curriculum, behav-
ioral prescriptions, and other aspects of eco-

nomic success. Let the production function
for skills take the form k; = se; (1 — d,),

1
where skills are increasing in s and e; but
decreasing in disruption d;. With these as-
sumptions, an S and a B have utility, respec-

tively,

Ui(S)=p [s ey — %ef]

+(1-p) [I - % (e; — e(S))Q} for e >s

—p [s i 162} 3)
S 1-p) [l == e) - e e()F]

fore <s

Ui(B)=p [8 cei(1—d;) — %e?}
+(1-p) [di Ip — %(ei - e(B))2] :

As previously, the special case p = 0is the
pure sociological model. In this case, any stu-
dent who does not identify with the school
will choose d; = 1. The number of burnouts
is determined by the position of the school, s,
relative to the distribution of the students,
and the relative gain of identifying with
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school I = I~ I. Let B denote the fraction

of burnouts. We have

1 -m—1/t
Liom /

ﬂ:_

2 o @

and mean skill acquisition, denoted as K,

of

K:s.e(S)-@—%ﬂ) (5)

For s sufficiently above the median student,
K declines in s even though higher s con-
tributes directly to skill acquisition. As s in-
creases, more students reject the school, re-
ducing the total skill level. The parameter ¢
is critical. The greater is t, the greater the so-
cial differences between the students and
the school. For a given s, as ¢ increases, more
students reject the school, and skills de-
cline.?

3.2 Hamilton High to Shopping Mall High

The modeling above captures events at
“Hamilton High,” events that sociologists
believe reflect general trends in U.S. educa-
tion. The World We Created at Hamilton
High by Gerald Grant (1988) gives a de-
tailed account of an upstate New York high
school from the 1950s to the 1980s. This his-
tory relates a great deal of discord—even the
closure of the school for some period of
time. It also relates how the school came
back together as a place of learning. To an
economist Hamilton High seems to be only a
curious story: it does not fit into the typical
model. There is massive change in educa-
tional outcomes, but no change in resources.
Shifts in parameters of the model here, how-
ever, easily capture Grant’s history of the
school.

In the 1950s and early 1960s, Hamilton
High’s student population was homogeneous
(o was small) and its ideal, s, was in the cen-
ter of the population of white middle-class

50 Here, as before, the text describes the nature of
interior solutions.
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students. The school’s prescriptions were
clear. The principal had few doubts that his
job was to “enforce middle-class standards
of courtesy and respect, emphasize a college
preparatory curriculum and put winning
teams on the Hamilton field.”! Students ac-
tively participated in the school activities, in
the newspaper, Greek letter fraternities and
sororities, the girls’ club, and the a capella
chorus, and such.

Grant then relates what happened after a
significant number of poor black students
entered the school in the late 1960s under
orders of forced integration. In terms of our
model, the diversity, 6, of the students rose;
most of the new students’ characteristics
were considerably below the school’s ideal s.
The model predicts exactly what happened:
the number of burnouts and the disruption
in the school increased. The new students
reacted almost immediately to re}jjection by
the white students and the faculty. 2 Day-to-
day there were clashes, arising from what
black students and their parents saw as
racism and unfair application of school rules.
The following interaction was a typical class-
room exchange:

Teacher (to black student): Please sit down and

stop talking.

Student: 1 was only seeing if I could borrow a

pencil and a piece of paper for that quiz you

were talking anut.

Teacher: You know you're supposed to be in

your seat.

Student: But you will give me a zero if I don't

have a quiz paper.

Teacher (slightly exasperated): Sit down. You're

supposed to bring those things to class or bor-

row them before class.

Student (voice rising): Why you picking on me?

You don't ?ick on white ki(f; who borrow a piece

of paper.5
Anger rose to the point that riots closed the
school. The riots began after a fraternity
party behind the school where white stu-
dents told a group of blacks to “get out of

51 Grant (1988, p- 241).

52 For changes in ¢ holding constant the upper
boundm + 6/2,the number of burnouts, B, is increas-
in% in G.

3 Grant (1988, p- 36).
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our school.” The next Monday, some of the
new students tore up the school cafeteria. A
chemistry teacher summarized students’
feelings:

The black students were responding to the way
they were being treated. Youlimow, it’s like these
white teachers don't really care anything about
me . . . He isn’t teaching me anything. You
know, it's a handout sheet every day or it’s a film
everyday. The teacher may be making racist re-
ma;ﬁ/s overt or subtle . . 54,

The principal of the school looking back at
the period said: “[the school] gave them the
message that ‘some people did not
belong.’”55

As the story of Hamilton High continues,
we see the school adjusting to its diverse stu-
dent body. Gradually, the school of Greek-
letter clubs and a capella choruses faded
away. A new school emerged, whose defining
features were tolerance and students’ rights
to choice.’® A slightly revised model below
captures this new Hamilton High, which is
similar to what has been elsewhere described
as the typical contemporary U.S. high school,
Shopping Mall High (Powell et al. 1985).

3.3 A Model of Shopping Mall High

In Hamilton High, as in other schools
throughout the country, students in the
1970s were granted greater rights. Gone
were the days of unquestioned in loco paren-
tis and a consensus on the school’s ideals.57
At Hamilton High, new rules essentially
eliminated teachers’ authority to enforce aca-
demic and other behavioral standards.

54 Grant (1988, p. 35).

55 Grant (1988, p- 38).

56 The problems at Hamilton High are an extreme
version of the day-to-day struggle to maintain school
order. Everhart, a{(mg with Wiﬁis (1977), Foley (1990),
Lois Weiss (1990), and others, paint a remarkably simi-
lar picture of the many small and lar%e ways students
assert themselves against teachers’ authority, disrupting
class and school operations. When students do not
identify with the SCEOOI and accept its authority, learn-
in% does not occur.

7 We discuss in detail below the legal innovations
that advanced students’ rights.
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Arbitration guidelines, adopted in 1972, al-
lowed students to initiate grievance proce-
dures “when the behavior of any staff mem-
ber willfully imposes upon a student the
ethical, social or political values of the staff
member.”>® Teachers only rarely corrected
student behavior, inside or outside the class-
room. A teacher who asked a repeatedly
tardy student to bring a note from home
when late was told by the parent: “stop wor-
rying my child just because you have a mid-
dle-class hang-up about time.”?® Teachers
who tried to punish students for cheating of-
ten had to defend their allegations to the
principal, to the student’s parents, and, when
called upon, to the student’s lawyers.

Students also gained rights to choose their
curriculum. The school instituted more
elective courses; only ten of eighteen credits
required for graduation were specified.
Even though formal tracking was elimi-
nated, students now tracked themselves.
Those interested in academics sought out
the best teachers, and those not interested
chose less challenging courses. As the school
turned to laissez faire, the troubles died
down. Learning took root again, but the pre-
vious standards no longer applied.

Grant’s description of the new Hamilton
High conforms to educators’ description of
typical U.S. high schools across the country
(Hampel 1986). Powell et al. (1985) call
these high schools “shopping malls,” where
students are treated as customers. The
schools give them what they want, making
little or no attempt to change their values.
The Shopping Mall High School appears not
to be just the result of changes in the 1960s
as reported by Grant and Hampel, but
rather to be the much longer evolutionary
outcome of continued democratization of
U.S. schools. This democratization was even
more dramatic earlier in the century (see
Katz and Goldin 1997), especially as “life

58 These guidelines were distributed to all students
in a handbook outlining their rights (Grant 1988, p. 53).
59 Grant (1988, p. 54).
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skills” curricula were introduced for the
non-college-bound who were said to be
“preparing for life.”60

We now capture the essence of a
Shopping Mall High School in a model
where a school may adjust to its student
population. The school has two options. It
can select a single ideal. Alternatively, the
school can give the students a choice be-
tween two ideals. The school makes this se-
lection to maximize the total skills, K.5! The
analysis shows each of the school’s options in
turn, then determines which of the two op-
tions is optimal.

Single-s optimum. Recall that K takes into
account students’ choices whether or not to
identify with the school. As we have already
seen, K = s - ¢(S) - [1 — B], where B is the
fraction of burnouts. The choice of s in-
volves a trade-off: Increasing s increases
skills directly, but reduces [1 — B], the num-
ber of students who identify with the school.
The optimal s balances these effects. From
(4) and (5) above, the optimal s that maxi-
mizes K is:

* = min +zl +E+£ 6
s" =min |m 35 m 5t 7 (6)

Notice again the impact of the social param-
eter t; the optimal ideal s* is decreasing in .
The more students view themselves as dif-
ferent from the school, the more the school
must reduce its ideal to enga%e students in
the school and increase skills.®

80 This debate is well-documented in Edward Krug
(1964) and (1972). Diane Ravitch (1983, p. 46) excori-
ates Irrogressive educators, who championed nontradi-
tional high school curricula, emphasizing life skills relat-
in% to health, vocation, and family and community life.

! Gertainly, a school administration could have
other goals in choosing its category and prescriptions,
as would be the case in religious schools. We giscuss
this possibility below.

62'This level of s is invariant to changes in ¢ and m
whenm + 0/2 is held constant. The optimal school af-
ter integration at Hamilton High would be the same as
the optimal school before integration. However, if we
incluged the many externalities of disruption, the
school would lower s to account for the new students.
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Double-s  Optimum. Consider now a
school that can give students a choice.
Instead of one ideal, the school can set two
ideals s;; and sy, where sy > s, and s is as-
sociated with higher academic achievement.
There are now three social categories:
(H)onors students, with ideals s;; and e(H);
(M)iddle students with ideals s, and e(M),
and (B)urnouts, with no ideal and ideal effort
level e(B), where e(H) > e(M) > e(B)=0.

Middle students are a prominent category
in Theodore Sizer’s (1984) description of
United States” public schools as well as
Powell et al.’s Shopping Mall High School.
These students are largely uninspired—to
learn or to misbehave. They make their way
to the end of their schooling, without being
prompted to investigate, learn, or question.
In Horace’s Hope Sizer relates shadowing
one such student, Martha, for the course of
her school day. Passing from class to class, in
which she is taught “pap [sic],” Martha
maintains a mask of passivity.

As before, a student’s identity depends on
the match between own characteristics and
behavior and the ideal of her category. A stu-
dent i choosing category ¢, = H,M earns
identity payoffs Iy —t(s,— €,) — 1/2 (¢,— e(ci))2
forg; <s_ and earns Iy~ 1/2 (¢, - e(cl.))2 for g,
>s,. Burnouts earn the identity payoffs of the
previous model. We again consider students’
choices of effort and category for p = 0.5
There will be (1/6)(m + ©/2 — s;;) H stu-
dents; (1/0)(s; — sy, + I/t) M students; and
(1/0)(syy— I/t —m + ©/2) B’s. Mean skills as a
function of s; and s, are:

63 Once again, the text concentrates on nonboundary
solutions. €, is again assumed uniformly distributed on
the range [m — 6/2, m + 6/2]. An appendix available
upon request gives the full specification and analysis of
the model. In the analysis we assume that all students
located above s  choose H. For s =s);> We assume that
students located above sy=s,; choose H (and exert
e(H)) and students locate(ﬁ)elow s=s); that choose to
identify with a school choose M and exert e(M). This
assumption prevents a discontinuity in the numbers of
H and M students at s;; = s,,. In what is written below,
we assume sy, > m—6/2 + I/t. This assumption is
without loss ofM generality because it is never optimal for
the school to set s, at a lower level.
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o-t

When setting s;; and s, the school faces two
trade-offs. First, as with one category, raising
ideals s;; and s, directly increases skill at-
tainment, but increases the number of
burnouts. Second, there is competition be-
tween the categories. Increasing s,; increases
the skills of the honor students, but more stu-
dents will opt for the middle category, with
lower educational attainment. An appendix
provides the optimal s;;and sy, as functions of
I, m, ©, and t: s and sy, are increasing in m
and o, and decreasing in ¢. The distance (sj;—
syy) increases with ¢ and ©.

Selection Between Single-s or Double-s
School. When is it optimal for a school to give
students a choice rather than to promote a
single social ideal? The results match the his-
torical accounts. Comparison of the total
skills for one category, s, and of two, sj; and
syp sShows that when the social distinctions are
large (¢ is large or ¢ is large), the school
achieves higher skills by providing two cate-
gories. Two categories increases the number
of students who identify with the school.
When the social distinctions are small, (¢ is
small or ¢ is small), students are more likely
to identify with the school, and a school will
maximize skills by eliminating choice and
providing a single standard. The events at
Hamilton High are thus consistent with the
model. In the short run, the single initial
value of s is fixed and there was massive dis-
ruption. This disruption eased in the long run
as the school moved from a single-s ideal to a
double-s ideal with choice and tolerance.

4. Resource Use: Investments in Identity
and School Reform

In this section, we introduce resources into
our modeling of schools. This exercise inte-
grates the sociological view of schools with a

1187

classic economic view, and, we believe, cap-
tures the essence of contemporary school re-
form programs. In the previous generation,
educators promoted large schools to take ad-
vantage of economies of scale; schools should
be consolidated so as to offer a variety of ad-
vanced courses (James Conant 1959).
Current school reform promotes small
schools, with unified programs. We argue that
school reform on both the left and the right
can be characterized in this same way: re-
formed schools use resources to create a
community, represented in the model as a re-
duction in the parameter .5 Students with
low values of t do not differentiate themselves
from each other according to their home
background. This leaves schools free to
choose an s leading to high skill acquisition.

4.1 Central Park East Elementary and
Secondary Schools

Central Park East Elementary and Sec-
ondary Schools is a poster child for school re-
form and illustrates the value of creating a
community and inducing students to identify
with the school. There is no doubt about
CPESS’ success. In East Harlem, a neighbor-
hood where students are more likely to go to
jail than to college, this school has almost no
dropouts; it sends 90 percent of its graduates
on to college of whom 90 percent graduate.®

Accounts of CPESS suggest that its success
lies in students” and teachers” identification
with the school and its academic ideals. This
identification is no accident. From the very be-
ginning, school administrators set out to create
a new type of school, with a strong sense of
community. The school takes students out of
their troubled community and isolates them in
a different world. The importance of creating a
new, different social category is apparent to
Deborah Meier, the founder-director. In her

64 We could also model investments that change the
distribution of students’ characteristics. Similar results
obtain. Reforms can also involve prescriptions for ef-
fort in school. We discuss disciplinary reforms below.

65 Indeed the school has been dubbed the “miracle
in East Harlem” (Seymour Fliegel 1993).
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words: “We committed ourselves openly and
loudly to being different.”®® She further em-
phasizes: “We wanted no ‘we’ versus ‘they’ in
this community.”6”

The unusual pedagogy and arrangements
at CPESS underlies the group identity of the
school. The curriculum is generated by the
ideas of students themselves, and examining
these ideas systematically using “The Five
Habits of Mind.” These five habits require
asking and answering: “How do we know
what we know?” “Who’s speaking?” “What
causes what?” “How might things have been
different?” and “Who cares? 68 The school’s
other practices help students identify with
each other and the school. The school has
small class size, small overall school size,
multiple-year student-teacher assignments,
and, in higher grades, relatively few period-
to-period shifts between teachers—all mea-
sures to encourage familiarity among stu-
dents and teachers. The emphasis on
student ideas and student presentations and
projects as well as lengthy open-ended
teacher-parent conferencing, are all de-
signed to make each student feel as if she
belongs, as if to a family.

4.2 A Resource-Use Model of School Reform

We interpret the creation of a school com-
munity as a choice about the allocation of re-
sources within a school. The model shows
when resources devoted to such a reform
program will enhance educational attain-
ment. Suppose a school has resources r = 1
which it can divide into two uses, those di-
rectly devoted to the teaching of skills, in
proportion o, with the remainder, 1 — o, de-
voted to creating community and reducing
t, the social differences between the stu-
dents and the school.?® Skills increase

6 Meier (1995, p. 30).

67 Meier (1995, p- 20).

68 Meier (1995, p. 50). .

89 It is possible that resources devoted to reducing ¢
are also directly complementary to skill acquisition—as
many would argue that CPESS’ special curriculum
enhances learning.
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directly in o: k; = ase; (1 — d,), at the ex-
pense of social difference: we have t(a),
which is also increasing in a.

The school’s objective function (forp = 0)
is now in the two-s and one-s case respec-
tively:

K = asy Bjum;SH}e(H)
+ asy [SH;SM = j(a)] e(M)
2 — s Case
K =a-seS)- (8)
(1_ s—m—I/t(a))
2 o
1— s Case

In the two-s case, the school chooses sy, sy,
and o in the one-s case it chooses s and 0.
Solving first for the optimal ideals—s" in the
1 —s case and sy7, sy, in the two-s case—we
see that optimal ideals are increasing in (1 —
o), the fraction of resources devoted to re-
ducing social differences. As students iden-
tify more with the school, the school can
promote an ideal that is more amenable to
marketable skills. With an internal solution,
o satisfies the following condition, which
show the costs and benefits of such an in-
vestment:

dK(a) K , 1 X
7o :E_a't(a)crt(a) [sMe(M)}
=0 2-5 Case
9)
dK(a) K , I .
da o ° g <a)a t(a) [8 e(S)}

=0 1-s Case
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where s™ and sy are the optimal choices for a
given o In both cases, investments in reduc-
ing ¢ result in a direct loss in skills due to di-
version of resources, reflected in the first
term K/o.. The benefit is an increase in the
number of students who identify with the
school. The second terms show the change
in skills of these students.

There is an interior solution for o when
t(1) is sufficiently high.” When students ini-
tially think of themselves as quite different
from the school, a small investment to re-
duce t can have a large impact on skills. In
this case, it is optimal to spend resources to
change this social parameter. Furthermore,
with sufficient investment in ¢, it is optimal
for the school to promote a single ideal.

The model suggests that there is much
greater similarity between the “liberal” and
“conservative” reform agendas than is appar-
ent in the often shrill debate. Both empha-
size special curricula that create school com-
munities. That is, both invest to reduce t in
order to raise the ideal s. Both are then stark
contrasts to the Shopping Mall High which
makes no attempt to change social parame-
ters. We have already seen the distinct peda-
gogy and student ideal in CPESS. We see
similar elements in Core Knowledge
Charter Schools, a prime example of conser-
vative reform. In these schools, students
should learn what Hirsch (1996) identifies as
“Core Knowledge.” The central idea of the
school—its s in the language of the model—
is the role of this curriculum in “promot[ing]
a community of learners—for adults and
children.”™ The aim of the curriculum and
other aspects of the reform is to trump the
effect of students’” backgrounds on school
participation. The rules of a school in Parker,
Colorado illustrate. Students must wear uni-
forms and obey a dress code so strict it

70 At o = 0, the condition is always positive, hence
we must have oo > 0. At o = 1, the condition is nega-
tive for ¢'(a) sufficiently large (recall that t'(at) is posi-
tive).

7l See: http://www.coreknowledge.org/CKproto2
/about/index. htm#BEN.
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details socks, which “must be worn in a coor-
dinated color with the school uniform and
worn in a matching pair of the same color.”
Furthermore, students and parents must
sign an agreement to abide by the school’s
code of discipline.72 These rules and codes
of discipline, as we shall discuss next, delin-
eate the boundaries of a school community
and play important roles in reform pro-
grams.

4.3 Discipline in Schools

Establishing and enforcing a school’s code
of discipline involves a substantial use of re-
sources and defines the school community.
In the noneconomic accounts of schools and
of educational reform, rules and discipline
are a common theme. This emphasis echoes
Kai Erikson’s (1966) observations that by
obeying the rules one becomes a part of the
community, by breaking them, one becomes
an outcast.

The reforms by James Comer of two New
Haven schools exemplify the use of re-
sources to establish and enforce the discipli-
nary code.™ Comer describes the situation
when he arrived at Baldwin Elementary
School as “shocking.” Desperate teachers
were unable to establish order. Children
milled around, yelling and screaming, call-
ing the teacher and each other names.”™
Five years later order reigned, as depicted
on the cover of his book, School Power: a
classroom with all students neatly dressed,
smilin% at their desks, eagerly raising their
hands.”™

7 See: http://www.ckes.net/.

73 CPESS is another example of how a school’s disci-
plinary procedures delineates the community. Students
sent to the Director’s office for misconduct are led
through the Five Habits of Mind to sort out the prob-
lem (Meier (1988, p. 50)). Such a method would be in-
effectual if the students did not already identify with
the school and its particular precepts.

7 Comer (1980, p. 76).

7 The children also achieved higher levels of aca-
demic achievement. Prior to the reforms, the school
had performance ratings in math and reading at the
bottom of New Haven’s public schools.
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How did Comer achieve this transforma-
tion? Comer says that the success of his pro-
gram comes from students’ internalization
of school values. This process involved use
of resources. Teachers were trained how to
respond to children who acted up. A central
facility was established where children could
take hold of their feelings, relax and play, be-
fore being returned to the classroom, ready
to obey. Comer demonstrates the nature of
the disciplinary process with the case of an
angry fifth grader who had attacked a
smaller child with his belt. Rather than sim-
ply punishing the student who misbehaved,
the teacher, who had been trained to look
for causes for misbehavior, wormed out of
the boy that he was upset because his father
had been denied a pass from jail for
Christmas. She helped him write a letter to
his father, but, at the same time, she also
made him understand he could not take out
his feelings on other children.™ That s, chil-
dren were taught not only how to read, but
also how to obey the rules.

Just as sociologists view schools” rules and
disciplinary procedures as a window on
schools” ideals, they also view lack of rules
and lack of discipline as indicative of the fail-
ure of a school to promote academic and
other values. Grant’s description of the
newly tolerant Hamilton High of the 1970s
illustrates. The old consensus on appropriate
behavior and rules had broken down with
nothing to replace it. The principal ex-
plained:

We assumed through the fifties and the sixties

that we had a set of rules that applied to every-

one when in fact they didn’t. The black commu-
nity was basically compliant with the expecta-
tion of the white community. Then things }I)Degan

to change. Then you get into a situation [where]

you say what are the rules? When I started

teaching at Hamilton the kids were sent home if
they wore dungarees. I laugh [to think we ever

had such a rule]. But [in 1970] there were no
rules.””

zej Comer (1980, p. 118).
" Grant (1988, p. 40)
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A teacher who caught a boy cheating was
told that she needed a witness.”® When the
same conscientious teacher gave a student
an F for a ghosted paper, she was forced to
hand over all her documents to the student’s
lawyer, who was seeking evidence of preju-
dicial treatment.” A student group, which
called itself the Protesters, opposed all in-
fringements on students’ rights, including
the school 1prerogative of searching student
lockers.50:8

4.4 Public versus Private Schools

The modeling above also describes a dif-
ference between private and public schools.
Economists and noneconomists have both
urged public support for private schooling.
While economists focus on agency issues,
John Chubb and Terry Moe (1988), for ex-
ample, advance a different argument for pri-
vatization. They see a benefit in the freedom
private school administrators have to set
goals and mobilize resources to achieve

™8 Grant (1988, p. 53).

™ Grant (1988, p- 53).

80 Grant (1988, pp- 60-61).

81 Judicial interpretations of the law governing
schools” authority over students reveals changes in atti-
tudes regarding school authority that coincided in time
with the changes in the disciplinary system at Hamilton
High. In the opinions of the landmark cases, as in our
model, public schools have only limited authority to af-
fect students’ identity (see Anne Dupre 1996). The
Tinker v. Des Moines (1969) and Goss v. Lopez (1975)
decisions demarcate the break from the traditional
view of schools as agents of parents (under the doctrine
of in loco parentis) with the authority to enforce codes
of discipline and mold students’ morals and values.
These decisions established that students are “persons”
under the Constitution and do not shed their rights “at
the schoolyard gate.” Dupre (1996, p. 54) Tinker v. Des
Moines concerns three students who were suspended
after refusing to remove armbands in protest of the
Vietnam War. The Supreme Court ruled that the
school could not punish the students, since “Students
in school as well as out of school are ‘persons” under
our Constitution. They possess fundamental rights
which the state must respect . . . In the absence of a
specific showing of constitutionally valid reasons to reg-
ulate their speech, students are entitled to freedom of
expression of their views.” Goss v. Lopez gave an analo-
gous interpretation of students rights to due process.
See Dupre (1996, p. 57 ff).
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them. In terms of the model, setting goals
can be seen as establishing an ideal s; the
mobilization of resources can be seen as the
use of resources to establish a community
that will accept these goals. Private school-
ing is thus seen as relaxing constraints on
investments to establish identity.

Chubb and Moe (1988, tables 4 to 8) sup-
port their view with data from the Teachers
and Administrators Survey supplement to
High School and Beyond. Batteries of re-
sponses show that private school principals
have less interference from school boards
and other administrators over curriculum,
instruction, and discipline. They face less
constraints on school policy and procedures
concerning personnel, and hiring and firing.
They have more support from parents in set-
ting their goals and set greater goal clarity
for their schools. In addition, Chubb and
Moe show that the private school principals
are viewed more affirmatively by their
teaching staff, which is just one sign of a
school community.

Peshkin’s (1985) account of a Christian
school in Illinois provides an extreme exam-
ple of a private school that reaches into all
aspects of a student’s life. Parents and chil-
dren sign detailed contracts, where parents
not only grant the school the right to enforce
a firm Christian code of discipline, they
promise to enforce the school’s code at
home.82 The model characterized reduction
in ¢ as narrowing the gap between school
and home: this unusual measure brings the
home closer to the school ideal.

4.5 Empirical Evidence

What evidence do we have that the estab-
lishment of community affects educational
attainment? Are Comer’s schools and CPESS
just anecdotes? We argue the contrary. These
programs changed the outcomes for popula-
tions of students. In epidemiology, a popula-
tion that shows particular resistance or
predilection for a disease is a research

82 See Peshkin (1985, p. 90).
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opportunity. Researchers ask what makes
this population different than the rest of us.
Similarly, such reform programs can provide
valuable information concerning the inputs
to education.

Bryk and his colleagues (1993) conduct
such a study. Catholic schools are known for
their higher educational outcomes.®? Bryk et
al. (1993) describe in detail how Catholic
schools establish such a school community
where students accept the school’s goals and
ideals. These schools make their ideals clear
in their statements of philosophy. For exam-
ple, one school defined its ideal student, who
“should be marked by a number of charac-
teristics: . . . intellectually competent, . . .
loving, . . . a person of faith, . . . [and]
committed to doing justice.”* Each of the
desirable characteristics is described in de-
tail. Bryk et al. describe the arrangements
that foster students’ acceptance of these
ideals (in our model investments in ¢). All the
teachers assume responsibility for shaping
student character and are supposed to be in-
volved in many aspects of students’ lives.85
Lack of specialization makes this feasible, as
the English teacher of the morning is likely
to be the counselor at lunch time and possi-
bly the soccer coach of the afternoon.86

83 Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore (1982) show that
Catholic school students have higher test scores with
lower standard deviations than public school students.
See table 6-1, p. 127. The question remains to what ex-
tent these differences can be attributed to selection
bias or school quality. Joseph Altonji, Todd Elder and
Christopher Taci)er (2000), who also review the exten-
sive literature on this subject, correct for selection bias
by using the bias in the observables to correct for the
bias in unobservables. They concentrate their analysis
on a sample of students who were in Catholic schools in
eighth grade, some of whom continued to Catholic
high schools, and some of whom switched to public
sciools. They find that those who continued in the
Catholic schools had considerably greater chance of
graduating and attending college.

84 See Bryk et al. (1993, p. 146).

8 Bryk et al. (1993, p. 141): “Teachers convey an in-
trusive interest in stucEents’ lives that extends beyond
the classroom door into virtually every facet of school
life. In some cases it extends even to students” homes
and families.”

86 Bryk et al. (1993, p. 141).
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Wide participation in school activities, in-
cluding a greater fraction of students on ath-
letic teams and shared religious activities,
foster the school community. This commu-
nity blurs distinctions between school and
home: in the terms of our model, it reduces
the social differences ¢.

These differences in community between
the public schools and the Catholic schools
are supported by statistical evidence. From
High School and Beyond and the associated
Administrator and Teacher Survey, Bryk et
al. (p. 284) construct an aggregate index of
school community from 23 sub-components,
including such items as the likelihood that a
teacher will know a given student, an index
of students’” perceptions of teacher interest,
and an index of agreement on goals between
teachers and administrators. The value of
the aggregate index of community for
Catholic schools is 2.35 standard deviations
from the public school mean, as, in fact, the
Catholic schools were more communal than
the public schools for each and every one of
the subcomponents."i7

5. Black-White Differences in School
Attitudes and Achievement

Our emphasis on social categories and
identity captures arguments by leading
scholars of black education such as James
Banks, Comer, Delpit, Ferguson, Fordham,

87 The subcomponent indices measure: teacher
agreement on stud%nt goals, reported teacher consen-
sus on beliefs and values, teacher beliefs that students
can learn, teacher and administration agreement that
students can learn, teacher and administration agree-
ment on standards of discipline, student consensus
about teacher role, track and course-taking commonal-
it]y of students, teacher knowledge of students (in
class), percent students involved in extracurricular ac-
tivities, percent students in leadership roles, percent
teachers who obtain help from colleagues, teacher co-
operation with colleagues, teacher time planning with
other teachers, staff commitment to evaluation, partici-
pation in faculty social events, teacher time in extended
roles, percent of teachers involved in extracurricular
activities, teacher knowledge of students (beyond
class), teacher contact with students outside of class,
and student perception of student interest.
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John Ogbu, and Claude Steele.®8 Clashes be-
tween black students and their school, as in
Hamilton High, appear frequently in studies
of black-white differences in educational at-
tainment. Anthropological studies show how
school routines and curricula can convey to
black students that there is something
“wrong” with them and their background.
Delpit’s classroom accounts show, for exam-
ple, how teachers’” presumption of superior-
ity of standard English can (unknowingly) in-
sult speakers of black dialect. In a reading
lesson, a girl renders the text: “Yesterday I
washed my brother’s clothes,” as “Yesterday I
wash my bruvver close.” The teacher cor-
rects her. But the student has done some-
thing far more sophisticated than read: she
has translated the passage into her own di-
alect. Instead of being praised, the girl is told
that she has made a mistake.% In microcosm,
this incident captures some of the tension
between students and schools with socially
different ideals. This tension, Ogbu (1997)
argues, leads to an “oppositional culture” on
the part of black students.”

5.1 Empirical Interpretation and Need
for Future Work

The empirical studies of black/white differ-
ences in education reveal a paradox, which
might be resolved by the modeling in this pa-
per. Tests of the theory of oppositional culture

88 See for example: Banks and Dresden Grambs
(1971), Comer (1980), Delpit (1995), Ferguson
(1998a,b,c, 2001), Fordham (1996), Ogbu (1971), and
Steele and Aronson (1998).

89 Delpit (1995, pp. 58-59). Delpit believes teachin
standard English is especially important in poor BlacE
neighborhoods. She su%gests, for example, that English
be taught as drama. Delpit (1995, p. 51) also relates the
following interchange between a teacher and a four-
year-old Black boy:

Teacher: Good morning, Tony, how are you?

Tony: I be’s fine.

Teacher: Tony, I said, How are you?

Tony: (with raised voice) I bes fine.

Teacher: No, Tony, I said how are you?

Tony: (angrily) I done told you I be’s fine and I ain’t
telling you no more.

90 See also Fordham (1996).



Akerlof and Kranton: Identity and Schooling

suppose that if black students are angered by
school culture, they should have less favorable
attitudes toward school than white students.
The existing evidence suggests the contrary.
Philip Cook and Jens Ludwig (1997) show
that, compared to non-Hispanic whites, blacks
have about the same expectations for educa-
tional attainment (high school, college, etc.)
and about the same school attendance and
levels of effort.%! Table 3, with slightly differ-
ent tabulations from High School and Beyond,
shows blacks have better school attitudes than
whites. On average compared to whites,
blacks are less likely to “dread English class,”
less likely to “dread math class,” more likely to
perceive “school spirit as excellent,” more
likely to report a “positive attitude toward self”
and much more likely to “like working hard in
school.” These findings seem paradoxical in
view of the large and persistent gap between
black and white test scores (Christopher
Jencks and Meredith Phillips (1998)).

The possibility that schools adjust their
curriculum and ideal to their student body
yields a possible explanation why blacks ap-
pear to have better attitudes toward school
than whites, but they have lower test scores.
In the model of section 3 schools adjusted s
so that more students will identify with the
school. In this case, it is likely that schools
with a majority white (black) student popu-
lation emphasize an ideal that conforms to
their white (black) students. As a conse-
quence, it is likely that black students, for
example, are much more likely to “dread”
English class and math class in white schools
than in black schools, with the reverse for
white students. Table 4 shows that when we
divide the High School and Beyond sample
accordingly, blacks in almost totally white
schools are, indeed, significantly more likely
to dread English and math than their coun-
terparts in all-black schools. Symmetrically,
white students in almost totally black schools
are more likely to dread English; similarly,
they also have a positive (although statisti-

91 See also Roslyn Mickelson (1990).
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cally insignificant) coefficient on the likeli-
hood of dreading math relative to their peers
at all-white schools.%2

Using data collected by Bishop at Shaker
Heights High School, Ferguson (2001) has
also examined the relation between the
black/white grade gap and racial differences
in attitude toward school. Like Cook and
Ludwig, and like ourselves, Ferguson finds
little difference between black and white at-
titudinal scores. Thus, while within race dif-
ferences in attitudes are well-correlated with
GPA at Shaker Heights, differences between
races explain little of the gap.g3 This finding
suggests that subjects’ interpretation of the
attitudinal questions differs by race.
Ferguson’s ethnographic findings of differ-
ences between black and white high-school
students—some from schools other than
Shaker Heights—indeed suggest that blacks
and whites segregate themselves into differ-
ent groups. He emphasizes that black stu-
dents do not want to appear disloyal to their
race.” The modeling in this paper suggests
that with such differences there should be a
presumption that prescriptions, and there-
fore ideal levels of effort, will differ by group.
We thus might expect that blacks and
whites® will give similar responses to ques-
tions that subjects either consciously or un-
consciously interpret as concerning the de-
sirability of effort relative to the ideal of their
respective group. With such interpretation,
similarity of response does not imply similar-
ity of ideal effort by group. Consider, for ex-
ample, the meaning of student scalings of the
following three statements: “It’s not cool to
be competitive about grades.” “It’s not cool
to frequently volunteer answers or com-
ments in class.” “It’s annoying when students

92 There could, of course, be other theories, such as
selection bias that could explain these facts.

9 See Ferguson (2001, p. 348).

94 See Ferguson (2001, pp. 377-78).

% We would expect similar lack of difference be-
tween honors students and middle students at
Shopping Mall High, except insofar as these two groups
mix.
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TABLE 3
ATTITUDES OF STUDENTS BLACK/WHITE: ODDS RATIO FROM LOGIT REGRESSIONS
Independent
Variable
Dependent Positive Attitude Think I Am School Spirit View School
Variable Toward Self* Depressedb No Good At All° Excellentd Discipline as Fair®
Male
Black 227" 1.51" 1.12 1.13" 1.03
(.09) (.15) (.09) (.05) (.07)
White 44" 66" 89 88" 97
(.02) (.07) (.07) (.04) (.07)
Female
Black 3.65" 1.52" 84" 1.15" 1.28™
(.13) (.11) (.06) (.04) (.09)
White 27" 66" 1.19" 87" 78"
(.01) (.05) (.08) (.03) (.05)

Source: High School and Beyond. *Positive attitude toward self: agrees strongly with statement “I take a positive
attitude of myself”; l’Depressed: Respondents (sophomores only) felt depressed or unhappy a lot in past few
weeks; “Think I am no good at all: Strong agreement with statement “At times I think I am no good at all”;
dRespondent rates school spirit as excellent; “Respondent rates fairness of discipline as excellent; fRespondent an-
swers true to: Do you dread English class? 8Respondent answers true to: Do you dread math class?; hACT or SAT:
seniors only; Bored a lot: Respondent felt bored a lot in last few weeks; jVVorking hard at school: respondent likes

try to get teachers off track in class.”® The
behavior that students would define as “be-
ing competitive,” “Volunteering answers,” or
“getting teachers off track” is likely to differ
by group. For example, while nerds and
burnouts both disapprove of “being competi-
tive about grades,” the objective behavior
envisaged by the two groups will be very
different. Fergusons accompaniment of
ethnographic observation with his statistical
analysis puts such responses in context. It
suggests the need for further work that bases
attitudinal questions on ethnographic obser-
vation. Those questions should solicit stu-
dents’ attitudes toward objectively defined
behaviors, with no ambiguity that all stu-

96 See F erguson (2001, pp. 355-57) for these ques-

tions and others.

dents, regardless of their social group, will
have the same objective interpretation of the
questions. Such study, in our opinion, is the
next natural step in resolution of the Cook-
Ludwig paradox.

6. Further Implications for Future
Empirical Work

Here we sketch some further implications
of the model for empirical work. Thus far,
the empirical work that we have discussed
has, mostly, used non-experimental data—
as, for example, in the studies of Cook and
Ludwig and of Ferguson. But we have men-
tioned both controlled and natural experi-
ments. For example, the Comer schools
were a controlled experiment, Hamilton
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TABLE 3 (cont.)
Dread En}gh'sh Dread Math Taken ACT Bored a Like Working Disappointed if Do
Class Class8 or SATh Lot! Hard at Schooll Not Go to CollegeX
Male
55" 86" 90" 1.14 2.23" 178"
(.04) (.05) (.04) (.08) (.09) (.08)
1.83" 1.16™ 111 88 45" 56"
(.12) (.07) (.05) (.06) (.02) (.02)
Female
67" 73" 86" 1.39" 2.047 2.43"
(.04) (.04) (.04) (.08) (.08) (.10)
1.49" 137" L16" 72" 49™ 417
(.09) (.07) (.05) (.04) (.02) (.02)

working hard at school; ¥Disappointed if do not go to college: agreement with statement “I will be disappointed if

I do not go to college.”

"Significant at 5% level; “'significant at 1% level. Example: Odds Ratio (OR) = Odds for Depressed (Black
Male)/Odds for Depressed (non-Black Male) = 1.51, where Odds for depressed = probability of depressed/proba-

bility of not depressed; logit (p) =a + bX; OR = eb.

High a natural experiment. Indeed, Hamil-
ton High gives a dramatic instance of a
school’s response to an exogenous (in this
case, court-ordered) change in the diversity
of its student body. For this reason it is a
good test of our model. Hampel (1986) re-
lates similar disturbances in other schools
with forced integration in the same time pe-
riod. The work of Grant and Hampel should
be carried further. Whether changes in test
scores relate to court-ordered busing can be
examined statistically. The model predicts
that, as in Hamilton High, the impulse re-
sponse to court-ordered busing will be a re-
duction in test scores, followed by a less than
complete recovery.

Another example where our theory sug-
gests a broader scope of empirical work in
the economics of education comes from

Krueger and Whitmore (1999). They exam-
ined the consequences of Tennessee’s Star
experiment, in which students in grades K to
3 were randomly assigned to small classes.
For the duration of the experiment, black
and free-lunch subjects had large and statis-
tically significant gains in the Stanford
Achievement Test. After returning to nor-
mal-sized classes, these gains disappeared.
Despite this disappearance, eight years after
they had left the experiment, blacks who had
been in the small classes were twenty-five
percent more likely to take college entrance
exams (ACT or SAT) than those in control
groups.97 Our perspective suggests that such
an astounding finding should be followed up,

97 40.2 percent compared to 31.7. Krueger and
Whitmore (1999, p. 11).
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TABLE 4.
COEFFICIENTS FROM LOGIT REGRESSIONS FOR DREAD ENGLISH/DREAD MATH BY BLACK/WHITE
AND RAcIAL COMPOSITION OF SCHOOL
Dread Englishd Dread Math* Dread English Dread Math
N = 2995 N =3011 N =19727 N = 19678
Blackf White'
All White in School? 76 72" — —
(.34) (.32)
Few Black in School 24 —11 -.10™ -08"
(.15) (.14) (.04) (.04)
Half Black in School 18 .06 -.05 01
(.14) (.13) (.05) (.05)
Mostly Black in School -12 02 07 .10
(.15) (.13) (.09) (.09)
All Black in School? — — 1.15™ 31
(.31) (.31)
SES¢ —-48 -50 -3.52™ -1.52"
(.62) (.58) (.23) (.22)
Constant -147" -1.09" -7 77
(.12) (.11) (.03) (.03)

Source: High School and Beyond. *No black students in respondents’ ninth grade; ball black students in respon-
dents’ ninth grade; “Duncan index of parents’ socioeconomic status from parents” survey (measure of SES is the
Duncan index times 10,000); “no black students in respondents’ ninth grade; dAffirmative response: Do you dread
English class?; Affirmative response: Do you dread math class?; fnclusive of Hispanics by race.

Standard errors are reported in parentheses. 1WSignificzmt at 1% significance level; “significant at 5% significance
level. Regressions for Black: All black in school was omitted dummy. Regressions for White: All white in school

was omitted dummy. Regression: logit(p) = a + bX.

since the economics of education should not
just tabulate the effects of experiments.
Research should also ascertain how and why
the experimental subjects were subsequently
different.

Our theory suggests a possible testable ex-
planation: the familiar environments af-
forded by small class sizes trumped these
students’ tendency to view school as a place
for others, rather than for them. Otherwise,
it is hard to explain why almost a decade later
they were more likely to see themselves as
suitable candidates for colleges requiring en-
trance exams. Empirically we would expect
to see this difference in attitude toward
school reflected in greater participation in
school activities.

Using currently available data, it is possi-
ble to use measures of school participation
to test the hypothesis that successful past
experiments are associated with a greater
sense of belonging to the school commu-
nity. High-school yearbooks provide an in-
dicator of school participation. Typically
the captions of photographs of sports teams
and clubs list the names of participants.
Also, appearance for the graduation picture
in the yearbook itself is another (minimal)
form of school participation. With the Star
experiment, even now, it would be possible
to use such data to test for differences in
high-school participation by those in the
experimental and the control groups. It
would also be possible to see whether such
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difference in participation was correlated
with taking the ACT.

Such follow-up is also possible for the
Comer experiment. Test scores at the
Comer schools rose markedly in the first five
years of the experiment. The yearbook
records of these students in high school
should show whether the effects of the ex-
periment continued, in the form of greater
participation in school life. This evidence
should be particularly powerful since the
high-school record of increased participa-
tion should mirror the increasing success of
the experiment in its first five years.98 Such
studies would expand the boundaries of em-
pirical work in the economics of education,
as their goal is not only to measure the con-
sequences of changes in resources, but also,
more deeply, to resolve, the reasons for
these consequences.

While a considerable econometric litera-
ture has reexamined the assertions of supe-
rior performance of Catholic and other pri-
vate schools by Coleman and others, there is
still the need to reexamine the more ambi-
tious assertions in this literature regarding
the reasons for such superiority. Bryk et al.
and Chubb and Moe have established good
correlations, respectively, between indices
of community and of school independence
and student performance. But causality runs
in two directions—especially since affluent
school districts and schools with high pro-
portions of middle class students are likely
to find it easier both to establish community
and to give school administrators large scope

98 Establishing the role of school participation
from such experiments would test the hunches of
Hollingshead in Elmtown’s Youth, where he found a
strong relation between participation in school activi-
ties and social class. (See Hollingshead 1975, pp.
143-50). Participation was especially low by the stu-
dents of the lowest class, who Ii’ived near the canal and
had a high rate of drop out. A girl of one of the lower
classes explains to Hollingshead the reasons why she
does not go to football games: “Well, why go? We're
made to Egeel out of place and that is the way it is.”
(1975, p. 150). This paper has explored the conse-
quences of such feelings much more generally.
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for discretion.”” Researchers should reexam-
ine the extent to which school community
and administrator independence causally
affect student performance.

7. Conclusion

This review considers a sociological per-
spective on students and schools and inte-
grates this perspective into an economic
model. This view focuses on variables—
identity, social categories, and school
ideals—that have been beyond the purview
of the economic theory of education. The
framework we suggest captures phenomena
that could not be explained by standard eco-
nomic modeling. It easily explains the se-
quence of events at Hamilton High, the im-
plications of school discipline and changes in
the legal status of students, the success of
notable school reform experiments such as
CPESS and the Comer schools, the trade-
offs in the Shopping Mall High, and argu-
ments of non-economists in favor of school
vouchers and charter schools.

The last model incorporates all the previ-
ous modeling in the paper to consider the use
of school resources to change student identi-
ties. The model combines the fundamental
concern of economists—the allocation of re-
sources—with a basic concern of education
scholars—the dependence of students’

% For example, Chubb and Moe (1990) define low
and high performance schools as those respectively in
the bottom and top quartiles of sophomore-to-senior
improvement on a test administered to the High
School and Beyond panel. In the high performance
schools principals hag more motivation to control the
schools. In schools in the top quartile of improvement,
61.9 percent had higher than average motivation to
control, as measured by their index, in contrast to onl
18.9 percent in the bottom quartile. (See Chubb and
Moe 1990, p. 85). These tabulations and others show a
difference in performance between successful and un-
successful schools in the exercise of leadership of prin-
cipals. While Chubb and Moe are well aware that
causality runs in both directions, their attempts to es-
tablish causality of school independence are not con-
vincing. Quite possibly with the type of panel data
available to them from High Schoozjgnd Beyond such
causality cannot be identified.
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achievement on the gap between their own
self-images and the person the school intends
them to be. In our reading of the noneco-
nomic literature, we were struck by the ab-
sence of comment on the role of resources in
schooling. Consider three examples. In
Powell et al.’s account of Shopping Mall High,
a defining moment occurs when a teacher
fails to reprimand a student for complaining
about an assignment. The authors consider
this response as a failure to set standards and
change the student’s own expectations of
what she could achieve: in the language of
our models she failed to promote an aca-
demic ideal. But straightforward economics
offers another interpretation: the teacher is
incompetent or lazy. If incompetent, the
school lacks resources; if lazy, she lacks the
right incentives. Descriptions of CPESS and
the Comer Schools similarly fail to consider
the exceptional resources available to these
schools, not in terms of budget, perhaps, but
in terms of exceptional teaching and adminis-
tration.

The perspective offered by our models is
thus consistent with the view of Hanushek
(1986) and Ferguson (1998b) that resources,
especially in the form of high teacher quality,
are critical ingredients for school reform. But
the sociological perspective says more. It says
that the resource use is likely to be ineffective
when students’ backgrounds are antithetical to
the academic values that schools should pro-
mote and the schools are constrained against
investing in identity. 100,101 Thjg perspective, as
we have seen, offers a possible explanation
why the experimental seniors in the Star ex-
periment had such a high rate of taking the
ACT or SAT exam. Sizer’s (1984) claims about
teachers and student self-image can similarly
be interpreted as a reason for a relation

190 On average teachers with greater academic skills
will be better motivated themselves, and will thus more
naturally motivate their students.

101 yeffrey Mirel (1999) has documented, in the case
of Detroit, the decline in the resources available for an
ever more difficult task in maintaining a pro-education,
pro-academic morale for the period 1930-80.
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between resources and academic achieve-
ment. Sizer sees the typical U.S. high school
as unable to affect student character since the
typical teacher meets with 120 students
every day,'%? making close student-teacher
relations all but impossible.

This synthesis of the sociology and the eco-
nomics shows why new research in econom-
ics should delve into the black box of the
school. Our task is not only to determine
whether an experiment or resources increase
educational achievement. Our task is also to
explain why. The sociological approach out-
lines possible answers, and directions for new
research within the economics of education.

In closing we should mention two impor-
tant omissions from this review and from its
theoretical framework. We have focused on
the identity and behavior of students, but
the motivations of teachers and administra-
tors are also keys to the success of different
schools. As we saw briefly in the accounts of
CPESS, the teachers and principal identi-
fied with the goals of the school. Indeed
they created them. The committed Catholic
School teachers and administrators, de-
scribed by Bryk et al., contrasts with the dis-
engaged public school teacher, described by
Sizer.193 Thus the extent to which teachers
identify with their school’s mission may be as
important as differences in student motiva-
tion in explaining the gap in performance
between the two systems.

Second, reflecting our own bias as econo-
mists, our models assume that schools maxi-
mize students” marketable skills. But skills are
only one of the goals of some schools and of
the parents who choose them. Religious
schools, for example, often eschew economic
goals in favor of religious goals. In some
cases, they view their primary mission as the
separation of the saved from the damned, as

102 gjzer (1984, p. 97).

103 See Bryk et al. (1993) and Sizer (1984). Parents’
and administrators’ identities also play a role in the op-
eration of the school. Comer (1980) and Ogbu (1997)
emphasize the role of parents in their children’s identi-
fication with or against school.
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suggested by the fears of the principal in
Peshkin’s ethnography: “The devils crowd
[the unconverted] is after our kids.”1%4 A simi-
lar desire for separation lay behind the
voucher-supported private academies estab-
lished (unconstitutionally) in the wake of
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka,
Kansas (Jeffrey Henig 1993).1% The goals and
curricula of public schools are the product of
elected school boards; the nature of these
schools, their ideals, may then derive from
the political economy of a community.!%
If schools’ goals include promoting certain
ideologies, school choice may be neither
skill-increasing nor ideologically neutral. 107

104 See Peshkin (1985, p. 289).

105 Some African-American charter schools also have
se}_}aratist teachings (Lynell George 1992).

6 See Foley (1990) for school board battles and the
history of Anglo and Mexican-American relations in the
West Texas town he studied. Many current education
policies, includinF vouchers, sex education in public
schools, bilingual instruction, etc. are being deter-
mined at the ballot box.

107 The political economy model of Kremer and
Sarychev (1998) deals nicely with the issue of ideologi-
cal choice in public and private schools. In their mofel:l
parents choose among schools that promote different
ideologies. After their education, people with different
ideologies have less gains from trade. Parents want
their c%ildren to be like them ideologically, but they
also want their children to be able to communicate
with others for economic gain. A school’s ideal in our
descriptive model is similar to school ideology in
Kremer and Sarychev, and our model produces a re-
lated trade-off. Schools interested in students’ skills
have a reason to choose the ideology of the dominant
culture because that is the idiom of commerce, but
they have reason to mirror their students’ preferences.
Our description of school reform which empowers in-
vestments in identity and relaxes the public school con-
straint in these investments yields different analysis of
the potential benefits and costs of school privatization.
Consider the seeming paradox in the Netherlands of
ideological homogeneity and private schooling, which
Kremer and Sarychev explain as the lucky draw from
multiple equilibria. In our descriptive model, private
schooEl)ing will result in more homogeneity than public
schooling if parents care sufficiently about children’s
skills. Private schools will devote resources, o, to reduce
any conflict between students’ identity and the domi-
nant culture, and then choose an ideal, s, that conforms
to the dominant culture as well. In contrast, con-
strained public schools must mimic the heterogeneity
already existing in society. Friedman (1955) discusses
the issue of school ideological concerns.
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