Chapter Summaries and Keywords
Chapter 1: The Promise(s) of Education
In this chapter, I introduce the main questions and issues that this book will engage.  What is the purpose of education in the U.S.?  Are there many purposes?  Education carries out two crucial activities. It gives a society a sense of commonality, similar values, and rules for behavior.  It does this through socialization of students. It also prepares people for diverse roles in society (which are often differentially rewarded).  It does this by stratifying students and socializing them to their particular, future roles. Is there tension between these purposes?  For example, some would argue that education prepares people and sorts them efficiently into their adult roles in the economy and/or polity.  Others argue that education should minimize ascribed differences and focus on providing equal opportunity to everyone.  Can these two goals coexist?  Can and should the U.S. educational system be “the great equalizer” that John Dewey claimed it should be? Is the U.S. educational system a meritocracy? 
There appear to be patterns in eventual educational attainment.  Those whose parents have less education are less likely to achieve higher education themselves. Black and Hispanic adults have less education than do whites and Asian Americans. Women are more likely to have graduated from high school and have some college and associate’s or master’s degrees.  Men are more likely to have attained doctoral degrees. The rest of the book looks at whether or not, and if so, how schools contribute to these differences in educational outcomes.
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Chapter 2: Competing Visions of Public Education: Who and What Should It Be for?
This chapter describes the beginnings of education, particularly public education, in the U.S. I discuss the expansion of education and its eventual universalization.  I discuss the various theories for why public education expanded and the rationales that were popular during its expansion.  Finally, I describe how the system of funding schools based on local property taxes, particular to the U.S., came into being.
Early education varied by geography during colonial times with more formal schooling occurring in the New England colonies and fewer schools being established in the South. During colonial times, schools were largely for privileged, white boys. During industrialization, schooling expanded first at the primary levels and then the secondary levels, encompassing first the non-elite, then girls, and then finally mandated desegregation in 1954. Schooling expanded for several reasons: to teach new skills; to sort workers into new adult roles; to teach “American” and “democratic” values; and to equalize opportunities. Funding for schools developed locally.
Keywords: Industrialization, universalization, immigration, democratization, progressivism, segregation
Chapter 3: What Does Education Do? Paradigms and Theories about How Education Works
This chapter describes two ways of perceiving education as an institution.  Functional theories view education as the main mechanism through which children get sorted into their adult economic and political roles.  Education, at its best, can be meritocratic.  When this works well, children are sorted based on talent and hard work.  When the institution is inefficient, socioeconomic background, race and ethnicity, and gender may influence the sorting process.  
On the other hand, conflict theories argue that the institution of education reflects and reproduces differences of socioeconomic background, race and ethnicity, and gender.  Those groups with more advantages are able to control educational resources in such a way as to further reproduce their advantage.  These resources may be contested by those with less power, but, for the most part, inequalities in the larger society are reproduced and reinforced by the institution of education.  Status attainment and social reproduction theories describe how parents’ socioeconomic background is reproduced in their children’s socioeconomic position. 
Keywords: Paradigms, functionalism, conflict theories, symbolic interactionism, status attainment, social reproduction, critical pedagogy
Chapter 4: Inequality by Socioeconomic Background and Class
In this chapter, I consider how socioeconomic background is related to the characteristics of the schools that students attend.  The chapter shows that there are varying degrees of socioeconomic segregation in schools in metropolitan areas.  In many places this segregation is moderate to large.  The “learning opportunities” that students may have based on their schools does differ by socioeconomic background in that schools with higher proportions of students in poverty are less likely to have teachers with master’s degrees and higher teacher turnover. 
Then I look at patterns of inequality in outcomes by socioeconomic status in education.  Students whose parents have less education or who have lower family incomes have lower GPA’s and test scores, drop out of school more, and enroll in college less than those whose parents have higher education or more income.  There are many reasons these differences may exist rooted in different sets of resources, home environments, neighborhoods, and peer groups.  When children are in schools, the differences in their outcomes by socioeconomic background seem to get smaller, suggesting that schools ameliorate inequality by socioeconomic background.
Keywords: Socioeconomic background, learning opportunities, socioeconomic segregation, Coleman Report
Chapter 5: Inequality by Race and Ethnicity, Immigrant Status, and Language Ability
In this chapter, I describe the history of segregation and attempts at desegregation in the U.S. The history of race and education in the U.S. is largely one of black and Hispanic segregation in schools with different resources, much of which continues today. I describe this racial and ethnic segregation in schools and show that predominantly minority schools are more likely than predominantly white schools to have high concentrations of students in poverty.  Teachers are less experienced in schools with high concentrations of minorities and there is more teacher turnover. 
Educational outcomes also differ by race and ethnicity.  GPA’s and test scores follow similar patterns, with Asian and white students scoring highest and black, Hispanic, and Native American student scoring lowest.  Black and Hispanic students are less likely to take advanced math and AP courses than white and Asian students. Black students particularly are more likely to have been disciplined in schools. I describe the many reasons that have been proposed for these differences including differences in socioeconomic background, and differences in culture, including the argument that blacks and Hispanics have an oppositional identity in relation to education, while Asian culture is valorized in the image of the “Model Minority.” There is less debate over how schools influence these gaps.  Gaps do not decrease during the school year over the years spent in school.  Schools are either neutral or they themselves exacerbate these gaps. I also show that among recent immigrant children there are also racial differences in educational outcomes.  
Keywords: Segregation, oppositional culture, immigration, English Language Learner, multiracial, race/ethnicity, familistic, Model Minority, Culture of Poverty
Chapter 6: Inequality by Gender and Disability
In this chapter, I focus on how educational outcomes differ by gender, and to a lesser extent, sexual orientation and gender identity, and differences by disability status.  Although there has been a history of gender segregation across schools, for the most part, contemporary public education finds boys and girls distributed similarly across schools, so most differences in treatment between boys and girls occur when they are in the same schools. Girls generally do better in school than do boys and this has led to what some researchers call a “boy crisis” in schools.  Despite their achievements, though, girls do tend to take fewer advanced math and science courses in high school, and, in part because of this, are not found in STEM fields as often as boys are. 
Studies find that lesbian, bisexual, gay, queer, and transgender students are bullied more and report mental health problems at a higher rate than teens who identify as heterosexual.  Disability status leads to less successful educational outcomes, though it is difficult to separate out how much outcomes are due to actual differences in ability, to stigmas attached to disability statuses, or to other factors related to disability status.
Keywords: Gender, sexual orientation, disability status, Boy Crisis, STEM Fields, intersectionality
Chapter 7: Educational Inequality in Other Nations
In this chapter, I provide some comparisons to other countries, some with relatively high rates of educational inequality and some that have lower rates than the U.S., on achieving basic proficiency in math and reading across income quintiles, gender, and rural/urban residence.  Across the globe, schools are becoming more similar. For the U.S. and many other nations, educational quality and inequality may be closely linked. The U.S. is often in the middle when countries are ranked by inequality.  There are countries with worse income and gender inequality, and some with less inequality.
There are many differences between countries that could lead to low or high levels of inequality including differences across nations in centralization, development, geography, urbanization, culture, and history. There are also differences in how schools are organized across countries; for example, how long students spend in schools, how breaks are distributed, how much teachers are trained and paid, how exams are used, whether students are grouped by ability, and how supplemental education is used. Two prominent examples of countries/regions where inequality is lower than it is in the U.S. are East Asia and Finland.
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Chapter 8: Education Reforms and Inequality
In this chapter, we focus on recent federal reforms, beginning in the 1980’s with the report A Nation At Risk, continuing through the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, and ending with Race to the Top and the current movement toward a Common Core.  Reform movements as early as the Progressive Era have focused on increased accountability of schools through testing. The report “A Nation at Risk” is the 1980’s increased calls for standardized testing as a way to hold urban schools accountable for their students’ outcomes. No Child Left Behind of 2001mandated this testing and provided sanctions for schools that did not achieve particular standards and reduced inequality by race, particularly. Later reforms tried to use incentives more than sanctions. Increased school choice has mostly occurred through the expansion of charter schools.
It is unclear how this increased choice has influenced inequality overall.  While some students have benefitted from higher quality schools, there is reason to believe that residential and school segregation has stayed the same or become worse. The consensus is that while there are some schools that have improved the performance of disadvantaged students, for the most part, educational inequality has remained the same.
Keywords: Reforms, A Nation at Risk, No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, Common Core, charter school, school choice
Chapter 9: If We Don’t Like Educational Inequality, Why Is It So Hard to Make It Go Away?
In this chapter, I engage the questions posed in the introduction.  Is U.S. education a meritocracy?  Can it be?  What are the reasons that inequality is so intractable? School inequality seems to be persistent, with efforts to reduce it not bearing much fruit over a half century.
There are three issues that make it difficult for reforms to be effectively implemented.  First, there are trade-offs that make change difficult. Redistributing resources is perceived as a “zero-sum” game where some have to lose their advantages for others to gain.  Groups with resources, power, and/or status do not want to give any of this up. Second, schools may be ineffective at battling inequality if they are the only institution charged with doing so and they operate in isolation.  Children experience many other contexts outside of schools: families, neighborhoods, and peers.  Schools cannot reduce inequality in these contexts alone. Third, political battles about larger issues play out in schools in ways that make change difficult. Schools are places where political battles about the role of federal government in daily life, liberalism vs. conservatism, and unionization get played out.  This makes change difficult.
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