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Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use 
to change the world. 

– Nelson Mandela, former president 
 of South Africa, 1993 Nobel Peace  

Prize laureate
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Foreword

The overarching message of Understanding Sociological Theory for Educational Practices 
is that teachers can and do make a difference to the lives of young people, and 
through them, to the broader community. However, it is clear that this is most 
powerful and positive when they develop nuanced understandings of the com-
plex socio-cultural contexts within which teaching and learning take place. This 
requires sophisticated understandings of educational sites as institutions where 
power circulates, where it is produced and contested and where certain ways of 
being in the world are made possible while others may be precluded. Therefore, 
education can be understood as producing particular subjects with specific needs, 
aspirations and desires that are inflected in complex ways by location, class, lan-
guage background, belief systems, indigeneity, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, mobility, 
dis/ability, family structures and histories and other factors. These insights are just 
as relevant to the teaching and learning that occurs in informal or flexible sites 
of education, including volunteer and community locations, as they are in more 
familiar and formal sites such as schools and universities.

Classrooms, playgrounds and other diverse sites of learning are the everyday 
material spaces within which our diverse subjectivities come into collision, where 
we express and learn about difference and are shaped and influenced by others with 
their own constellations of differences. At worst, as Connell, Ashenden, Kessler and 
Dowsett pointed out in their groundbreaking sociological study of Australian school-
ing, Making the Difference: Schools, Families and Social Division (1982), they can be sites 
that actively produce and exacerbate disadvantage for many students, and that shore 
up social advantage for others. More productively, educational sites are where we 
learn to create community, and begin to understand and contribute to democracy.

Creating equitable educational spaces does not mean naively treating every-
one the same, repeating normative practices and reproducing oppressive ways of 
thinking and behaving. Rather, promoting an equity agenda means that educators 
learn to recognise, to name and to disrupt oppressions, even where that means 
catching ourselves out in moments or habits of thinking that may be unjust to 
some of our students, their families or communities. It means developing pedagog-
ical practices that are nuanced by complex understandings of cultural, social and 
linguistic diversity. It means that we must be committed to equitable outcomes for 
all children and young people. It means that we will assist our students to recog-
nise, critique and challenge oppressions. It means reiterating education as a social 
justice project and reshaping its institutional structures to achieve this, from the 
minute details of our classroom and centre routines, through how we talk about 
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Foreword vii

children in staffrooms, through to school-wide policies. This is a career-long com-
mitment, requiring ongoing critical reflexivity and awareness. There is no better 
place to start than in pre-service teacher education.

Understanding Sociological Theory for Educational Practices provides the critical toolbox 
that beginning educators need to develop their understandings of the socio-cultural 
contexts of education. The principal tools are theoretical – sophisticated concepts 
and ways of thinking that can help us to think about education differently; that is, 
beyond the prejudices and habits of thought that we have formed through our own 
experiences. Although we may feel that schools and other educational settings are 
the most familiar places, where each of us has spent most of our childhood for at 
least 12 years, and where many of us are also involved as parents, what is certain is 
that the particular educational sites that each of us knows so intimately are not rep-
resentative of all such sites. We cannot generalise from those schools or centres, or 
those students or teachers, to all schools, all centres, all students, all teachers. Nor is 
it fair to generalise about communities or sectors. Rather, we need conceptual tools, 
tools for critical thinking, that are versatile, useful and that we can take with us into 
any of the very particular educational sites where we may find ourselves throughout 
our careers. This book both provides these tools and, most importantly, in a range of 
case studies set in diverse educational sites, it shows us how they can be put to use.

Since Connell et al.’s Making the Difference: Schools, Families and Social Division, 
which revolutionised the sociology of education in Australia during my postgrad-
uate teacher training, the theoretical toolbox has been considerably expanded. 
Connell et al.’s book introduced the notion of ‘socio-economic status’ as a way of 
thinking about class and poverty in Australian society, and how it contributed to 
tiered systems of schooling in Australia and educational practices that instantiated 
‘deficit’ discourses about particular groups of students, and their intellectual and 
educational potential. The reproduction theory that their book drew upon was the 
most powerful available at the time to investigate the social contexts of schooling, 
particularly in terms of class, but it also began to address issues of gender in edu-
cation. More than 30 years later, we have developed more complex ways of thinking 
about the multiplicities of factors impacting on education, the intersections of cate-
gories of identity, and the fluidity of student and teacher subjectivities, and we have 
expanded our notions of educational sites worthy of analysis. Thus, Understanding 
Sociological Theory for Educational Practices presents a very sophisticated and practical 
toolbox to draw from, filled with concise and powerful precision tools to help you 
pry open all sorts of taken-for-granted assumptions and practices in education.

Reference

Connell, R. W., Ashenden, D., Kessler, S. & Dowsett, G. (1982). Making the 
difference: Schools, families and social division. Sydney: Allen & Unwin.

Associate Professor Susanne Gannon
Equity Program Leader

Centre for Educational Research
University of Western Sydney
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Preface

The dynamic nature of school populations, impacted by globalisation and  constant 
socio-cultural change, has implications for educational policy, pedagogy, class-
room practices, early childhood settings and school-community relations. Thus, 
to work as an equitable educator with today’s children and youth, one requires 
a sociological understanding of schooling from early childhood through to sec-
ondary completion. It is critical that educators see how education intersects with 
a range of diverse subjectivities; the power relations inherent in these intersec-
tions; and the inequities that are apparent – including the visible and invisible, the 
voiced and silenced.

Thus, pre-service educators require knowledge about a range of sociological 
theoretical concepts to critically unpack the complexities of education in rela-
tion to the lives of young people, their families and communities. Such knowledge 
should be fostered during the pre-service stages of an educator’s career to provide a 
foundation from which to appreciate more deeply their potential impact on future 
generations. Additionally, the changing expectations of educators, as reflected in 
the Australian context, demand a greater focus on the teacher–researcher nexus. 
This has been institutionally inscribed through recent changes to the Australian 
Qualifications Framework at Level 9, which calls for teacher education courses to 
produce graduates capable of researching and applying theory to their work. This 
enhances the imperative for pre-service educators to embrace theoretical under-
standings during their pre-service teacher education to develop the capacity to use 
this knowledge to analyse and critique praxis.

This book, based squarely on the research of its contributors, provides an 
accessible theoretical and research-based reader for upper-level and postgraduate 
pre-service educators. Each chapter reports upon current, topical research in the 
sociology of education. Through explanation and analysis, key theoretical concepts 
are applied to critically interrogate, inform and challenge many taken-for-granted 
knowledges and practices in education. The chapters are generally grounded in the 
Australian context; however, some chapters are linked to international research 
demonstrating widespread relevance of the issue under discussion. Wherever 
possible, the implications of the theory and research are made relevant to early 
childhood, primary and secondary contexts; as a result, the book resonates with a 
variety of audiences.
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xiv Preface

For ease of use, while each chapter can stand alone as a discrete research paper, 
they all follow a similar format, enabling the reader to focus on a particular area and/
or move within and between chapters for comparison and contrast. Consequently, 
the book may be used according to the reader’s requirements and does not necessar-
ily need to be read from front to back. Readers who are seeking greater theoretical 
understandings, however, should read Chapter 1 first, as it provides a useful expla-
nation of key theoretical concepts in the sociology of education.

Understanding Sociological Theory for Educational Practices addresses important 
issues while aiming to enable readers to become more comfortable with using 
theory to frame, enhance and extend their comprehension of key social and cul-
tural phenomena impacting on classrooms and teacher practices. We hope you 
enjoy the book.

Tania Ferfolja
Criss Jones Díaz

Jacqueline Ullman
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