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Abstract
The year 2016 marked the 50th anniversary of the publication of what is known 

as the Coleman Report. Under the title “Equality of Educational Opportunity”, 
this report had major repercussions on American society, research and education 
policies, and its impact spread to other countries. In 2016, there were many 
publications that observed the anniversary of this report by taking stock of 
its results to date. With the aim of providing an overview of all the aspects 
examined, the present article presents a meta-synthesis of 45 articles about the 
Coleman Report that were published in 2016. The conclusions show that it is 
overly simplistic to claim that the family is the only important factor. A more 
complex model of analysis is required, with methods based on evaluations that 
are locally-focused and centred on a speci c reality. This reality is ever-changing 
and calls for dynamic interventions, with close collaboration between local 
research, results and policy design. Improving the living conditions (economic, 
working, education and time-management) of families and neighbourhoods 
affects school results. Preventing school segregation and discrimination based 
on race or ethnicity, social class or gender are still issues that need addressing 50 
years after the Coleman Report. The synthesis of the 45 articles and a re ection 
on the possible strategies to adopt, offers a general and more comprehensive 
overview of the state of play.

(1)  The translation of the article into English was nanced by the sociology department of the 
University of Granada.
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Resumen 
En el año 2016 se cumplió el 50 aniversario de la publicación del llamado 

Informe Coleman. Bajo el título “Inequality of Educational Opportunity” el 
citado informe tuvo una gran repercusión en la sociedad estadounidense, en 
la investigación y en las políticas educativas. Su impacto se extendió a otros 
países. En el año 2016 fueron numerosas las publicaciones que, conmemorando 
el citado aniversario, hicieron balance de sus resultados a día de hoy. Con el 
objetivo de obtener una visión general de todos los aspectos contemplados, 
el presente artículo presenta una metasíntesis de 45 artículos publicados en 
el año 2016 sobre el Informe Coleman. Se obtienen seis grandes categorías: 
un nuevo marco de análisis de los resultados; cambios en la metodología; el 
contexto social y la política; las condiciones socioeconómicas del barrio y de 
la comunidad; desigualdades de etnia, clase social y g nero y, nalmente, el 
análisis de los actores implicados: familia, profesorado y alumnado. La síntesis 
de los 45 artículos ofrece una visión general y más completa del estado de la 
cuestión. 

Palabras clave: desigualdad educativa, Informe Coleman, familia, clase social, 
contexto social

50 years of the Coleman Report. An opportunity to analyse the 
state of play

Inequality in education has been and continues to be a crucial issue in 
sociology. Achieving a more egalitarian system means ensuring that the 
entire population has better life chances. This in turn translates into a 
more permeable system of strati cation with greater social mobility, which 
is less ascriptive and based on achievement. The origin of the issue of 
educational inequality is rooted in the 1966 Coleman Report, according to 
which the family background played a decisive role in academic results. 
The ndings of this report led to two disheartening conclusions from an 
inequality perspective: either compensatory education programmes were 
not working properly or there was little else schools could do about the 
existing social order. They thus became mere perpetuators of this order.
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In the eld of reproduction theory, many authors held up the school 
as an ideological apparatus of the State (Althusser, 2003 [1969]), studied 
school discipline exercised through bodily control (Foucault, 1976) or 
examined the alignment of the hidden curriculum with the demands of 
companies (Bowles and Gintis, 1985, [1976]). The system was unequal 
because the school rewarded linguistic codes associated with the middle 
class as a guarantee of academic success (Berstein, 1994 [1971]). In 
addition, the families transmitted cultural, economic and social capital 
closely aligned to the values   of the educational institution (Bourdieu 
and Passeron, 2009, [1964]). Inequality also stemmed from the fact that, 
depending on the school and the social background of its students, 
teachers expected different standards of education and learning that 
stereotyped students (Anyon, 1981). Classi cation was a typical practice 
and classes were divided according to students’ academic performance 
(tracking). The educational institution established a double network of 
schools aimed at either manual jobs or management jobs (Baudelot and 
Establet, 1976 [1971]); the composition of these two groups was strongly 
linked to social class. What is more, teaching and learning were evaluated 
through credentials and quali cations. The economic and symbolic value 
placed on these quali cations sparked a form of ongoing competition 
wherein as they spread throughout the population, they became 
devalued and new quali cations were thus sought as a mechanism of 
social distinction and competitive advantage (Collins, 1989). This, along 
with social class, gender and ethnicity, formed a framework of inequality 
in access to a school of opportunities.

In response, defending social change and addressing plausibility, 
resistance theories rejected the impossibility of transformation on the part 
of educational agents, and proposed solutions to constrictive structures 
through dialogic discourse (Habermas, (1987), [1981]). The answer was 
to be found in devising a democratic, open and participative school that 
included the family and the community in the educational process, in order 
to smooth out social inequalities (Apple and Beane, 1997); giving teachers 
an active role as transformative agents (Giroux, 1990); or questioning 
the need for students to uncritically learn what the school transmits and 
allowing them to question the discipline demanded (Willis, (1988) [1977]). 
Moving away from quantitative macro research, resistance theories called 
for analysis of the so-called black box, through qualitative, ethnographic 
studies that could detect the subtleties of each intervention.
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Methodology

In order to gain a more precise overview of the current debate on 
educational inequality, the meta-synthesis method is used. This method 
enables a clari cation of concepts, patterns and results, thus supporting 
the re nement of existing bodies of knowledge and the emergence of new 
models and theories (Finfgeld, 2003). The objective is closely related to 
the description of theory, since the goal is to synthesize the contributions 
to the debate on educational inequality, with a more extensive analysis of 
the phenomenon. The initial questions that drive the research are: Does 
the article offer a view of the educational institution as a reproducer or a 
transformer of the social order? What are its proposals for change? What 
dimensions are taken into account in terms of strati cation? What are the 
methodological proposals around this issue? In short, what remains the 
same and what has changed with respect to educational inequality? All 
the articles were published in 2016 and were selected preferably from 
journals on the sociology of education, although in a second stage articles 
were selected from sociology journals. Two searches were conducted 
on “Coleman Report” and “Education Inequality”. The analysis on the 
Coleman Report has focused on 45 articles from 5 special issues about 
the 50th anniversary. Two journals are Spanish and three are American:

1.  RSF published volume 2, number 5, September 2016, “The Coleman 
Report and Educational Inequality Fifty Years Later.” Edited by Karl 
Alexander and Stephen L. Morgan, Johns Hopkins University. A 
total of 13 articles. 

2.  The journal Sociology of Education (ASA) features the article by 
Downey and Condron, published in July 2016, “Fifty Years since the 
Coleman Report: Rethinking the Relationship between Schools and 
Inequality.” On the basis of this article, 6 authors (Carter, Gamoran, 
Jencks, Schneider, Torche and Meyer) contribute to a debate on the 
topic, with a nal synthesis. 

3.  The journal of the Spanish Sociology of Education Association 
(RASE by its initials in Spanish) dedicates volume 9, number 1 
(2016) to this topic. 10 articles. 

4.  The International Journal of Sociology of Education (known by its 
Spanish acronym RISE). Year: 2016, Vol.: 5, Number: 2. “El Informe 
Coleman a Debate en su 50 Aniversario” (Debating the Coleman 
Report on its 50th Anniversary). 4 articles. 
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5.  The journal Education Next, Spring 2016, vol.16, number 2. 9 
articles.  

As a result of the meta-synthesis, the following categories emerge: a 
new framework for analysis; methodological issues; the social context 
and politics; socioeconomic conditions of the neighbourhood and the 
community; social strati cation by social class, ethnicity and gender; and 
the role of different actors in educational inequality—family, teachers 
and students. These are presented in the results section.

Results

A new framework for analysis in the study of educational inequality.

The Coleman Report (1966) spawned the development of a number 
of new theories in the sociology of education. Most authors agree that 
this paper has generally not been read in its entirety (737 pages), and 
has been summarized in a biased and simplistic way. Two well-known 
conclusions were drawn from the report: rst, that families bear the most 
responsibility for academic success (another way of interpreting this is 
that schools can do little about inequality); and second, that race and 
ethnicity have strong explanatory power for academic results.

The most relevant nding of the analysis carried out is that, despite 
the marked predominance of analyses focusing on reproduction and 
despite the impression that with respect to some issues the panorama has 
changed little in the last fty years, a number of current authors adopt 
a more complex explanatory model, moving away from an excessively 
simplistic or deterministic view of educational inequality.

The role played by numerous actors and factors in academic results is 
thus acknowledged. Particularly notable in this regard is the proposal of 
Downey and Condron (2016a), called the Refraction Model, in an analogy 
to light. The term refraction implies that students, like light, undergo a 
change when switching environments and entering school. Thus, just as 
the direction and velocity of light changes when it passes into a slower/
faster medium, the trajectory of inequality changes when students enter 
a new medium (school). As such, they argue that the impact of school is 
the result of a multitude of prior factors, giving rise to mixed outcomes.
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They argue that schools can reproduce inequality, compensate for it 
or exacerbate it. When talking about exacerbating inequality, they refer 
to school practices that favour children of high socioeconomic status, 
such as the unequal distribution of good teachers, racial segregation 
or differentiated curriculums. It could be said that there has been little 
focus on exacerbating inequality since the work of Ivan Illich (1978, 
[1971]), although it is usually the argument underpinning proposals that 
diverge from traditional schooling, such as alternative schools or home-
schooling It is also the argument that tends to be used when analysing 
the results of the PISA Report and criticizing the fact that some countries 
do not achieve excellence with students who obtain better academic 
results. In any case, this concept underlies all the discourse on the social 
reproduction of the educational institution.

Downey and Condron (2016a) make an assertion that would remove 
part of the burden shouldered by schools as a result of the reproduction 
model: the school does not exacerbate the starting conditions; on the 
contrary, school is more “part of the solution” than “part of the problem”. 
This claim is supported by the increase in inequality over the summer 
period.

Along the same lines, the family/school debate should be settled by 
replacing an “or” with an “and”: it is not family or school but rather family 
and school (Alexander, 2016). It is interesting to note that while “or” 
brings together two questions that can either be alternatives or mutually 
exclusive, “and” serves to unite the two in a single unit.

Finally, although the importance of local analysis is stressed, in 
other research published in 2016, the analysis of inequality takes a 
global perspective (San Román, Vecina and Doncel, 2016). It would be 
impossible these days to understand this phenomenon if we were to 
overlook migratory processes or the position of economic elites in various 
parts of the world. Migration is treated as a problem in the classroom, 
while around the world, the children of elites are schooled in prestigious 
institutions.

Similarly, the educational system should be analysed from a broader 
perspective. An example of this is the analysis carried out by Bogino 
(2016) on the issue of the social downgrading of graduates, which is 
linked to the mismatch between the expansion of the educational 
structure and the social structure, and the devaluation of higher degrees.
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Another difference that appears in terms of approach is the diminished 
pro le of the school. It is no longer the only institution responsible for 
educating students. In today’s world, extracurricular activities that affect 
academic results play a decisive role. We address this further below.

Changes in methodology

Most of the articles applaud the work carried out by Coleman and his 
collaborators, albeit within the context of 1966, with limited development 
of computer equipment to speed up the analysis of the vast amount of 
data obtained. Praise is given to the quantitative analysis and the focus 
on the results, while attempting to disentangle the causality.

Some authors argue that, despite this positive assessment, there is 
a methodological error in the regression analysis and in the attempt to 
look for causality (family explains most of the variance) where in fact 
there is only correlation (Hoxby, 2016; Carabaña, 2016).

On the other hand, in line with resistance theories, some articles 
renounce quantitative research that, through a macro approach, 
attempts to deal with a large number of factors. Instead, they propose 
“research on families, schools and neighbourhoods that employ credible 
methods “(Hoxby, 2016; Flecha and Buslon, 2016). It raises the debate 
about qualitative vs quantitative, micro vs macro, addressed from an 
ethnographic perspective and through the famous opening of the black 
box. In short, there have been different approaches from a sociological 
perspective. If there is a common thread running through it all, it is 
the improvement of the methodology, software and databases over the 
course of half a century of research (Lucas, 2016).

Carabaña (2015) criticizes the indicator, that is, the intensive use of 
aptitude tests rather than learning as a way of measuring educational 
success. Ultimately, it is not the nal grades that should be de nitively 
classi ed as educational success but rather the knowledge acquired, 
although the latter is more dif cult if not impossible  to measure.

Lastly, it is worth pointing out another methodological bias: the 
researcher’s approach and personal prejudices. Amador (2016) criticizes 
the research on gypsies carried out by non-gypsies. This contention calls 
to mind the Marxist debate in which the analysis of the needs of the 
proletariat by intellectuals was criticized, as well as third-wave feminism, 
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which advocates the inclusion of other silenced voices. Furthermore, 
research on the impact of ethnicity, argues Amador, tends to emphasize 
only cases of poverty, generating stereotypes that contribute to 
reproduction rather than transformation. In sum, this represents a call 
for research focusing on those who evade the importance of structures 
and study the totality of social realities.

The social context and politics

To what extent is the school capable of transforming social reality? 
Teachers, as transformers (Giroux, 1990), are sometimes cautious or 
perhaps realistic with respect to the environment surrounding the student. 
Some have spoken out on the negative effect of placing high educational 
expectations on students whose families have serious economic problems. 
Even the great hopes they have for their teaching work are diminished by 
the possibility of being thwarted by conditions such as opportunity costs 
(Boudon, 1983), which can put the brakes on a student’s academic career 
and lie beyond the realm of teacher intervention.

Part of the related research (Carter, 2016; Marqués, 2016) emphasizes 
the existing social, economic and working conditions that, although 
apparently external to the school, are nonetheless present in its day-to-day 
experience. These authors advocate a need for change in social conditions 
in order to be able to transform the school reality. This argument, in line 
with Boudon (1983), holds that education cannot eradicate inequality, 
since there are environmental resources (ecological perspective) that are 
not addressed if the needs of the community are not met (Carter, 2016b). 
Marqués (2016) points out that cutting unemployment and controlling 
job instability and impermanence would have a greater impact than 
investing resources in the school.  

It is within this framework that social and educational policies are 
highlighted as necessary measures. In line with Althusser (2003), Arriazu 
and Solari (2016), criticize the Europe 2020 Strategy for prioritizing 
the demands of the economic and labour market, claiming that the 
importance of education is being sidelined. As such, these are critiques 
of neoliberal policies.

One last, interesting criticism refers to the pressing need to reduce 
the gap between research and policy (López Turley, 2016). Just as with 
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business and university, research and politics are two separate worlds 
that should attempt to establish a mutual understanding. In practice, 
research into educational matters does not always reach or is not always 
made use of in the political sphere. In other words, the development of 
policies is not consistently based on diagnostic evaluation.

Hanushek (2016) argues that one of the most relevant contributions 
of the aforementioned report is the connection between educational 
research and educational policy. However, he also alludes to how it is 
dif cult to work in this context and how research results can sometimes 
be used to serve particular interests.

The solution may lie, as Kane (2016) points out, in prioritizing 
evidence-based locally-focused research, encouraging collaborations 
between researchers and schools to develop tests and measurement and 
evaluation instruments. And, I would suggest, by trying to incorporate a 
quality approach that is oriented not towards “accountability” but rather 
genuinely closing the existing gap.

Although the article does not directly address it, there was a level 
of distrust surrounding the political use of the Coleman Report and the 
associated adverse effects, just as there is nowadays with the PISA Report 
(Carabaña, 2015). To a signi cant extent, this is re ected in headline 
conclusions being drawn that encourage a focus on the means rather 
than the ends: student learning. In any case, readers who wish to learn 
more about the effects of the Coleman Report on policy and on Coleman 
himself are advised to read the articles by Fernández Enguita (2016) and 
Kilgore (2016).

The socioeconomic conditions of the neighbourhood and the community

The Coleman Report has gone down in history for drawing attention 
to the enormous impact that the family and the “immediate social 
context” played in academic results. As Simmel pointed out, the physical 
space is a social space ([1976], [1903]). From that moment on, family, 
neighbourhood and school were seen as overlapping with race, gender 
and family background (Alexander, 2016).

Research into the impact on education of living in marginalized areas 
and the family pro le, with low levels of involvement in the school, has 
been extensively discussed (Río, 2016). Worthy of special attention is the 
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focus proposed by Alexander and Morgan (2016) on the changes that 
occurred in Baltimore. Despite the large number of studies, research into 
the impact of the neighbourhood or rural areas on education has been quite 
static and, at times, shaped by stereotypes. Towns and neighbourhoods 
undergo social change, gentri cation, improvement, etc. There should 
be an emphasis on collaborative research with analysis of urban or rural 
sociology to identify where new needs emerge. In Baltimore, for example, 
it has been observed how the process of job losses and, with it, the 
exodus of middle class families, lead to an increase in crime rates. Many 
policies are focused on speci c neighbourhoods or those traditionally 
affected by marginalization. While they require intervention, it is also 
necessary to detect new areas in need of preferential action. Analyses of 
unemployment rates and living conditions are key in this regard.

Along these lines, Egalité (2016) proposes a holistic approach to the 
neighbourhood (promise neighbourhoods), involving schools for parents 
as well as a complete transformation of the community, although she 
acknowledges that these programmes are very costly. An example of 
such a programme is the Comprehensive Plan for Polígono Sur, in Seville.

Flecha and Buslon (2016) argue that interactions and community 
participation are key to successful education initiatives, especially with 
respect to students that have low socioeconomic status and belong to 
cultural minorities. In this case, the proposal would be for a more open, 
democratic, participatory and inclusive school.

The impact of social class, ethnicity and gender on inequality

The literature does not only refer to an inequality of academic results 
attributed to social classes that are better positioned in terms of 
economic or cultural capital (Bourdieu, 2000). Middle class families are 
very concerned with achievement (Olmedo and Santa Cruz, 2008), which 
prompts them to adopt strategies to ensure their children receive a good 
education (Collins, 1989; Egalité, 2016). In addition, different perceptions 
surround public education (the ideal of fairness) and private education 
(excellence and mobility) (Rogero-García and Andrés-Candelas, 2016).

The battle to enrol in certain schools, together with prejudices on 
the part of the teachers (Ortíz, 2008) generate movements among 
better-positioned social groups as they avoid schools with a greater 
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concentration of ethnic minorities. As a result, the institution responsible 
for transmitting social equality values becomes racially and ethnically 
segregated (Downey and Condron, 2016b, El Habib, D. et Al, 2016).

Alvarez-Sotomayor and Martínez-Cosinou (2016) point out that the 
content of chapters 4 to 8 of the Coleman Report has not been given 
suf cient attention. It deals with highly relevant issues such as the impact 
on equality of the ethnicity of the teaching staff as well as the racial 
distribution of the students in the colleges.

But why do ethnic minorities achieve worse academic results? To 
answer this question, the Reardon study (2016) includes 100 million test 
scores of third and eighth grade students from public schools in 2009 
and 2012, from 300 metropolitan areas in the US. Of the four factors 
included in the analysis, the results show that the exposure to poverty 
dimension best explains educational achievement, meaning that those 
who have a higher percentage of classmates in poverty obtain worse 
academic results. Other factors may in uence this situation (for example, 
the school climate) but according to the results, it is not exclusively racial 
segregation but also economic segregation that determines the poorer 
academic results of ethnic minorities.

Some traditional proposals for solving this issue included busing in 
students to combat racial segregation. The Coleman Report stated that 
attending a white school improved outcomes among African-American 
students. However, Hoxby (2016) questions this, emphasizing the social 
networks among students and their families.

In Spain, research on ethnicity and educational inequalities has had 
a particular focus on interculturality in the classroom (Márquez and 
García, 2014). Data should continue to be provided on racial and ethnic 
segregation in schools, which is a reality today in our country. The articles 
from the United States in 2016 deem it shameful that the variation in the 
academic results of ethnic minorities has remained practically unchanged 
over the last fty years.

In some cases, racial, class or gender segregation is defended as 
stemming from academic results. As a counterargument, education is not 
only about academic results but also about educating citizens on equality, 
rights and duties; this constitutes a real-world education if students learn 
about ways of coexisting and overcome the barriers of being considered 
different. 
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Regarding gender, classical research has focused on the study of the 
processes of gender socialization in schools, segregation, stereotypes in 
the classroom, school climate, academic results in different areas, the 
higher proportion of women or men in different branches of studies or 
levels of education, and different expectations about future professions. 
In recent years, there has been more study of masculinity (Lomas, 2007), 
focusing on the construction of gender identity in boys and the link to 
violence or higher drop-out rates. As pointed out by Subirats (2016), 
concern focuses on violence, disorientation and widespread drop-out 
among boys, as well as the dif culties girls cope with in facing adult life, 
with excessive responsibilities.

On the anniversary of the Coleman Report, there are few notable 
studies on gender. Those that do analyse gender have focused on 
differences in reading performance. For Martínez and Córdoba (2016), 
the differences in the results are due to the unequal social composition 
of schools and are in uenced by the economic activity of the mother 
and her educational level. Consequently, compensatory measures are 
proposed for families with a low level of education. In the same vein, 
Julià (2016) has studied the school context and gender inequality in 
reading comprehension performance. Women still perform better than 
men. Some theories to explain the difference are based on non-cognitive 
skills such as attention, persistence and eagerness to learn, the in uence 
of school climate and the perception of masculinity in peer group culture. 
The negative effects of disruptive behaviour are worse for boys.

According to Juliá, it seems that girls have understood the school 
success associated with education. However, Subirats (2016) questions 
whether equality between the sexes has been achieved and interprets the 
better academic results of girls as stemming from their continuing status 
as the second sex, such that they nd a stimulus in academic life. In any 
case, what is needed are schools where the expectations are high for 
everyone  girls and boys (Dipetre and Buchmann, 2013).

The differences, once again, are more pronounced in groups that are 
more socially disadvantaged. As shown in a longitudinal study (Serbin, 
Stack and Kingdom, 2013), a decline in performance occurs in low-
income children when they transition to secondary school. And those 
that have good reading skills and maternal participation are more likely 
to continue.
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The actors: families, teachers and students

Families

The Coleman Report has gone down in history for a conclusion considered 
simplistic: the family is primarily responsible for academic success. There 
are three relevant issues in the analyses presented in the articles: social 
class and strategies adopted by families; their participation in schools; 
and a new approach, which sets out an appropriate framework for 
educational achievement. 

Regarding social class, research has highlighted, and continues to 
point to, the correlation between academic results and the parents’ level 
of studies, occupation and number of books at home. Meyer (2016) 
summarizes it in the following way: good school results were achieved 
when the parents of the students were professionals and managers, not 
when they were working class, regardless of how well-resourced the 
schools were.

Within the same theoretical framework credentialism  it has been 
observed that families today employ economic, social and cultural capital 
to select the best opportunities for study and other extracurricular 
activities, with a global social perspective. An example of this is the 
horizontal inequality that occurs with international competence. Families 
in the best economic positions send their children to study abroad and 
acquire an international pro ciency that is much-needed in today’s world 
(Netz and Finger, 2016).

Another change meriting special mention is that school becomes less 
central, with extracurricular activities playing a more critical role than 
before in providing a competitive advantage. And there are differences 
relating to social class in the choice of these activities (Park et al., 2016): 
tutorials, online courses, private lessons. The percentage of students 
taking private classes is increasing. In Spain, it has risen from 32.3% to 
41.6%, with classes that are paid for by the family accounting for 34%. 
In other cases, these are free compensatory programmes, which report 
good results.

Regarding family participation in schools, it is considered indispensable 
(Garreta, 2015) although it is uncommon in Spain, tends to be on an 
individual basis (Issó, 2012) and differs widely between schools (Olmedo 
and Santa Cruz, 2008; Río, 2010). This involvement is being addressed 
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as a critical issue, with successful actions that entail the participation of 
families in schools, especially those located in marginalized areas (Flecha 
and Buslon, 2016).

To date, the involvement of families in schools has been assigned a 
fundamental role. Harris and Robinson (2016) offer a new approach: 
stage-setting, creating a framework or stage for educational achievement. 
In theatre, the stage managers are responsible for creating a context that 
enables the success of the performance. Many parents construct a social 
environment around children that allows them to create conditions in 
which academic success is possible. The degree to which the message 
about the importance of education is successfully transmitted depends 
on the living space that is created for children at home and in the 
neighbourhood. Compared to traditional theories about the need for 
family involvement in school activities, inside and outside the home, 
the stage-setting perspective refers to situations in which educational 
achievement is guaranteed despite the fact that parents are busy working. 
They may not have time, but they have managed to convey an abstract 
idea of the importance of education, giving their children the feeling 
that they support their efforts in school and after-school activities, or 
providing motivation at the beginning of formal education. Ultimately, 
there are two fundamental issues here: the message and the space. The 
message implies the transmission of the feeling of support for children 
in their studies and in their educational process as well as creating 
expectations about studies, motivation and con dence. This message, 
accompanied by a comfortable space in which children can develop their 
motivations is, according to these authors, key to academic success.

In principle, it should not be essential to have a wealth of economic 
and cultural resources in order to successfully address these two issues. 
Nevertheless, better-off families can transmit more security because they 
are assumed to face fewer threats in their lives and this can allow them to 
disconnect from problems in the home. Poverty can be a disruptive factor 
in children’s daily lives (Duncan and Rodgers, 1988).

Regarding race and ethnicity, the research does not show signi cant 
differences in family involvement in the home, but greater differences 
are revealed with respect to school participation. Authors mention the 
departure of better trained teachers when the proportion of ethnic 
minorities in the school grows. Another issue is the predominance of 
ethnic minorities in areas with high poverty rates (Reardon, 2016). Lewis 
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and Diamond (2015) even argue that in situations of tracking, ethnic 
minorities are less likely to manage to get their children placed in the 
higher-level classes.

Teachers and inequality

Following Goldhaber (2016), according to the Coleman Report, the 
quality of teachers was strongly related to educational achievement. 
By replicating Coleman’s study but with more sophisticated variables, 
the author shows that the teaching staff is the variable that has the 
greatest explanatory power for academic results within the school. This 
correlation becomes progressively greater at higher school levels and is 
more important for achievement in the case of minorities. The variables 
that best predicted school achievement were: teachers scoring highly in 
verbal skills; the higher educational level of teachers and their families; 
teaching experience; whether teachers read professional journals; and 
teachers’ perception of their students’ ability and effort.

The latest studies continue to show that teachers play a more important 
role for students who are educationally disadvantaged and live in less 
privileged areas. In such situations, the teacher is the sole reference 
point in terms of education and has to compensate for any de ciencies 
with respect to students’ motivation and schooling. More funding, small 
classes and better quali ed teachers are factors that particularly affect 
educationally disadvantaged students. The verbal ability of teachers 
remains a relevant variable. However, having a master’s degree does not 
explain as much as it did in the sixties, probably due to the fact that such 
quali cations are now more widespread among the population.

Downey and Condron (2016) adopt a similar viewpoint to Carabaña 
(2016); their understanding is that if we measure teacher quality in terms 
of quali cations, experience or training in their subject area, children in 
disadvantaged areas are exposed to worse teachers. However, they hold 
that such assessments should adhere to the degree of learning, with the 
notion of quality centred on the result of the teaching experience: the 
students’ learning. According to these authors, if the goal is to close the 
gap between schools, better learning spaces should be created in socio-
economically disadvantaged areas, as is done with “high- ying” schools.



Revista de Educación, 380. April-Jun 2018, pp. 176-198
Received: 04-06-2017    Accepted: 12-01-2018

191

Martín-Lagos López, M. D. EDUCATION AND INEQUALITY: A META-SYNTHESIS AFTER THE 50TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE COLEMAN REPORT

Research in the US refers to the dif culties in recruiting good (well-
trained) teachers in certain areas, especially in urban areas with a 
high concentration of poverty, immigration and poor academic results. 
Although speci c measures are usually proposed, teachers want to teach 
near their home town. Finding a school close to home, in their region or 
a similar one, is an important preference. Something similar has occurred 
in Andalusia with rural schools and in what were formerly known as 
“preferential educational action areas”. Rural areas become the rst 
destination for young teachers with few points, but the research suggests 
that they usually make up for their relative lack of training with generous 
doses of enthusiasm. The rural population complains about teachers in 
these areas constantly moving on, despite being awarded more points.

To work effectively in such conditions requires training more 
speci cally targeted at such contexts. This does not mean that students 
are labelled, as indicated by Jean Anyon (1981). However, it is true that 
such students require certain actions and a way of teaching that are not 
always ensured by better academic records. Motivation and dedication, 
as César Bona (2016) points out, are key.

Students

Lastly, two studies with a micro focus highlight the impact of inequality 
on individuals. Borman and Pyne (2016) point out that a school climate 
where stereotypes (racial, gender ...) abound makes students afraid of 
achievement and affects their results. In the same vein, Torrents (2016) 
nds that lower-class students with medium-high scores underestimate 

their abilities, while the opposite is true for higher-class students with 
low marks. Furthermore, he nds that the bias is greater for girls

Conclusions

50 years after the publication of the Coleman Report, it can be stated that 
the positive correlation between education and the family’s position is 
not suf ciently explanatory. The model is more complex and needs to be 
analysed with a methodology that appropriately evaluates the practices 
carried out in each school and how they are connected to the immediate 
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social context. In order to identify genuine needs, we must know how to 
properly analyse the social context, not as a static issue, subject to change, 
but rather in terms of neighbourhoods, families and social contexts 
that transform and require intervention. Evaluation should not simply 
be a question of accountability, but based on evidence to enable better 
solutions to the problems detected. A need arises for collaboration with 
research teams. Better communication, possibly through collaborative 
networks of schools, would allow the implementation of actions that 
have proven successful in other contexts. An effective alignment between 
policy and research is still being sought, where research results are used 
to help close the inequality gap.

The analysis of this dynamic reality and the presentation of the results by 
schools should mean improved collaboration with an appropriate response 
through political actions. Schools sometimes conform to programmes 
that are not necessarily compatible with their particular needs. In any 
case, this way of operating requires dedicating more resources and less 
time to some processes that organizations do not always consider useful 
or effective. The emphasis should be on longitudinal studies of speci c 
situations, leaving aside excessive comparisons between very diverse 
realities with completely different starting points, and the obsession with 
rankings.

Today, the need for close collaboration between families and schools 
is stressed. This requires training to improve communication and 
collaborative work between the two parties. The reality of 50 years ago 
has little to do with the present situation. Numerous global changes have 
given rise to a new educational landscape. The processes of mobility 
have spawned new forms of inequality, and academic success does not 
depend exclusively on the school sphere but also on other mechanisms 
and extracurricular activities that are selectively sought out to guarantee 
distinction. The educational system re ects a changing, unstable and 
polarized reality which it has to shape. Faced with this global society, we 
must continue working to improve international competence.

The school becomes less central while extracurricular activities play a 
more important role, due to the dif culties of balancing schedules. The 
existing offer of extracurricular activities should be reviewed. There has 
been a growth in private classes, and although part of this investment is 
driven by families’ concern for their children’s education in a competitive 
environment, it could be a useful indicator in analyses of school quality, 
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raising the question of why students need private lessons. This could 
in turn lead to a re ection on teaching methods, course content and 
required standards.

In the analysis of strati cation by class, ethnicity and gender, we still 
see segregation in cities that leads to segregation in schools between the 
majority population and racial and ethnic minorities. Can the best-trained 
teachers be found there? Are they trained to work in different social 
contexts?  Is it necessary to specialize in or train for speci c educational 
contexts?

The review carried out reveals other measures to reduce inequality, 
ranging from free universal pre-school education, extending fathers’ 
parental leave, improving learning spaces, revision courses and 
compensatory measures in areas with greater economic needs and more 
disadvantaged students, which involve resources or skill building in early 
years.

Finally, the articles reviewed do not cover a number of relevant 
scenarios, such as the role that management teams can play in the results, 
the school climate, the organization of the classroom space, as well as 
the methods used by teachers to motivate their students rather than their 
training.
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