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School is frequently associated with powerful memories and images of personal failure. The
authors argue: that for working-class parents choice can sometimes involve complex and
powerful accommodations to the idea of 'school' and is very different in kind from
middle-class choice making; that social class remains a potent differentiating category in
the analysis of home-school relations; and that choice is a new social device through which
social class differences are rendered into educational inequality. Extracts from interview
 a reluctance to invest too much in an area

where failure is still a common working-class experience [1]. When understandings
of working-class choice are expanded beyond simple comparisons of lists of criteria,
to include psycho-sociological processes and the conditions of experience, then
contradictions that they have to deal with, and the compromises inherent in their
decision-making in relation to schooling, become apparent. While we employ
working class in a fairly crude and all-embracing way here we do not wish to deny
either the complex and shifting nature of social class in 1990s Britain or the
many different factions which comprise the working classes. It is clear from our data
that a small number of working-class parents do engage with the educational market
in similar ways to middle-class choosers (Ball et ah, 1996). However, as we point
out later, in doing so they are involved in a very different process to middle-class
parents. Furthermore, the working-class category remains useful in so far that the
economic and social context within which educational choices take place is one of
increasing social inequalities and social polarisation (Hutton, 1995). In the new
consumer age, class analysis which addresses and exposes social inequality, rather than
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community services, etc.) see
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experience to be normative thus discursively construct working-class parents as ill
informed and less or inappropriately involved in their children's education. Concomi-
tantly, headteachers of urban, predominantly working-class comprehensives, as well as
headteachers of popular, high reputation schools, are increasingly talking of 'the need
to attract more middle-class parents'. There is a danger that the working-class parent
is being discursively constructed as a liability; 'not the sort of parent we want in our
school'. Certain types of secondary schooling, such as grammar and direct grant, have
always been predominantly middle-class. In the new educational era, growing numbers
of comprehensives, particularly those that are successful in the educational market-
place, are becoming increasingly inaccessible to working-class pupils. New forms of
selection may exaggerate this exclusivity further.

Wells and Crain assert, in their discussion of desegregation and black parents'
educational choice in America, that what is frequently overlooked in the American
choice debate is that black parents have to negotiate more difficult choices than their
white counterparts: 'Choices that are mired in the reality of discrimination and
domination' (Wells & Crain, 1992, p. 80). In a similar way, many working-class parents
have to deal with the conflicts inherent in viewing popular, academically oriented
schools as 'not for the likes of us' (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 110). Unsurprisingly, there is a
reluctance on the part of many working-class families to choose popular, high repu-
tation schools (Woods, 1993, p. 8). Far from being ill considered, this reluctance
represents a powerful common-sense logic in which to refuse to choose what is not
permitted offers a preferable option to choices which contain the risk of humiliation and
rejection.

An earlier article (drawing on the same data-base) argued that 'how far and in what
ways people are "captured" by the discourse (of consumption) is thus a matter for any
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went to Gorse and I don't know maybe he got into the wrong company or
whatever, and he started skipping school and things like that, he didn't turn
out to be very good and he didn't even do his GCSE ... so it's not necessarily
about whether the school is good or the result is very good because it depends
on the children [4].

and:

The second one is doing better than the oldest one, she's quite bright, the
second one ... but it's not the school, it's the child, it's not down to ... you
can't blame the school. (Mrs Stockwell)

These are examples of a paradoxical theme in a number of working-class accounts.
There is a perverse sense in which such ideas feed back into the social Darwinism of
Conservative welfare ideologies which seek to 'blame the victim'.

Working-class parents bring different concerns and perspectives on schooling to their
choice making which are, in part, a consequence of their lower social status. For
instance, it was only working-class parents who mentioned fairness as an important
quality in secondary schooling:

RB: So you've been quite pleased with Mountview?
Mrs P: Yes, I've found them very fair.

There was also a particular focus on the accessibility and friendliness of teachers. Mrs
Harvey, explaining the influences on her choice of secondary school, commented:

Then we went to have a look around the school and that's where it
started ... the positive attitude from the tutors, they made you feel welcome,
they were very friendly, they explained everything.

Concern with the accessibility and friendliness of teachers is understandable when it is
juxtaposed with stories like the one Mrs Robertson recounted:

There was something said to my son in the school... cos your mother is a
cleaner and my son came home and told me that and I didn't think it was a
nice thing. It was a teacher that said it to him... like is he not
ashamed ... because I'm a cleaner in the school, like the lowest of the low that
was the way they looked at it.
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and:

It was good really, they displayed lots of children's work ... it wasn't just the
good ones ... that you saw the names of the same person on things, it was a
whole cross-section of pupils that had put work in ... they displayed the lot,
and it was the same with all the subjects, history and geography ... it wasn't
just the good one. (Mr Casey)

Mrs Wood, talking about covert selection procedures, said:

Well, it is unfair, it depends whose side you're on. I mean if you have a child
and you really think she's bright and you don't want people to hold her back
then you can say it's good, but if you have an average or maybe low ability
then you'll say no ... they can select you in a way you really don't know there's
a selection going on. But I think there is selection because they ask you all
these questions ... and they are going to judge you by the answer you put. . . I
prefer to go for the older school which remains
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Mrs Lilly: Unless you're really bright, they seem to . . . they don't want to
bother... because like my son has a lot of difficulty at school, and he tries
really hard, and he's doing well... but they always want you to be at the top,
so I've just said to all of mine, as long as they try at school, that's it . . . if they
come away with nothing then it doesn't really bother me.

However, the avoidance of failure is often in tension with difficult desires for children
'not to become like me'. Mr Botham said:

I've always had to work with my hands ... and I don't want him to have to do
that, I don't want him to have to struggle ... that's why I instil 'it's no good
being second, you've got to come top in your exams'.

Many working-class parents convey a sense of being caught up between two conflicting
impulses and struggling to reconcile the two.
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CONCLUSION

There is much more to be done with the sort of analysis begun here. One way of
approaching the issue of the working-class's relationship to education is to turn it
metaphorically on its head. Instead of accepting middle-class norms which implicitly
problematise the working classes there is a need to problematise conceptions of
meritocracy and social mobility, to deconstruct notions of educational failure and
success and, concomitantly, middle-class practices (Reay, 1997). Chisholm (1995) has
referred to some interesting German research on the damage social mobility does to
working-class girls (Borkowski et al, 1992) which confounds the taken-for-granted,
implicit assumptions that it is an ideal all the working classes should be striving for (see
also Jackson & Marsden, 1962). Furthermore, the consumerism celebrated in key
government texts (DFE, 1992) fits uneasily with the necessities of working-class
cultures, where many members lack the resources to compete in the marketplace.
Finally, not only do the working classes have a tacit understanding of middle-class
preferences which implicitly informs and constrains their own choices, but their own
established rationale for choosing secondary schools, traditionallyd Marsden
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