
 
 
 

Trakia Journal of Sciences, Vol. 18, Suppl. 1, 2020                                                     285 

 

 

Trakia Journal of Sciences, Vol. 18, Suppl. 1, pp 285-291 2020 

Copyright © 2020 Trakia University 

Available online at: 

http://www.uni-sz.bg 

       

                                                                ISSN 1313-3551 (online)       doi:10.15547/tjs.2020.s.01.048 
 

                              

THE INFLUENCE OF SCHOOL ON THE REPRODUCTION  

OF EDUCATIONAL INEQUALITIES 
 

E. Lavrentsova* 
 

Faculty of Pedagogy, Trakia University, Stara Zagora, Bulgaria 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

The paper addresses the problem of educational inequality and the new ways in which it is reproduced 

within the modern school education system. The sustainable character of educational inequality in 

Bulgaria is analyzed in the light of its institutional nature, which, despite the European membership of the 

country, shows a clear tendency towards intensification and reflects the growing social differences 

between the advantaged and vulnerable groups in Bulgarian society. 

The intention of the author is aimed at comprehending some current limitations and opportunities for the 

action of teachers and school institutions, which are conditioned by the peculiarities of the contemporary 

economic, socio-cultural, and educational situation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Education is the key social institution that 

regulates the transmission of knowledge, 

cultural values and "identities" in society and 

determines the life trajectories of individuals. 

It is one of the central mechanisms for 

preserving social memory and social 

inheritance. In modern sociological research, 

however, education is seen not as a "social", 

and in this kind of thought expensive area of 

unproductive labor, but as a form of the most 

effective investment in "human capital" and 

therefore a sphere of highly competitive 

relations (1).  
 

The level of education and the acquired 

qualification determine the degree of 

productivity of both the individual and the total 

human resources involved in the field of labor 

relations, and hence predetermine the 

subsequent opportunities for realization on the 

labor market from an individual perspective 

and effective economic development from the 

point of view of the functioning of the whole  
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society. Education influences economic 

processes in three directions: improves the 

general level of knowledge and skills among 

the population (human capital); provides the 

necessary capacity to develop technologies and 

implement innovations; provides transfer of 

new knowledge and ideas. It is the human and 

physical capital that the economy of each 

society has that constitutes its capacity for 

growth and competitiveness in the long run (2). 

Viewed in a broader perspective of the future 

development of labor activity, education is 

beginning to attract even more attention of 

various social actors. The rapid technological 

changes, the impending transition to a new 

phase in the development of the capitalist 

system - "cognitive capitalism" - lead to 

significant transformations in the appearance 

and nature of labor activities, the essence of 

labor in general. The establishment of a new 

era is publicly articulated - the "Fourth 

Industrial Revolution", the "Digital Age", or 

the "Second Age of Machines". This type of 

social organization obviously presupposes the 

realization of educational perspectives by 

expanding the processes of socialization of 

knowledge. The promotion of education in this 

context is seen as the main tool for increasing 

common well-being and eradicating poverty. 
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It is through inclusion in education and real 

learning that children from disadvantaged 

groups of the population with low socio-

economic status are given the opportunity to 

experience upward social mobility. Raising 

education in the conditions of the modern 

high-tech society is essentially the only 

legitimate way which allows the achievement 

of a higher status in the system of division of 

labor and distribution of power. 
 

But education in its specific institutional nature 

is not only the main channel for social 

mobility, which works as a socio-structural lift, 

it also serves as a form of reproduction of 

certain normative models and value patterns 

along with cultural, economic and political 

elite that supports them. Being deeply relevant 

to the general stratification system of society, 

education thus generates different 

configurations of inequality by regulating 

access to intellectual resources. The question 

here is how this stratification function inherent 

in education can meet new economic and 

public expectations related to the need for 

broader socialization of knowledge and the 

growing movement for equal opportunities for 

vertical mobility. In other words, how in the 

most consistent way can the deep-rooted 

aspiration for equality, for the egalitarian 

format of education within the new socio-

cultural situation be combined with the 

constant orientation of the educational system 

to the differentiation of the professional careers 

and social status? 
 

Schools and teachers in the context of 

standardization and autonomy 

In the last few decades, sociological science 

has managed to accumulate a significant 

number of conceptual models revealing the 

mechanisms and factors for the reproduction of 

inequality through education. In general, they 

can be grouped into two main areas, reflected 

respectively in the socialization model and the 

allocation model. According to the first 

approach (3, 4), vertical mobility in the field of 

education establishes an indirect influence of 

the socio-economic status on the intellectual 

development of the child. The value 

orientations and attitudes, formed mainly under 

the influence of the family environment, play a 

decisive role here. The social stratum is 

reproduced in the education system not so 

much through success but through a specific 

focus on achievement and a certain career 

trajectory. This approach refers to the 

prevailing perceptions, mainly in the 60s and 

70s that education reinforces previously 

formed, already existing socioeconomic 

inequalities. In other words, not the 

peculiarities of the organization of the learning 

process, including its accessibility, but the 

students themselves through their behavior and 

activity reproduce and confirm their status 

characteristics and, accordingly, inequalities. 

(5, 6). 
 

The second approach (7, 8) emphasizes that the 

individual is largely determined by social 

institutions: his/her achievements depend on 

the nature of the admission and a number of 

other conditions and regulations that these 

institutions establish. Achieving a certain level 

of education or status here is seen as subject to 

definite structural constraints and selective 

criteria used within the educational system. In 

recent years, this approach has become more 

widespread and popular, but it certainly does 

not exclude, but rather complements the first. 

Hence, in the field of scientific and public 

discourse, the question of the influence of 

various factors on the reproduction of 

educational inequalities is invariably raised, 

with increasing attention being paid to 

clarifying the role of the school, which covers 

both its institutional and structural dimension, 

and the subject-activity side in the face of the 

main educational actors – teachers and school 

principals. At the same time, this role, being 

contextually dependent, undergoes changes, 

adapting to the new economic and socio-

political realities. 
 

Thus, in the earlier stage of sociological 

research in the field of education (the 60s), the 

attention of scientists is focused on such 

aspects of the reproduction of inequality in the 

walls of the school and the classroom, which 

reflect the relationship between socio-class and 

ethnic origin of the representatives of the 

teaching staff and the methods, forms and 

technology of teaching used by them, the 

available educational practices, as well as the 

nature of the relationship: teacher - student. In 

addition, the specificity in the construction of 

the curriculum and assessment procedures, 

closely correlated with the cultural norms and 

value preferences of the middle class, is 

considered and emphasized. 
 

Under the influence of these ideas many new 

training programs are developed and 

implemented, a serious "deconstruction" of the 
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curriculum is undertaken, aimed at overcoming 

the gap between the teacher's expectations – 

the principles, postulates, norms and 

techniques used by him/her in the educational 

work, which are based on the foundation of the 

dominant culture, and the specific canons of 

mentality, ways of perception and learning, 

inherent in children from the minority ethno 

cultural communities and reflecting the 

respective subcultural worlds. 
 

Later, the focus of research interest began to 

concentrate on the study and analysis of 

internal factors related to the organizational 

structure and functioning of school institutions. 

A great number of research works on ‘effective 

schools’ has revealed, for instance, that some 

schools are more successful than others in 

assisting children to learn and that this 

‘effectiveness’ is closely connected to certain 

organizational factors, including “clear school 

goals,” “rigorous academic standards,” “order 

and discipline,” “homework,” “clear leadership 

by the school principal,” “teacher participation 

in decision-making,” “parental support and 

cooperation” and “high expectations for 

students”, the existence of teachers’ 

collaborative cultures (9).  
 

In additional, some research has also shown 

that effective schools support a collective 

ideology focused on learning and based on the 

belief that all children can and should have an 

opportunity to learn. In the frame of this 

intention, the positive role of students 

themselves is usually stressed upon: it can be 

implemented when students have high 

academic expectations and regard their 

classmates through a prism of academic 

criteria. These results have been applied to 

design the different kind of programmes and 

tools to help ineffective and less competitive 

schools with a high number of lower-class, 

migrant or ethnic minority students, improve 

their academic achievements and school 

performance.  
 

The increased focus on learning as an 

opportunity to raise the effectiveness of 

education is associated with many 

recommendations for the development of 

education and educational policies worldwide. 

It is especially emphasized that schooling 

without learning is a wasted opportunity. More 

than that, it is a great injustice:  the children 

whom society is failing most are the ones who 

most need a good education to succeed in life. 

There is a possibility to improve the learning 

process and its effectiveness by advancing on 

three fronts: 

• Assess learning – to make it a serious goal. 

This means using well-designed student 

assessments to gauge the health of education 

systems learning measures to spotlight hidden 

exclusions, make choices, and evaluate 

progress.  

• Act on evidence – to make schools work for 

all learners. Evidence on how people learn has 

exploded in recent decades, along with an 

increase in educational innovation. Countries 

can make much better use of this evidence to 

set priorities for their own practice and 

innovations.  

• Align actors – to make the whole system 

work for learning. Countries must recognize 

that all the classroom innovation in the world 

is unlikely to have much impact if, because of 

technical and political barriers, the system as a 

whole does not support learning (10). 
 

It is this kind of barriers or restrictions (not 

only technical or political ones) that a number 

of scientists make sense of. They reveal that 

there are essential limitations to improvement 

in problem schools and that pedagogical and 

organizational effectiveness are in fact strongly 

related to school intake or school-mix effects. 

It means that the concentration of academically 

and socially disadvantaged children in certain 

schools and in certain classes within schools 

tends to generate effects in terms of teaching 

and learning that cannot be totally, or even to a 

great extent, counteracted by professional 

involvement and organizational arrangements 

(11). 
 

Competition and school segregation  

The teachers’ practices and ideological frames 

are beginning to change and modify in the 

context of school segregation. If in a 

heterogeneous environment teachers are 

usually oriented in their teaching to the 

‘average’ student in accordance with a certain 

educational standard, in homogeneous, low-

achieving schools or classrooms, they tend to 

adapt to specific student intake, offering a 

more limited curriculum and not so demanding 

evaluations of student’s work. Based on this, 

they start to develop a special professional 

attitude related to the reorientation from the 

instrumental approach of assessment to the 

emotional-expressive manner of 

communication and teaching with an emphasis 

on rather social and emotional well-being and 
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personal support of students from vulnerable 

groups. 
 

Segregation among schools, partly the 

consequence of the urban segregation patterns 

and parental school flight evoked before but 

also resulting from competition among 

schools, is thus an essential factor to be taken 

into account. This competition is related to 

increasing school autonomy, which, in the 

absence of a clear egalitarian ideal and the 

presence of strong pressure on schools to 

become more effective, leads to competitive 

rather than collaborative relations between 

them. (12).  
 

Such competition between schools produces 

the situation in which certain school 

institutions with the necessary capacity to 

participate in this market game adapt their 

educational technologies, pedagogical 

approaches and ideologies, organizational 

models to the practices of the most competitive 

schools. But this also implies a significant dose 

of external institutional influences such as 

school reputation, based on pupil intake and 

pupil performance, and degree of competition 

in the given local territory, which is connected 

to the demographic situation, parental 

expectations and strategies and applied policies 

concerning autonomy and choice. 
 

As a result of such market positioning within 

the educational sphere in many countries, a 

hierarchical pyramidal structure of school 

education is formed with clearly defined lines 

of public favoritism and exclusion. At the top 

are schools that have a high, well-established 

reputation and are hardly affected by 

competition. Their main strategy consists in 

maintaining the external and internal factors 

that have created their reputation, such as 

selection, strong learning expectations or 

severe discipline. Their privileged position (not 

as an expression of better financial support, but 

as a constellation of the above factors) can be 

illustrated by the example of Bulgaria, where a 

given type of school institutions are qualified 

as elite.  
 

Schools with a good reputation that start losing 

students will develop ‘conquering strategies’, 

that is, entrepreneurial, externally oriented 

practices. They will focus on developing 

attractive school provision and on ‘scanning’ 

the potential market, sometimes neglecting 

internal pressures (13). In the further 

downward movement within these reputational 

rankings, academically and socially 

heterogeneous schools will develop their own 

specific strategy trying to attract both the 

students – representatives of middle-class and 

some other categories of pupils, such as 

capable children from low-status families, 

children from minority families with more 

solid cultural capital, etc. Further down will be 

those schools that are mainly oriented towards 

low-status categories of students belonging to 

families with poorer cultural and educational 

capital, with low aspirations and possible 

behavioral problems. At the bottom of the 

hierarchy will be „ghetto“ schools, often 

segregated on an ethno cultural basis, 

demonstrating a significant distance from 

existing  school market mechanisms at the 

local level, and focus mainly on helping 

children with learning and discipline problems 

through specific supportive procedures and 

pedagogic interventions. 
 

Such a hierarchical arrangement of schools, 

directly reflecting on the educational 

trajectories of the students taught in them, 

causes serious imbalances in the course of 

social mobility and significant differences in 

professional and, more broadly, social 

realization for the representatives of different 

strata and groups of society. Usually, such a 

scenario is typical for countries that adhere to 

„weak“ versions of equality of opportunity in 

education, which are incrementalist in nature, 

they demand a greater or lesser extent of 

manipulation of resources, provision, 

organization, and priorities within the existing 

meritocratic and highly competitive structure 

of the educational system.  
 

Significantly more successful in terms of 

increasing the educational chances of children 

from low-status groups are the attempts of 

countries that adhere to another (radical) 

approach. Within this approach, education is 

regarded as an agent for the reproduction and 

legitimation of the culture, interests and the 

power of dominant groups. The main intention 

is related to reconstructing the institutional 

structure and fight against the didactic 

approaches and competitive individualism 

within an achievement-orientated learning 

environment with an emphasis on student 

participation and responsibility for learning, 

genuine collaboration, and group-centered 

approaches (14). A number of data from 

international studies show that such an 

orientation in the field of education allows 
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achieving a significant reduction in the 

differences in academic achievements between 

excellent students and those with the lowest 

results. 
 

Bulgarian case of school segregation 

Against the background of these countries and 

even compared to the average levels for the 

OECD and EU countries, Bulgaria stands out 

with a very strong relationship between the 

educational results of students and their socio-

economic origin. For comparison, in the OECD 

countries almost a third (30.5%), and in Bulgaria, 

59.7% of the differences between student 

outcomes are due to factors of the school 

environment - school management, teacher 

qualifications, school resources, the socio-

economic and cultural background of the 

students, etc. (15, 16). It is clear that in Bulgaria, 

students are more dependent on their parents' 

income and social status than their peers in most 

European countries, including those with poorer 

economic conditions such as Albania. Income 

inequality and differences in the professional and 

educational status of parents prove to be a great 

burden for students. The data show that the 

difference between children with low-skilled 

parents and those with high-skilled parents is 2.5 

years. And when it comes to disadvantaged 

children, the situation seems even more 

worrying. In turn, the specifics of the grouping of 

schools in Bulgaria, which is characterized by an 

obvious tendency to the homorganic composition 

of students and respectively, the dominant 

presence of students of the same socio-economic 

origin, further enhances the negative effect of 

low socio-economic status on children's 

educational trajectories.  

Ultimately, the systematically reported large 

differences between the results of students with 

different backgrounds, which are consistently 

observed at all stages of PISA, as well as the 

applied policies of selection and distribution of 

students show that the Bulgarian school system, 

along with the socio-economic origin of students, 

contributes to the deepening of educational 

inequalities. In this way, the institutional system 

of school education not only reproduces the 

existing social structure of Bulgarian society with 

its inherent large-scale social inequality but even 

strengthens it. The real scale of social inequality 

in the country is eloquently evidenced by the 

latest statistics on poverty in 2019, according to 

which Bulgaria has the highest share of people at 

risk of poverty and social exclusion in the EU – 

32.5%, and for persons under 17 it amounts to 

33.9%. Moreover, if we look at the main 

indicators by ethnic groups (Table 1), poverty 

remains highly ethnicized (the situation is clearly 

maintained throughout the past years of 

transition) with a sharply outlined minority (and 

especially Roma) profile. 
 

The only chance for the children from the Roma 

minority community to get out of the poverty 

trap is to get an education, to achieve a higher 

level of education. But even with the increase in 

the coverage of these children in the school 

system, inequality does not decrease precisely as 

a result of educational segregation. And the main 

explanation for this is that schooling is not the 

same as learning. (17).  
 

Table 1. Estimates of some key indicators by ethnic groups in 2019 

Indicators Relative share - % Standard error 

Confidence interval   

95% lower limit, in 

percent 

95% upper limit, 

in percent 

Population at risk of poverty and social exclusion and ethnicity 

Bulgarian ethnic group 18.6 0.9 17.0 20.4 

Turkish ethnic group 38.5 3.5 31.8 45.6 

Roma ethnic group 82.6 3.5 74.6 88.5 

Another ethnic group 18.4 7.9 7.5 38.6 

Risk of poverty and ethnicity 

Bulgarian ethnic group 16.7 0.6 15.5 18.0 

Turkish ethnic group 31.6 2.5 26.9 36.6 

Roma ethnic group 64.8 3.8 57.0 71.9 

Another ethnic group 21.5 7.2 10.6 38.9 

Material deprivation and ethnicity 

Bulgarian ethnic group 14.8 0.6 13.7 16.0 

Turkish ethnic group 22.1 2.3 17.9 27.0 

Roma ethnic group 63.0 3.9 55.1 70.2 

Another ethnic group 13.3 5.2 5.9 27.3 

Source: National Statistical Institute https://www.nsi.bg/bg/content/8258 

 

https://www.nsi.bg/bg/content/8258
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Erosion of learning exacerbates inequality: it 

seriously hobbles the disadvantaged children, 

who are most in need of the impetus that a 

good education can offer. Difficulties are 

generated from the first steps to the education 

system. The poor developmental foundations 

and lower levels of pre-school skills resulting 

from deprivation mean Roma children arrive at 

school unprepared to benefit fully from it (18, 

19).  
 

But when, in addition to a low level of pre-

school preparation, these children are faced 

with the inability to learn effectively in a 

homogenized environment, and to this is 

possibly added a lack of learning-focused 

inputs, ineffective teaching and incompetent 

management, the quality of education is called 

into question. At the same time,  in the absence 

of real training and adequate knowledge, the 

opportunities for subsequent realization of 

individuals are drastically reduced, which in 

the long run leads to an increase in income 

inequality and a lower degree of social 

mobility among the population. 
 

Undoubtedly, one of the most significant 

points here is related to the role of teachers. As 

noted in the research literature, the teacher is 

the most important factor affecting learning in 

schools.  In the United States, for example, 

students with great teachers advance 1.5 grade 

levels or more over a single school year, 

compared with just 0.5 grade levels for those 

with an ineffective teacher (20, 21).  
 

The situation in Bulgaria is similar: it is no 

coincidence that the highest educational results 

are demonstrated by students from the so-

called elite schools, where due to the selected 

composition of students and high prestige of 

the schools, usually teach the most qualified 

teachers. The situation in "Roma" schools is 

much different. They are often seen as quite 

unattractive places for professional realization 

by teachers, which causes an outflow of the 

most trained staff. Besides, the presence of a 

number of non-specific problems and 

difficulties arising in the process of educational 

work become additional challenges and 

demotivating factors for the pedagogical 

specialists left to work there. 
 

Practically every fifth Bulgarian junior high 

school teacher works in a school where for 

more than half of the students the Bulgarian 

language is not their mother tongue. This fact 

is a very serious challenge for the teachers in 

these schools, who presumably have to 

conduct the teaching process in Bulgaria (16) 

In addition, the predominant number of 

students in these schools comes from socially 

disadvantaged families, which further 

complicates the work of teachers and often 

leads to the need for them to perform functions 

that are not inherent in their professions, aimed 

to compensate some deficits in the family 

environment. 
 

This imposed excessive focus mainly on 

helping children with learning and discipline 

problems along with an insufficient level of 

teaching experience and competencies leads to 

neglect of learning-focused inputs, and hence 

to a low quality of teaching. Well, known 

enough, that effective teaching strategies 

usually suppose targeting teaching to the level 

of the student includes using community 

teachers to provide lessons to the lowest 

performers, reorganizing classes by students’ 

ability, or using technology to adapt lessons to 

individual student needs. But in most cases, 

such ethnicized schools do not have sufficient 

organizational, managerial and motivational 

resources to implement these profitable 

strategies. 
 

Ineffective teaching here is often superimposed 

on ineffective school leadership, which means 

that school principals are not actively involved 

in helping teachers solve problems, do not 

provide instructional advice, and do not set 

goals that prioritize learning (22). This in turn 

closes the negative circle of barriers and 

restrictions on access to quality education for 

the most disadvantaged students. 
 

CONCLUSION 

Educational inequality in the field of school 

communities has become one of the 

sustainable institutions of post-communist 

Bulgaria, and the plans to modernize the 

system of school education probably do not 

involve (outside the realm of political rhetoric) 

deconstruction of these inequalities. And 

although the development of inequalities in 

education is rightly associated with an 

objective and inescapable contradiction 

inherent in the learning process itself, which is 

expressed in the conflict between public and 

individual interests, the admissibility of public 

intervention through education in the private 

life of citizens (23), the specifics of the current 

socio-cultural and educational situation 

requires a more tangible equalization of 
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educational opportunities both in Bulgaria and 

in most other countries around the world.   

  

Many successful school practices show that a 

number of interventions, innovations, and 

approaches have led to significant 

improvements in training. These promising 

approaches are offered in a very wide 

variability and cover new pedagogical 

methods, ways to increase the motivation of 

students and teachers, models of effective 

school management, and various technologies 

for improving learning. They may not be fully 

applicable in all contexts, but the fact that such 

an improvement in learning outcomes is 

possible, especially for children from 

disadvantaged social groups, as the experience 

of some countries shows, seems encouraging. 
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