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What does the research literature say about schools and social capital?

AERS Schools and Social Capital Research Literature Review Group

Introduction

This report presents the work of the AERS Schools and Social Capital Network group reviewing a selection of the research literature. The group aimed to gain some insights into what the research literature is saying and is not saying about schools and social capital. It did not set out to conduct a systematic review of all the literature available in the field of social capital (SC). In the time available to the group a total of twenty-five papers were reviewed. 

The group members came to the task of reviewing the research literature with different experiences and interests. This was viewed as a strength as it increased the level of critical reflection, with different group members seeing things from different perspectives. Processes for seeking understanding were made more visible and this offered opportunities for new kinds of knowledge to be generated. Consideration was given to how group members’ individual interests in schooling and social capital could be addressed while working in a collaborative manner. 

Key questions

The group recognised that social capital is a problematic concept and that it can be viewed from a number of different perspectives. Through discussion the group members agreed a set of key questions that would frame the review of the research literature, namely:

a)
Is social capital defined in terms of individual, family, community, school, or regional or national level? 

b)
Are there links between SC and other forms of capital (economic, cultural, human)?

c)
Is use made of notions of bridging, bonding or linking social capital?

d)
How are questions of power addressed? Does the researcher acknowledge own power? Does the research acknowledge and address power relations among other participants?

e)
If teachers are included, to what extent are the multiple expectations of stakeholders addressed; including policy makers, school administrators, peers, students, parents, and public opinion?

Criteria for the selection of the articles 

The group agreed criteria for the selection of the articles. These were:

· Relevant to schooling and social capital

· Presenting recently conducted research (last 10 years)

· Range of voices represented (eg. children’s, teachers’ parents’)

· Presenting good quality research (see explanation below)

· Of interest to the reviewer

Template for review of the research literature

A template was designed around the key questions in order to provide a structure for recording the findings (see Appendix 1). The bibliographic details of each article reviewed were recorded along with an indication of the country/region in which the research was conducted. Information about the duration of the study, the number of participants was noted and their characteristics (e.g. class, culture, gender).  Following discussion the template included the following questions to consider when reviewing the articles:

1.
How is Social Capital defined?

Key authors whose constructs informed the analysis of the research findings presented were noted by the review team.

2.
What indicators of Social Capital are used? 

The reviewers noted the use of qualitative or quantitative data or both in the data collection process.

3.
How are the outcomes defined? 

A suggested list of outcomes that may indicate social capital was drawn up by the reviewers. It was acknowledged that this was not an exhaustive list and that value judgments had been made in the design of the template and would be reflected in the review of the articles.  Furthermore, it was acknowledged that the language adopted in the template would shape understanding of the research literature reviewed.

4.
Who is speaking and who is not?

The review team set out to ensure that the research literature selected for review represented a range of voices. A suggested list of stakeholders was agreed and the voices included in the research reviewed were noted in the template.

5.
What are the indicators of the quality of the research?

The review team discussed and agreed what would count as indicators of quality research. These included:

•
Summary of the theoretical framework (e.g. Marxist; feminist; quantitative)

•
Description of methods (e.g. ethnographic; multivariate)

•
Limitations of the research identified by author(s) (e.g. risks to validity including researcher bias)

•
Alternative explanations for observed outcomes suggested

6.
What are the findings in terms of social capital and in terms of outcomes of schooling?

7.
Who is the intended audience for the research findings (refer to stakeholders)?

8.
Other Issues

The review team agreed to note other issues such as complexity of language (for use by stakeholders); related studies identified; use of research.

Testing the template

Four articles were selected by the group members to enable them to test the template. Each member of the group reviewed two out of the four articles. In the main, the group found the template to be helpful for recording purposes, although some minor refinements were suggested. The template also provided a useful framework for the analysis of the piece of literature being reviewed. The key difficulty appeared to be the time required to undertake the review. In most cases, it took longer than anticipated. The group members recognised the limitations of the template but felt that it was helpful in identifying key issues from the literature reviewed.

Findings from the review of research literature

Definitions of social capital

One of the most obvious features of the research papers considered is the lack of consistency in terms of what counts as social capital. Horvat et al’s (2003) point that ‘use of the term ‘social capital’ has been plagued by conceptual murkiness’ signals the difficulties authors have with providing a definition. In the main, in the papers reviewed the authors drew from a selection of different definitions proposed by a few select writers in the field, namely Bourdieu, Putnam, and Coleman. The authors then either selected one definition in particular with which to align with their own work, or provided their own suggestions building on those definitions already proposed. This lack of agreement at a conceptual level led to difficulties in evaluating how social capital might contribute to outcomes in schools. 

Despite this lack of clarity in definition, a number of elements recur, which could be suggested as a thread of underpinning principles. The common denominators identified in the definitions include trust, feelings of belonging and being valued (e.g. shared values) and networks of quality interaction, with a particular emphasis on bridging and linking. Bridging refers to building relationships with a wider, more varied set of people and linking refers to connecting with people who occupy different power positions and have different status. However, in studies that took a quantitative approach, social capital was defined in terms of indicators including housing, health, sense of safety and educational outcomes.

Methodology

The review process included consideration of the methodologies that have been used to research social capital.
As can be seen from the table (available on the web), five of the twenty-five papers were not in fact research papers, but rather were theoretical discussions of Social Capital.   What is presented here is therefore a very small snapshot of some of the research conducted into Social Capital and it is not possible to make generalisations about the methodologies employed.

Of the twenty research reports, eight used interview methods, of which five can be described as ethnographic research, i.e. considering the data over a period of time and using multi-data collection strategies (Horvat et al, 2003; Farrell et al, 2004; Morrow, 2001; Bagley et al, 2004; and Brooks, 2004).  Unsurprisingly, it is only those reports which included the voices of the research participants in the report.   In contrast, purely quantitative studies (Palmer et al, 2004) often used language that was distant and described especially disadvantaged people as research objects.

Farrell et al (2004) explicitly wished children to be seen as active social agents and conducted informal conversations with children in Australia to gain a picture of their everyday lives.   Unfortunately their voices were not represented in this specific article.   Although Gregson et al (2004) interviewed women in Zimbabwe, the article reviewed presents all the data in statistical form and therefore the women’s voices are not represented in the research report. Horvat et al (2003) conducted interviews with 137 parents and the parents’ voices are included in the article.   This contrasts with Morgan et al (1999) who were also considering parental views in order to quantify Social Capital. They collected data via questionnaires, and the parents’ voices are completely absent from the resulting report.  Although Ortner (2002) includes the voices of the adult respondents in her research, she was investigating the accounts of a New Jersey graduating class of 1958 of their family circumstances during childhood.   It is not clear how much these voices tell us about the effect of Social Capital today.
Respondents’ voices are strongest in those reports which have been conducted using ethnographic methodology rather than merely the involvement of some qualitative data.   Morrow (2001) drew on young people’s writing, images and conversations, and the voices of these 13 to 16 year olds in England  can be heard throughout the report.   Morrow investigated the young people’s perceptions of:
· their social networks (e.g. who is important to you and why?) 

· their out of school activities 

· their sense of belonging (e.g. how do you feel about way you live? Where do you feel you belong?) 

· their understanding of friendship 

· their post-school aspirations 

· their perceptions and use of their neighbourhoods 

· their participation in decision-making, both in school and in their wider communities

Bagley et al (2004) explore the organisational social capital of one multi-professional agency rather than the social capital of individuals or ‘communities’ or families. The team conducted a short term ethnographic research aimed at evaluating the Sure Start programme in one locale. Methodology included documentary analysis, observation of team meetings and 32 semi-structured interviews. Data was analysed using open coding. 
There are considerable direct quotes from the team manager and members to highlight the arguments being made in the paper. The manager emphasises the importance of the parents’ voices in the project, but these are not included in the paper, though the voices of the parents in establishing the project’s aims is explained.

Brooks (2004) conducted longitudinal research with fifteen sixth-form college students 

in England, during which each young person was interviewed on six occasions.   The 

first interview was conducted during their first term at college and the sixth one was held 

after the A level results had been published. All the interviews were semi-structured and 

fairly wide ranging, covering the young people's educational experiences, plans for the 

future, friendships and lives outside college. In addition, they focused on the role of 

their parents in their decisions about what to do on leaving college.   The voices of the 

young people involved in the research play an important part in the arguments made in 

the article although the author comments that the ‘relatively small size of the sample in

this study clearly limits the claims that can be made on the basis of the research findings; 

the conclusions are necessarily tentative.’ (Brooks, R. 2004, p500).
The methodology employed by the researchers of Social Capital can be linked to the researcher’s views of what is Social Capital, although this is not always clearly stated.   On first readings, the methodology employed does seem for the most part to fit with the purpose of the study, although in a number of cases, the research would have been enhanced by incorporating a number of methods and the reports could have been enhanced by utilising the respondents’ voices.

Multiple sources of data collection which include collection of both quantitative and qualitative data appear to strengthen the research. For example, Fritch (1999) included the collection of school documents, interviews with key stakeholders, parent surveys, aggregate student achievement scores and observer notes. Opportunities for parent interaction were recorded to provide an indication of social networks. This only recorded the number of opportunities for interaction, not the quality of the interactions. This highlights the need for multiple sources of data collection in order to understand more about the type of interactions that develop social capital and also a need for the researchers to be specific about their understandings of social capital.

What the research is saying
An overarching theme of the research literature is that different kinds of social capital appear to be associated with different educational effects. Social capital is used as an umbrella category for different things. Some of these appeared to be associated with improved schooling outcomes, but others did not.

Some studies suggested that governments should be focusing on social capital development to improve educational attainment, rather than focusing on specific targets (Beulieu et al, 2001). Some attempted to specify the resources which help to build social capital, such as knowledge, the perception of oneself as an agent of change, relationships of trust and understanding between pupils and members of the wider community (e.g. Falk, 2001).

However, other studies suggested that the unequal productivity of different kinds of social capital needs to be recognised by education policy (Horvat et al, 2003). There is literature to suggest that certain kinds of social capital can contribute to educational disadvantage. In one study, for example, the density of parent networks was associated with decreases in maths achievement, while density in student networks was associated with increases in attainment (Morgan and Sorenson, 1999). Morrow’s (2001) study looking at children's perspectives on social capital found that children identified both negative and positive forms of social capital built by their schools. On the one hand, they saw schools as communities which help them to build social capital by making and maintaining friendships, and by gaining qualifications. On the other hand, they recognised that school could create negative symbolic capital for those who did not perform well academically. Looking at parents' social capital, Bruegel and Warren (2003) made a distinction between competitive and collective social capital. Competitive social capital is that used by parents to get better treatment for their own children, which may be at the expense of improvements for others. Collective social capital involves parents grouping together to agitate for benefits for all children. The dialectic in human behaviour between acting for personal gain or for the common good may be best considered in terms of political values – Laissez faire liberalism vs collective social democracy. The extent towhich collective social capital  is dependent upon reciprocity and sanctions, as suggested by Putnam, and the extent to which policy determines the capacity of school communities to foster reciprocity may be dimensions that are open to research.

Another recurring theme in the literature reviewed is the influence of class differences on social capital. It is sometimes suggested that social capital can make up for a lack of economic capital, but the studies reviewed suggested that the two are actually closely related. Parents with the most access to social capital tended to be middle-class, while low socio-economic status characteristics, such as immigrant status and low educational levels, appeared to impede the development of social capital (Rosa, 2004). Parental social networks tend not to cross class barriers, thereby creating a situation which can perpetuate and heighten inequality. Horvat et al (2003) found that working-class and poor parents often possessed rich social capital resources in the form of kinship networks, but that such networks provided little leverage with schools. Middle-class parents' networks, by contrast, tended to involve other parents and, importantly, professionals. This meant that middle-class parents were able to organise collectively and effectively to agitate for change, whereas working-class and poor parents' attempts to intervene in their children's schooling were usually individual, and thus less successful.

What the research didn’t say

The members of the research review group found that there were some consistent omissions in the research literature they reviewed. The group were concerned that the perspectives of young people were largely absent from the literature reviewed on schools and social capital. Furthermore, most research tended to treat children as the passive recipients of social capital, and often their social capital was measured by quantifying their parents' social networks. Morrow (2001) is an exception as it included young people. It must be noted that the young people in Morrow's study cited the opportunities to forge social relationships as one of the most important benefits of schooling. Clearly, children and young people create, consolidate, destroy, erode and renegotiate their own social capital on a daily basis within schools, independently of their parents and teachers. The review group therefore felt that future educational research on social capital should take account of such processes, distinguishing more clearly between young people's social capital and that of their parents. 
It was also felt that such research needs to engage more directly with children to find out more about how they forge different kinds of social capital. For example, while Morgan and Sorenson (1999) found an association between the density of student networks and mathematics achievement, no attempt was made to investigate the processes which increase the density of student networks. Likewise, there was no examination of the form of these networks, and thus no information about how certain characteristics of student networks might lead to improved attainment. In the light of the widespread recognition throughout the literature that different kinds of social capital have different effects, our group feel that this is a significant gap in the research. In-depth qualitative studies could be highly instructive in this area, by consulting young people, looking in detail at their different kinds of social capital, and theorising the processes through which these are produced.

Access to social capital is necessarily a shared resource, but the capacity of an individual to use the networks in which they are engaged is a different and possibly a determining issue in terms of the effect that social capital can have on outcomes of schooling. The mechanisms by which individuals may benefit from available social capital cannot be identified from quantitative studies and hence a deeper understanding requires the use of qualitative methods. The group feels that this is where priority should be given in further research efforts. 

Another omission in the literature reviewed is consideration of social differences other than those of class and economic status. In particular, the members of the review group expected to see more discussion of the effects of gender and of ethnicity on forms of social capital, amongst both parents and young people. Looking at gender, there is a well-developed feminist education research literature which repeatedly emphasises the differences between male and female school students in access to learning resources (see for example Paechter, 1989), and which looks in detail at how girls negotiate social relationships (see for example Hey, 1996). Yet such perspectives were largely absent from the social capital literature reviewed. In the context of ethnicity, Horvath et al (2003) identified distinctions between anglo and black american students.

It may be that the Marxian origins of theories of social capital, particularly those of Bourdieu, make the concept most appealing to those preoccupied with questions of class and economics. Equally, the predominance of high-status male social scientists in the social capital field (e.g. Bourdieu, Putnam, Coleman) could be seen as alienating to feminists and those working with marginalised or minority groups. The review group felt that further research on social capital needs to draw upon gender and multicultural perspectives if it is to advance beyond the understanding of social capital as primarily determined by class. As well as looking at gender and ethnicity, research could usefully look at the effects of factors such as sexuality and disability. Much could be achieved simply by looking from a social capital perspective at existing research which does not explicitly use the concept of social capital, but which nevertheless investigates social relations in schools. For example, there is an extensive literature on the ways in which disabilities and special educational needs affect children's social networks (e.g. Allan 1999). There is a parallel at the macro-level where  studies of social exclusion (Rural Poverty and Inclusion Working Group, 2001; Palmer et al, 2004) can be used to inform social capital research.

The group found that while the concept of social capital was discussed at length in the literature, some of the concepts used in connection with social capital were neither fully explored nor clearly defined. In particular, the group members felt that the term 'community' was insufficiently discussed, despite its regular use in the research. For example, no attempts were made to specify who was included in and who was excluded from the communities in question. Likewise, there was no explanation of whether 'community' should be understood geographically, or as a community of practice, or as a network of people with a shared interest. Indeed, while many authors used the terms 'community' and 'network' in such a way as to suggest the two terms were not interchangeable, none of the papers read by the group explained the distinction between the them. In addition, individuals may identify themselves as members of many communities. Hence, some students or teachers who may appear to  have limited access to some communities associated with a school may obtain social capital benefits from a community that is not associated with schools.  

Similarly, the group felt that the concept of power could have been both more clearly defined and more clearly distinguished from social capital. For example, it is of crucial importance whether power is understood as property or as strategy - as something possessed by certain social actors as a latent resource, or as something which only comes into existence when it is exercised by these actors through their relationships with one another. Is power something which people have or do not have? Or is it rather a quality of spontaneous interactions when one agent tries to influence the conduct of another? This raises two questions for social capital: first, is social capital best thought of as property or as strategy? Second, what is the difference between social capital and social power? To put this question another way: what might be gained by theorising social power as social capital, and vice-versa? Such questions have the potential to enrich current understandings of social capital. While Bourdieu (1983) suggested that the terms ‘capital’ and ‘power’ may be interchangeable, this was not discussed in the literature which the group reviewed. 
In a number of the papers chosen for review, there was also a lack of attention paid to the impacts of educational policy and practice on social capital. Most of the research approaches social capital from the opposite angle, looking at how ‘latent’ social capital in communities, professions, schools and families impacts on learning outcomes. It is possible that this focus reflects the contentious status of social capital as a concept and as an explanatory device. Much of the research attempts to determine whether or not different kinds of social capital have measureable effects on learning. An alternative approach would begin from the assumption that social capital does indeed affect learning, and then look at how different kinds of education policy and practice impact upon social capital. Some of the papers reviewed by the group did explore the potential of this latter approach, notably Gamarnikow and Green (1999) and Henness (2001). Interestingly, both these papers take a fairly holistic approach to the benefits of increased social capital as a result of educational policy. For example, they examine outcomes such as equity, democratic participation, citizenship and empowerment, rather than the narrow focus of much of the research on test scores (e.g. Morgan and Sorenson, 1999). This suggests that an acceptance of social capital as a coherent and valuable concept has an impact on how researchers approach social capital in education, in terms of the outcomes they rate as important. If this is true it may also have a bearing on the impacts of how educational policy is developed. It is therefore suggested that the Schools and Social Capital Network research considers the relative value of these two approaches:

a)
the impact of ‘latent’ social capital on educational outcomes

b)
the impact of educational policy and practice on social capital

Furthermore, it may be useful to combine these approaches. The former would look at the effects of the presence and absence of social capital to provide information on 'what works'. The latter could provide data on what factors encourage the growth of social capital, and what factors inhibit or erode it, thus providing information on what doesn't work. Research looking at both kinds of impacts could produce valuable knowledge about the kinds of latent social capital which lead to positive educational outcomes and the kinds of educational policies which lead to positive impacts on social capital, as well as the kinds of latent social capital which lead to negative educational outcomes, and the kinds of educational policies which lead to negative impacts on social capital.

Summary

In summary, the research literature reviewed suggests that: 

· there are different kinds of social capital with different implications for education and schooling

· schooling can create both negative and positive social capital

Issues for Research

In considering areas for further research in relation to schools and social capital, attention needs to be paid to:

· The role of children in creating and using social capital, and their perspectives on this process (ie children as active social agents)

· Class, gender, ethnic and other differences in terms of social capital, and the potential for social capital to either contribute to, or minimize inequality of outcomes

· The relationships between social capital and other forms of capital, and especially cultural capital in the area of norms and trust
· Individuals capacity to access social capital compared to social capital as a resource

· The comparative effects of competitive social capital and cooperative social capital

· Issues of power in relation to social capital

· The impact of educational policy and practice on social capital
· In-depth qualitative research
· Definitions of community

· Organisational social capital of schools
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Appendix 2
Suggested List of Outcomes 

The list is not intended to be exhaustive
National Priorities

a)
attainment

b)
citizenship

c)
inclusion

d)
participation

e)
variety of contexts for learning

Ambitious Excellent Schools

a)
individual success

b)
entrepreneurial capacity

c)
improved opportunities for all

Access to post-school options of

a)
employment

b)
education and training

c)
combinations of employment and post-compulsory learning

Well-being

a)
health (smoking, pregnancy, STI)

b)
care (housing, transport)

c)
crime (prison)

d)
amenity (transport, safety, environment)

Appendix 3 
Suggested Stakeholders
a)
students

b)
parents

c)
teachers

d)
educational managers

e)
political /policy makers

f)
community

g)
corporate business

h)
small local enterprise

i)
academic communities
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