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SOCIAL CLASS AND THE HIDDEN
CURRICULUM OF WORK

Jean Anyon
Rutgers University

This article discusses examples of work tasks and interaction in five elemen-
tary schools in contrasting social class communities. The examples illustrate dif-
ferences in classroom experience and curriculum knowledge among the schools.
The paper also assesses student work in each social setting in the light of a theo-
retical approach to social class analysis. It is suggested that there is a ‘hidden cur-
riculum”” in school work that has profound implication for theory—and practice—
in education.

Scholars in political economy and the sociology of knowledge have
recently argued that public schools in complex industrial societies like
our own make available different types of educational experience and cur-
riculum knowledge to students in different social classes. Bowles and
Gintis {1976}, for example, have argued that students from different social
class backgrounds are rewarded for classroom behaviors that correspond
to personality traits allegedly rewarded in the different occupational
strata—the working classes for docility and obedience, the managerial
classes for initiative and personal assertiveness. Basil Bernstein {1977),
Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977), and Michael W. Apple
{1979), focusing on school knowledge, have argued that knowledge and
skills leading to social power and reward (e.g., medical, legal, manageri-
al) are made available to the advantaged social groups but are withheld
from the working classes, to whom a more ‘‘practical’’ curriculum is of-
fered (e.g., manual skills, clerical knowledge). While there has been con-
siderable argumentation of these points regarding education in England,
France, and North America, there has been little or no attempt to investi-
gate these ideas empirically in elementary or secondary schools and class-
rooms in this country.!

This article offers tentative empirical support (and qualification) of
the above arguments by providing illustrative examples of differences in
student work in classrooms in contrasting social class communities. The
examples were gathered as part of an ethnographical study of curricular,
pedagogical and pupil evaluation practices in five elementary schools. *
The article attempts a theoretical contribution as well, and assesses stu-
dent work in the light of a theoretical approach to social class analysis.
The organization is as follows: the methodology of the ethnographical

*The_ research was funded by Rutgers University Research Council and will be
reported in detail elsewhere.



