Chapter 3 Lesson Plan 2: Social Class and Education - Contemporary Perspectives  

Course Level: Undergraduate and Graduate Education Studies
Estimated Time: 3-4 hours

Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:
1. Analyze current data on poverty, income inequality, and educational attainment in the United States
2. Evaluate the systemic factors contributing to educational funding inequities at federal, state, and district levels
3. Critically assess school choice policies (vouchers and charter schools) from multiple perspectives
4. Examine how tracking and ability grouping perpetuate class-based educational inequality
5. Synthesize evidence to develop informed positions on contemporary education policy debates


Lesson Structure
Segment 1: The Contemporary Class Landscape (40 minutes)
Opening Activity: Income and Poverty Data Analysis (15 minutes)
Data Presentation Exercise:
Project key statistics from the chapter:
· 90th percentile households: $216,000+ income (2022)
· 10th percentile households: $17,100 or below (2022)
· Official poverty rate: 11.5% (37.9 million people, 2022)
· Child poverty rate: 16.3% (2022)
· U.S. ranks 3rd highest in childhood poverty among 34 OECD nations
· Top 10% of households hold 69% of wealth; bottom 50% hold 2.4%
Think-Pair-Share Activity (10 minutes):
1. Individual Reflection (3 min): Students examine Table 3.2 (earnings by educational attainment)
· Prompt: What patterns do you notice? What surprises you?
2. Pair Discussion (4 min):
· How might these income disparities affect educational opportunities for children in different economic circumstances?
3. Whole Class Share (3 min):
· Collect observations, chart on board
· Highlight the complexity: "education-earnings relationship is complex because there are usually multiple factors involved"
Mini-Lecture: Understanding Contemporary Social Class (10 minutes)
Key Concepts to Address:
1. The Meritocracy Myth (3 min)
· Americans' tendency to identify as "middle class" regardless of actual income
· Low class consciousness in the U.S.
· The belief that "the capable tend to rise to the top"
· Reality: "circumstances of a child's birth... have important ramifications for a child's life chances"
2. Out-of-School Factors (OFSs) (4 min)
· Low birth weight, inadequate medical care, food insecurity
· Environmental pollutants, family stress, neighborhood characteristics
· Connection between poverty and learning opportunities
· "Poverty exacts a strong toll on communities, neighborhoods, families, and, therefore, schools and children"
3. The Changing Economy (3 min)
· Two-tiered job structure: skilled core vs. semi-skilled, part-time workers
· Loss of benefits (health insurance, retirement, paid leave)
· Adjunct professor example: high credentials, low wages
· Question to pose: Should schools produce "human bricks with which the global economy is being built"?
Critical Reflection Discussion (5 minutes)
Guiding Question: The chapter states that "social class often strongly influences school funding, educational resources, quality of teachers, extracurricular options, postsecondary opportunities, and more." Based on your own educational experiences, have you witnessed these influences? How?
· Invite 3-4 student responses
· Validate diverse experiences while noting systemic patterns

Segment 2: School Funding Inequities (50 minutes)
Jigsaw Activity: Three Levels of Funding Inequality (25 minutes)
Setup: Divide class into three expert groups studying funding at different levels:
Expert Group 1: Federal Level - Title I and ESEA
· Focus: Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965-present)
· Original intent vs. current reality
· Problems: insufficient funding, political pressures to spread funding broadly rather than target high-poverty areas
· Formula issues and inadequate monitoring
Expert Group 2: State Level - Property Taxes and Regressive Funding
· Focus: State-by-state disparities
· Examples: New York ($28,571 per pupil) vs. Idaho ($9,053 per pupil)
· Historical context: Legacy of free vs. slave states (Heather McGee's research)
· Regressive funding: some states give MORE to affluent districts
· Race + class: Districts serving students of color receive 13% less per student
Expert Group 3: District Level - Local Property Wealth
· Focus: Nearly 50% of funding from local government revenue
· Property tax dependence creates stark inequalities
· Jonathan Kozol's Savage Inequalities (1991)
· East St. Louis examples: sewage floods, missing goalposts, 30-50 year-old science labs
· Wealthy districts: numerous course offerings, greenhouses, pools
· Question: Do "savage inequalities" still describe today's schools?
Process:
1. Expert Phase (10 min): Groups read assigned material, prepare to teach others
2. Teaching Phase (12 min): Regroup with one expert from each level; each teaches their level (3-4 min per person)
3. Synthesis (3 min): New groups identify one key recommendation to address funding inequity across all three levels
Case Study Analysis: Mapping Inequality (10 minutes)
Activity Setup:
Present contrasting school scenarios (based on chapter examples):
School A - High-Poverty District:
· Higher teacher-student ratios
· 10th graders reading 2.6 grade levels below norm
· Limited scholarship access (1/10 ratio compared to wealthy districts)
· Students need wraparound services but lack funding
· Approximately $1,000 less per student than wealthy districts
School B - Wealthy District:
· Lower teacher-student ratios
· Advanced placement offerings
· Extensive extracurricular activities
· Students likely to have advantages: strong early learning, private tutoring, family educational experience
· Better able to attract and retain quality teachers
Small Group Task (7 min): Groups of 3 create a visual map showing how funding inequality creates cascading effects on:
· Teacher quality and retention
· Course offerings and materials
· Student support services
· College preparation opportunities
· Long-term student outcomes
Gallery Walk (3 min): Quick viewing of other groups' maps
Whole Class Discussion: Solutions and Barriers (5 minutes)
Prompt: The chapter offers several recommendations: increase federal funding, reduce reliance on local property taxes, provide additional funds for low-income students, invest in wraparound services. What are the barriers to implementing these solutions?
Chart responses under two columns:
· Political/Economic Barriers
· Cultural/Ideological Barriers

Segment 3: School Choice - Vouchers and Charter Schools (50 minutes)
Introduction to School Choice Debate (5 minutes)
Brief Lecture:
· Milton Friedman's free-market proposal
· Various forms: vouchers, charter schools, magnet schools, intra-district choice
· The "invisible" choice: 25% of families buy homes to access specific school zones
· This reality "undermines the 'publicness' of public schools"
Structured Academic Controversy: School Vouchers (0-25 minutes)
Activity Setup:
Divide class into groups of 4. Within each group, assign:
· Pair A: Pro-voucher position
· Pair B: Anti-voucher position
Round 1 - Preparation (5 min): Each pair reviews their assigned arguments from chapter:
Pro-Voucher Arguments:
· Provides choice to low-income families (historically only available to wealthy)
· Introduces healthy competition, improving all schools
· May improve academic performance, promote integration, enhance civic values
· Increases power at local (family) level
Anti-Voucher Arguments:
· Only supplements for wealthy (who can add funds to vouchers)
· Market forces favor the wealthy, not the poor
· Recent programs (AZ, IA, NH) largely subsidize already-private school families
· Transfers public funds to private, often religious institutions
· Purpose of education unclear in market model
· Research shows little academic benefit after 20 years
Round 2 - Present and Listen (6 min):
· Pair A presents pro-voucher case (3 min) while Pair B listens actively and takes notes
· Pair B presents anti-voucher case (3 min) while Pair A listens actively
Round 3 - Question and Clarify (4 min):
· Open discussion within groups, asking clarifying questions
Round 4 - Consensus Building (5 min):
· Groups of 4 work together to identify:
· Points of agreement
· Remaining disagreements
· Conditions under which vouchers might or might not be beneficial
Debrief (3-4 min): Sample from several groups
Charter Schools Analysis (20 minutes)
Data Presentation (3 min):
Key statistics:
· ~7,800 charter schools (2021-22)
· Enrollment doubled 2010-2021 (1.8 to 3.7 million)
· 6% of public school students overall, but 30%+ in 19 cities
· All but seven states have charter schools
Small Group Analysis Activity (10 min):
Assign groups one of three perspectives:
Group A - Charter Advocates' Perspective:
· Families find schools that fit children's needs
· Community-supportive school culture
· Teacher innovation opportunities
· Claim: Charter students outperform peers
Group B - Charter Critics' Perspective:
· Drain money from struggling public schools
· Some for-profit models exist
· Exempt from teacher licensure requirements
· May avoid unionization
· Financial/academic mismanagement cases
· Transportation barriers limit access
· "No excuses" charters criticized as racist
Group C - Research Evidence Perspective:
· Mixed results on student achievement
· Variation among school models makes comparison difficult
· Billionaire philanthropy funding urban charter networks
· Some networks shifting away from strict disciplinary practices
Each group creates a 2-minute presentation summarizing their perspective
Share-Out (7 min): Each group presents; brief Q&A after each
NYC School C
hoice Case Study (5 minutes)
Present the Paradox:
New York City elementary school data shows:
· Decreasing numbers attend zoned schools
· Black children and free-lunch eligible students opt out at higher rates
· Students leaving zoned schools typically move to schools with fewer low-income students
· Students remaining face higher poverty concentration, declining enrollment, dwindling resources
· Result: Increased racial segregation
Partner Discussion (3 min): "Can school choice systems send every child to a high-quality school without leaving anybody behind?"
Whole Class Reflection (2 min): Brief share-out emphasizing the chapter's central question

Break (10 minutes)

Segment 4: Tracking and Ability Grouping (35 minutes)
Historical Context and Current Prevalence (8 minutes)
Brief Lecture:
1. History (3 min)
· Traditional tracking: general, vocational-technical, college prep
· Hobson v. Hansen (1967): Abolished tracking in D.C. schools as racially/socioeconomically biased
· Shift to "ability grouping" - same effect, more implicit
· "The new IQism"
2. Current Scope (2 min)
· 2017-18: ~1/3 of public schools use ability grouping
· 50% of middle schools, 40% of high schools
· Begins as early as pre-K and kindergarten
· Between-class vs. within-class grouping
3. Social Class Connection (3 min)
· Advantaged families get best placements
· Parents intervene on children's behalf
· Middle/upper-class parents know how to navigate systems
· Form of cultural capital that lower-income families may lack
Personal Experience Reflection (7 minutes)
Suggested Activity from Chapter:
Individual writing (3 min): "Think about your personal experiences with tracking or ability grouping. How prevalent were these practices in the schools you attended? What effect may they have had on you?"
Partner Share (3 min): Compare experiences with peer
Whole Class (1 min): Quick poll: How many experienced tracking/ability grouping? At what age did it begin?
Research Evidence Analysis (12 minutes)
Jigsaw Approach:
Divide class into three research groups:
Group A - Effects on Student Learning:
· Mixed results at elementary level
· Some teachers believe it helps; others believe it harms
· International research: benefits mostly for gifted programs
· Advanced students not held back by mixed classrooms
· Slower learners learn BETTER in mixed classrooms
Group B - Effects on Student Well-Being:
· Deflates self-esteem in lower tracks
· Inflates self-esteem in upper tracks
· Lower-track students: less participation in extracurriculars, higher dropout rates, more alienation
· Labels create self-fulfilling prophecies ("slow," "remedial" vs. "bright," "honors")
· Difficult to escape lower tracks once placed
Group C - Effects on Equity:
· Upper-track students receive higher quality knowledge, instruction, teacher relationships
· Over-representation of low-income and minority students in lower tracks
· Reproduces educational inequalities over time
· "Broadens socioeconomic divisions"
Process:
1. Expert groups study their area (5 min)
2. Mixed groups share findings (5 min)
3. Whole class synthesis (2 min): Chart findings under "Problematic Evidence"
Case Study: Alternatives to Ability Grouping (8 minutes)
Present Research on Alternatives:
Elementary mathematics case study showing:
· Mixed-ability collaborative learning groups
· Random grouping or strategic pairing across abilities
· Whole-class problem-solving strategy sharing
Benefits Documented:
· Increased confidence and perseverance (especially for marginalized students)
· Safe spaces to ask questions and experiment
· Improved positivity toward subject
· More inclusive participation
· Teachers see cognitive, social, AND identity development
Challenges Identified:
· School policies favor ability grouping
· Teacher resistance (predominantly White, middle-class teachers who benefited from tracking)
· Differentiation requires significant skill and support
Small Group Discussion (5 min): Groups of 3-4 discuss: "If ability grouping is harmful but differentiation is difficult, what should schools do? What supports would teachers need?"
Brief Share-Out (3 min): Key insights from 2-3 groups

Segment 5: The Politics of De-Tracking (10 minutes)
Critical Reading: Elite Resistance to Change (7 minutes)
Present Research Summary:
Study of ten socioeconomically mixed schools undergoing de-tracking found:
Elite Parent Resistance Based On:
· Labels: "symbolic mixing of high deserving and low deserving"
· Belief in meritocracy: "their children's placements... were a result of merit"
· Entitlement: "resources... they brought to the system" meant children deserved better opportunities
Strategies Used to Undermine De-Tracking:
· Threatening to remove children from public schools
· Co-opting educational administrators
· Receiving special privileges in exchange for allowing limited de-tracking
Partner Discussion (4 min): "This study suggests that resistance to de-tracking is not about educational research or student welfare, but about protecting privilege. Do you agree? What are the implications?"
Whole Class (3 min): Brief discussion connecting to broader themes of social class and education

Segment 6: Synthesis and Action (20 minutes)
Case Study Comparison Activity (12 minutes)
Setup: Students work in groups of 4-5
Task: Compare three contemporary issues covered today and identify:
1. Common Patterns: What similarities exist across funding inequity, school choice, and tracking?
2. Stakeholder Interests: Who benefits from current arrangements? Who is disadvantaged?
3. Policy Tensions: What conflicting values underlie these debates?
4. Actionable Changes: What is one concrete, research-based recommendation for each issue?
Format:
· Create three-column chart on poster paper or digital document
· Include evidence from today's lesson for each issue
Gallery Walk (5 min): Groups circulate to view other groups' work, add sticky note comments/questions
Debrief (3 min):
· What common themes emerged?
· Which recommendations appeared most frequently?
Contemporary Connections to Historical Themes (8 minutes)
Whole Class Discussion:
Instructor facilitates connection between today's lesson and previous historical lesson:
Guiding Questions:
1. How do contemporary funding inequities echo historical patterns we studied?
· Connect to: colonial class divisions, common school funding struggles, Depression-era inequalities
2. Is tracking/ability grouping today different from vocational education tracking in the early 20th century? How?
· Connect to: Social Darwinism, "scientific" sorting, heredity thesis
3. How does the school choice movement relate to historical debates about public vs. private education?
· Connect to: debates over common schools, elite resistance to universal education
4. The chapter concludes: "Social class continues to impact the life chances of Americans, including their educational chances." Based on today's evidence, is this overstated or understated?
Chart Student Responses: Create visual connections between historical and contemporary issues

Closing: Critical Reflection and Next Steps (10 minutes)
Summative Discussion (5 minutes)
Four Corners Activity:
Place signs in four corners of room:
· Strongly Agree
· Somewhat Agree
· Somewhat Disagree
· Strongly Disagree
Statement: "Despite persistent inequalities, American public schools can still serve as 'great equalizers' for students from low-income backgrounds."
· Students move to corner representing their position
· Each corner group briefly discusses reasoning (2 min)
· One representative from each corner explains their position (3 min total)
Exit Reflection (5 minutes)
Written Response - Choice of Two Prompts:
Option A - Policy Position: Choose ONE contemporary issue discussed today (funding, vouchers, charter schools, or tracking). Write a brief policy recommendation (1 paragraph) that addresses both equity concerns and practical implementation challenges.
Option B - Personal Action: As a future or current educator, what is one concrete action you can take to address the social class inequalities discussed today? What barriers might you face, and how would you address them?
Option C - Critical Analysis: The chapter states that funding inequalities are "built into school systems by their dependence on property taxes." If this is true, what does it say about our society's actual (vs. stated) commitment to equal educational opportunity?
Collection: Students submit exit reflections (can inform future discussions or assessment)

Assessment Strategies
Could collect and grade exit reflections using rubric assessing:
· Understanding of contemporary issues (25%)
· Use of evidence from readings/discussion (25%)
· Critical thinking and analysis (25%)
· Clarity of communication (25%)

Extensions and Homework Options
For Next Class:
Reading: Summary and Conclusions section of Chapter 3 Reflection Question: "After studying both historical and contemporary perspectives on social class and education, what do you believe is the most urgent policy change needed? Why?"
Optional Assignments:
1. Research Project: Local Context Analysis
· Investigate school funding in your state or local district
· Identify per-pupil spending disparities
· Research any ongoing legal challenges or reform efforts
· Present findings in 5-minute presentation or 3-page paper
2. Policy Brief Assignment
· Choose one contemporary issue (funding, vouchers, charters, tracking)
· Write 2-3 page policy brief including:
· Problem statement with data
· Review of current approaches
· Evidence-based recommendation
· Implementation considerations
· Anticipated obstacles and responses
3. Interview Project
· Interview 2-3 educators about their experiences with tracking/ability grouping OR school choice
· Analyze interviews using concepts from chapter
· Write reflective analysis (3-4 pages)
4. Comparative Analysis
· Select another country's approach to school funding OR school choice
· Compare with U.S. approach using chapter frameworks
· Analyze what Americans might learn from alternative models
5. Media Analysis
· Collect 5-7 news articles or opinion pieces on school choice or funding equity
· Analyze the arguments, evidence, and assumptions in each
· Identify which stakeholder interests each represents
· Write synthesis paper (3-4 pages)

Resources for Further Exploration
Books:
· Jonathan Kozol - Savage Inequalities (1991) and The Shame of the Nation (2005)
· Heather McGee - The Sum of Us: What Racism Costs Everyone and How We Can Prosper Together (2021)
· James Ryan - Five Miles Away: A World Apart (2010)
· David Garcia - School Choice (MIT Press, 2018)
· Jeannie Oakes - Keeping Track: How Schools Structure Inequality (1985)
Organizations & Reports:
· The Education Trust - Funding Gaps reports
· U.S. Commission on Civil Rights - "Public Education Funding Inequity" (2018)
· EdChoice - School choice data and research
· National Coalition for Public Education - Voucher critiques
· National Center for Education Statistics - Current data on schools
Current News Sources:
· Education Week
· The Hechinger Report
· Chalkbeat (local education news)
Videos/Documentaries:
· Waiting for Superman (2010) - Pro-charter perspective
· Backpack Full of Cash (2017) - Critique of school privatization
· PBS NewsHour education segments



