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Education and Social Inequality in the Global Culture edited by Joseph Zajda, Karen
Biraimah, and William Gaudelli. Springer: London, 2008. 212 pp. €82.34
(cloth). ISBN 978-1-4020-6926-0.

Inequality in Education: Comparative and International Perspectives edited by Donald
B. Holsinger and W. James Jacob. Hong Kong: Springer/Comparative Edu-
cation Research Center, University of Hong Kong, 2008. 584 pp. $45.00 (pa-
per). ISBN 978-962-8093-14-4.

For critical observers, the persistent issue of social inequality in the field of edu-
cation and schooling represents one of the greatest sources of frustration. Whereas
issues related to pedagogy, teaching cultures, and school expansion achieve some
improvement in many settings, inequality based on race, gender, income, religion,
and culture in schools is still blatant in the field of education. The repeated di-
agnosis of these inequalities in scholarly work evokes adamant opposition of the
privileged (and countless), mostly unfruitful attempts to overcome (or at least to
mitigate) its most severe manifestations. On the whole, the general impression is
that after decades of compensatory measures and a fair number of pro-poor and
pro-women initiatives, the educational gap is not shrinking.

Research on inequality in education remains an issue of undiminished signif-
icance. Ambitious theoretical drafts for a deeper understanding of the production,
logic, and possible remedies for social inequality in education have been advanced
from very different perspectives in the last decades. A wide range of factors have
been identified as being responsible for the persistence of inequality in education.
Yet beyond all details regarding the particular configurations of inequality in local
settings, a diffuse view of the structural character of inequality in capitalist socie-
ties—and also in communist societies, as set forth by Pierre Bourdieu 40 years
ago—prevails. Fueled by resignation, a new realism in the social sciences suggests
that inequality is something we would be better off learning to deal with rather
than trying to overcome.

Faced with these low expectations, two recently edited books convey very dif-
ferent messages regarding the persistence of inequality in an international and
global perspective. The volume edited by Joseph Zajda, Karen Biraimah, and Wil-
liam Gaudelli offers 11 chapters that deal with the issue extremely critically. The
book aims at discussing the factors determining social inequality in education in
the context of global culture. However, the bulk of research presented in the
volume addresses varying national situations. Only two chapters refer to world
regions, such as central and eastern Europe and the Islamic nation-states; only one
contribution works with data from the Program for International Student Assess-
ment and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study and could
be characterized as having a more global perspective. The works edited in the
volume criticize the persistence of old inequalities and the emergence of new ones
in multicultural settings.

The second volume, however, contains some good news about inequalities in
education. The work, edited by Donald B. Holsinger and W. James Jacob, presents
striking global evidence of a certain closing of the inequality gap in numerous
countries. Perhaps because of the close relationships of many of the authors to
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international funding donors, this volume is a blend of critical, even radical, cri-
tique and a search for promising policy strategies. The 24 contributions also address
conditions in several countries, whereas other contributions focus on world regions.
Probably the only genuine global contribution is the analysis by Vinod Thomas
and Yan Wang, who use a huge data set to follow the development of some indi-
cators of inequality in 140 countries between 1960 and 2000.

The editors have chosen different strategies for organizing the two volumes.
Holsinger and Jacob have ordered the contributions according to world regions,
reserving the first section for conceptual issues. Although the approach is certainly
conventional, it has been carried out clearly and offers a practical order for the
presentation of evidence and discussion. Their introduction is a substantive piece
of scholarship, in which definitions of equality and equity, analytical trends con-
cerning the concept, and different measurements of educational inequality are
concisely outlined. An unexpected plea by the editors for loyalty to and admiration
for the World Bank does not diminish the value of the balanced arguments. These
include a good and brief review of the literature on the subject.

In view of this achievement, the editing done by Zajda, Biraimah, and Gaudelli
is of inferior quality. In a book addressing global culture as the crucial environment
for the analysis of local inequalities, the treatment of the leading category of glob-
alization is somewhat unfruitful. The specific features of a culture that has become
global are completely absent; only some salient features of the process of global-
ization are briefly addressed. The main analytical lines chosen by the editors for
the presentation and ordering of the contributions—hegemony, equity, and cul-
tural capital—are undoubtedly significant themes. Yet their reluctance to advance
a comprehensive approach to the promising concept of global culture and its
dimensions is apparent. In addition, poor editing and layout problems reinforce
the impression that a sparse amount of editing has been done.

Despite these critical comments, the volume contains some highlights regard-
ing research on inequalities in education. The discussions by Diane M. Hoffman
and Guoping Zhao of a pervading Western individualism in Chinese childhood
ideologies clearly refer to the tensions between the global and the local. Caroline
E. Parker’s measuring of inequities in different urban settings in Nicaragua presents
unexpected evidence about school attendance and dropout rates. Kara Janigan’s
work on female students in Eritrea describes strategies young women in a rural
region of the country have developed to overcome the structural disadvantages
they face. Very promising analyses, like those by Mary Holbrock about the Mayan
revival in Guatemala or by Nagwa M. Megahed on Egyptian secondary teachers
facing a reform alleviating the effects of school tracking, could have been more
substantial and included broader data sets and more thorough theoretical per-
spectives. Other contributions are rather disappointing because of the very su-
perficial discussion of their interesting findings. The work presented by Gillian
Hampden-Thompson, Lina Guzman, and Laura Lippman on evidence related to
the theoretical assumptions of the effects of cultural capital on students’ perfor-
mance and skills is of utmost significance. Their approach is fruitful and yet, at
the same time, frustrating. It is fruitful because they show that the assumed direct
relationship between cultural capital and school performance and literacy is not
unequivocal. It is also frustrating because the findings tend to confirm the thesis
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advanced by Bourdieu on social reproduction that underlies the more pessimistic
diagnosis regarding the power of education in alleviating social inequalities. It is
exactly at the intersection of huge data sets and theoretical conceptual work where
future research on inequalities could make significant advances.

In contrast, good news stands out in Holsinger and Jacob’s volume. The already-
mentioned article by Thomas and Wang shows a quite consistent decrease in in-
equality when taking into consideration some indicators like the gender and urban/
rural gap as well as attendance and completion rates for elementary/primary
schools. They work with an old measurement of inequality, the Gini coefficient,
which was developed at the beginning of the twentieth century and widely used
for the measurement of income inequality. Thomas and Wang, along with other
contributions in the volume, apply it now to the field of education. Using this and
other indicators, the evolution of Korean education presented by Matthew E. Burt
and Namgi Park shows the striking advancement of educational attainment and
educational equality in this country. Luis Crouch, Martin Gustafsson, and Pablo
Lavado provide a comparison between Peru and South Africa. In these countries,
a narrowing of the inequality gap, measured by Gini coefficients and other indi-
cators, shows consistent improvement.

Holsinger and Jacob’s collection exceeds the quantitative approach of these
contributions and also focuses on the varying forms of inequality and on theoretical
approaches related to almost forgotten big theories. This applies particularly to
David Hill, Nigel M. Greaves, and Alpesh Maisuria’s essay with the suggestive title
“Does Capitalism Inevitably Increase Inequality?” Their discussion also includes
the results of empirical work and does not confine itself to a renewed exegesis of
Marx. The postcolonial perspective taken by Birgit Brock-Utne in her discussion
of the implications of English as a language of instruction in some African countries
also illuminates new emerging forms of inequality due to the impact of global
forces. Several chapters present additional relevant evidence about measuring in-
equalities, while sometimes addressing the subject of functioning compensatory
policies. Beyond content issues, the professional background of many authors as
consultants and advisors seems to have determined a style of presenting evidence
and discussing it, which is sometimes highly uniform and repetitive. Well-written
discussions also need good textual performance, not only good evidence.

On the whole, these two volumes offer valuable contributions to the subject
of inequality in education. New paths of measuring, new forms of inequality, and
new policy strategies are addressed differently in both collections. Holsinger and
Jacob’s volume provides particularly helpful information about trends and possible
remedies. The tension between in-depth studies and more global perspectives is
unavoidable, and, in this respect, it would be desirable to have a more reflective
attitude by some authors about the reach, significance, and weaknesses of the data
presented and the theses advanced. Highly popular simplifications about quanti-
tative research as being solely the long arm of neoliberal tendencies are sharply
challenged by many of these contributions. After all, solid quantitative research
has also set forth pertinent evidence about the limited benefits, if any, of privati-
zation, vouchers, and charter schools.

In spite of the current crisis caused by untamed greed and organized irre-
sponsibility, capitalism will not abdicate in the near future. We will have to face
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the issue of inequality in education under capitalist conditions for a long time.
Interesting findings about school systems guaranteeing high performance for all
children, such as those in Cuba, do not provide us with a transferable model of
educational equality and equity. In this sense, differentiated diagnoses on the per-
sistent issue of inequality and a critical assessment of the policies addressing it are
still needed. This kind of work will be crucial for comparative education well after
the dust of the finance crisis settles.

MARCELO CARUSO
University of Muinster

Origins, Journeys, and Returns: Social Justice in International Education edited by Toby
Alice Volkman with Joan Dassin and Mary Zurbuchen. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2009. 260 pp. $20.00 (cloth). ISBN 978-0-9790-7728-9.

Higher-education institutions’ role in promoting social justice has been somewhat
lost in recent decades. Policies designed to promote equality of access to education
do not necessarily level the opportunities for the populations they are designed
to serve. At the same time, while the Association for American Colleges and Uni-
versities has put forward the Core Commitments, an initiative that promotes ed-
ucating students for personal and social responsibility, the Chronicle of Higher Ed-
ucation reported that fewer than half of college seniors surveyed in 2009 strongly
agreed that their campuses promoted contributing to a larger community as an
important responsibility.

The issue of how to promote equity and social justice through higher education
is the overarching theme of Toby Alice Volkman’s edited volume Origins, Journeys,
and Returns: Social Justice in International Education. The book describes the devel-
opment and implementation of the Ford Foundation’s International Fellowships
Program (IFP), which has a combined goal of promoting social justice and sup-
porting the education of disadvantaged groups. Launched in 2000, IFP is a schol-
arship program designed to “support postgraduate study for thousands of talented,
socially engaged individuals from groups that historically lacked equal access to
education” (9). The grant differs from numerous other international fellowships
in that it specifically aims to reach those individuals who may have been unable
to pursue higher learning because of academic, social, or financial disadvantages.

Another unique feature of the grant is the purposeful emphasis on selecting
fellows who show both leadership capacity and social commitment, with the goal
that fellows will make a larger contribution to their home regions on completion
of the program. To circumvent the potential issue of brain drain, as well as provide
more expansive opportunities for nontraditional students who may be limited by
family or employment obligations, candidates may also choose to use the fellowship
in their home country. This also lessens the importance of foreign-language skills,
to which many applicants may have had little exposure, as a deciding factor. In
fact, 34 percent of IFP fellows earn their degrees in their home country or region.
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