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Using survey data on Blacks and Non-Hispanic Whites in 1982 and
1985, the authors examine the link between racial inequality in
schooling and differences in cultural capital—the degree to which
parents socialize their children into high-status culture. The findings
indicate a significant increase in parental cultural capital across birth
cohorts (from 1900 to 1960). That this increase has been faster among
Blacks than among Whites and persists after Black-White differences
are taken into account suggests a degree of racial integration in the
cultural domain. The results also show that exposure to high-status
culture is associated with higher levels of schooling and that the
integration of Blacks into high-status culture has contributed to the
Black-White convergence in schooling. The latter finding illustrates that
cultural capital may serve as a route to upward mobility for less

privileged minority groups.

ifferences in schooling are a key
Dfactor in the debate on racial

inequality in American society.
As is well known, the Black-White
gap in schooling has narrowed over
the course of this century, but even in
recent cohorts, Blacks remain at a
disadvantage. Although American re-
search has examined several causes
underlying this trend (Farley and Allen
1989), the European tradition of re-
search on cultural capital may pro-
vide another answer. Using individual
survey data on cultural socialization,
we examine the link between racial
inequality in schooling, on the one
hand, and exclusion in the cultural
domain, on the other hand. More
specifically, we assess whether race-
specific trends in educational attain-
ment in the 20th century are related to
changes in exposure to Euro-American
high-status culture in Black and White
families.

CULTURAL CAPITAL AND
RACIAL INEQUALITY

Racial Differences in Schooling

The American history of racial inequal-
ity in schooling can be roughly divided
into three periods (Smith 1984). Shortly
after Emancipation in 1863, there were
signs that schooling was expanding more
rapidly among Blacks than among
Whites. During Reconstruction, the dif-
ference in average years of schooling
completed by Black and White men
declined from 4.39 for men born before
1865, to 3.18 for men born in the 1880s.
This period of convergence was fol-
lowed by a 20-year period of divergence.
After 1896, educational opportunities
for Blacks were blocked by the so-called
separate-but-equal doctrine. As a conse-
quence of this doctrine, all public schools
became segregated by race, and Black
schools received considerably less gov-
ernmental support than did white
schools. The salaries of teachers in
White schools, for example, were about
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twice as high as those of teachers in
Black schools, and pupil-to-pupil ratios
in Black schools were 1.7 times as high
as in White schools (Card and Krueger
1992). The gap in years of schooling for
Black men in the second period in-
creased from 3.02 for men born in the
1880s to 3.46 for men born at the
beginning of the 20th century. In the
third and longest period, Black-White
differences in schooling declined again,
even though school segregation per-
sisted until 1954, when it was finally
declared unconstitutional in Brown v.
Board of Education. The schooling gap
in the third period decreased from 3.46
for men born at the beginning of this
century to .83 for men born in the 1950s.
Similar patterns are observed for women
(Smith 1984).

Despite the long-term decline of edu-
cational inequality in the third period, a
racial gap in educational attainment
remains. In 1988, the gap between Blacks
and Whites aged 25-34 in years of
completed schooling was still .66 years
(Farley and Allen 1989). This difference
seems modest, but a small difference in
average years of schooling is caused by
large underlying differences in high
school and college completion. For ex-
ample, in 1988, 83 percent of Black men
aged 25-34 were high school graduates,
compared to 91% of White men. For
college graduates, the proportions were
15 percent for Blacks and 28 percent for
Whites.

Several factors help explain why a gap
in schooling exists. First, the quality and
financial support of precollege educa-
tion in predominantly Black schools has
generally been lower than that of predom-
inantly White schools (Card and Krueger
1992). As a result Black students are
often not as well prepared to enter and
complete college as are White students.
A second explanation focuses on racial
differences in family background. On
average, Black parents have lower levels
of schooling and lower family incomes
than do White parents. Blacks are also
more likely than are Whites to grow up
in broken homes and to have more
siblings on average. Since all these
factors affect children’s schooling, part
of the gap in schooling can be explained
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by the less favorable family resources of
Black students (Duncan 1968; Grusky
and DiPrete 1990; Haveman and Wolfe
1994). Third, with regard to the more
recent turnaround in racial inequality,
racial differences in schooling can be
linked to problems of the inner-city
population. The most prominent hypoth-
esis in this respect was suggested by
Wilson (1987), who argued that the
exodus of Black middle-class families
from the inner city has left lower-class
blacks with few role models of achieve-
ment. In this line of reasoning, the
prevalence of unemployment, low-
quality jobs, and illegal sources of in-
come in the inner city has lowered the
motivation of Black youths to invest in
schooling.

Cultural Capital and
Educational Inequality

A second and different line of research
on educational inequality has focused
on the effects of cultural capital on
educational attainment. Cultural capital
usually refers to socialization into high-
brow cultural activities, and this con-
cept includes a variety of tastes and
behaviors, such as interest in art and
classical music, attendance at theaters
and museums, and reading literature.
The leading proponent of this tradition
is the French sociologist Bourdieu. One
of Bourdieu’s (1973) contributions to
stratification research was the develop-
ment of a new answer to the old question
of how socioeconomic advantages are
transmitted across generations. In gen-
eral, Bourdieu argued that in a time of
the rapid expansion of higher education,
cultural capital arose as a new ascriptive
force in the status-attainment process.
More specifically, he contended that
children from high socioeconomic back-
grounds are more often exposed to
highbrow cultural activities at home and
that those who acquire cultural capital at
home are more likely to do well in
school and subsequently to have better
chances of achieving high levels of
schooling than others. Together, these
arguments imply that differences in
cultural capital explain part of the asso-
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ciation between the socioeconomic posi-
tions of parents and their children.

Cultural capital is believed to be an
asset in the schooling process for several
reasons: Children who are exposed to
cultural capital may be better prepared
to master academic material, may de-
velop a greater taste for learning abstract
and intellectual concepts, and may be
favored directly by teachers over chil-
dren who have less cultural capital. A
lack of cultural capital may discourage
students to stay in school (self-selection)
may hamper their accomplishments
while in school (indirect exclusion), or
may lead to a lack of recognition from
teachers (teacher selection). Although
there is a debate about which of these
mechanisms is most likely to operate,
empirical studies have generally under-
scored the role of cultural capital in the
schooling process.

In one of the first systematic American
empirical studies on cultural capital,
DiMaggio (1982) showed that a student’s
involvement in art, music, and literature
is positively correlated with his or her
grades in high school, even after the
influence of prior ability and father’s
education is taken into account. In a
later study, DiMaggio and Mohr (1985)
also found significant effects of the
respondents’ cultural capital on years of
schooling completed (after controlling
for father’s education and occupational
prestige) and noted that differences in
cultural capital explained about 14 per-
cent of the effect of father’s education on
arespondent’s schooling. A drawback of
these two studies is that they focused
entirely on the cultural interests and
activities of students. Thus, it remains
somewhat uncertain whether the mea-
sures of cultural capital are causally
prior to outcomes in schooling. Another
way to measure cultural capital is to use
indicators of parents’ cultural participa-
tion (Teachman 1987). This is a some-
what stronger measure because parents’
cultural activities are unlikely to be
affected by their children’s schooling.
Using a large longitudinal data set on
high school seniors, Teachman found
positive effects of parental cultural re-
sources on children’s educational attain-
ment.
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In European countries, researchers gen-
erally have found similar results. For the
Netherlands, De Graaf (1986) showed
that parental cultural capital has signifi-
cant effects on educational attainment,
after controlling for father’s and moth-
er’s schooling and father’s occupational
prestige; cultural capital explained 9
percent (oldest cohort) to 14 percent
(youngest cohort) of the effect of paren-
tal socioeconomic status (SES) on educa-
tional attainment. De Graaf (1988) found
positive results for West Germany as
well, although the effect of cultural
capital was limited to success at the
highest level of secondary schooling (the
gymnasium). In a comparative study,
Mateju (1990) stated that cultural capital
explained part of the effect of parental
SES on schooling in Czechoslovakia (13
percent), Hungary (20 percent), and the
Netherlands (21 percent). Similar results
for Hungary were found by Ganzeboom,
De Graaf, and Robert (1990).

In sum, both American and European
studies have underscored the role of
cultural capital in the schooling process.
Socialization into high-status culture
appears to have a strong effect on
educational attainment. At the same
time, however, the degree to which
cultural capital explains the association
between socioeconomic origins and des-
tinations is relatively modest: in the
range of 15 percent.

Synthesis and Research Questions

So far, few studies have applied no-
tions of cultural capital to ethnic or

‘racial differences in schooling. Most

studies have focused either on European
countries, where ethnic minorities are
small, or on the United States, but have
limited the analyses to Whites. An
exception is Farkas, Grobe, Sheehan,
and Shuan (1990), who examined the
interaction between teachers and stu-
dents of different ethnic groups from a
cultural capital perspective. A more
relevant exception for our aims is DiMag-
gio and Ostrower’s (1990) comparison of
Black-White differences in cultural par-
ticipation. Although that study did not
address inequality in socioeconomic out-
comes per se, it presented several find-
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ings that served as a starting point for
our analysis. Using the 1982 Survey of
Public Participation in the Arts, DiMag-
gio and Ostrower showed that there are
important racial differences in arts con-
sumption. On the one hand, Whites are
more likely to attend classical music,
opera, and ballet performances and to
visit art museums and historical monu-
ments. On the other hand, Blacks are
more likely to engage in traditional
African American art forms, such as
listening to jazz and blues, attending
jazz and blues concerts, and watching
these art forms on television. Although a
large part of these differences can be
attributed to Black-White differences in
schooling, the effects of race remain
significant after the influence of father’s
and mother’s educational attainment is
taken into account.

A more important finding, at least
from our perspective, is that similar
differences exist when one focuses on
childhood experiences: Socialization into
highbrow cultural activities is more
common in White families than in Black
families, even after differences in paren-
tal education are taken into account.
DiMaggio and Ostrower (1990) further
claimed that over time, there has been
no convergence between Blacks and
Whites with respect to participation in
highbrow cultural activities. They inter-
preted this finding as being an indica-
tion of ““cultural resistance.” That is, in
the face of increased socioeconomic
opportunities, Blacks have remained at-
tached to traditional Black art forms to
maintain their cultural identity. Hence,
despite the long-term convergence of
Blacks and Whites in several other
respects, such as income, education, and
intermarriage, DiMaggio and Ostrower
argued that Blacks have maintained
their distance from traditional White
culture. This model of resistance is in
contrast to the cultural behavior of
Whites. DiMaggio and Ostrower pointed
out that over time, Whites have become
integrated into traditional Black culture,
such as jazz, blues, and soul music.

In this article we answer the following
three questions:

25

1. How have cultural resources changed
across birth cohorts of Blacks and Whites?

2. To what extent can these changes be
explained by changes in family back-
ground?

3. Have changes in family background
and cultural resources contributed to the
Black-White convergence in schooling?

If cultural capital is relevant for the
influence of class background on educa-
tional attainment, as previous work has
shown, it should be relevant for other
ascriptive factors, such as race, as well.
Following DiMaggio and Ostrower (1990),
we argue that cultural capital (as mea-
sured in studies of educational attain-
ment) is part of the Euro-American
cultural tradition and that selection or
self-selection on the basis of cultural
capital in the schooling career can be
understood as a mechanism through
which racial inequality in American
society is strengthened. In contrast to
DiMaggio and Ostrower’s hypothesis of
cultural resistance, however, we ex-
pected that as intergroup contact has
increased and overt racial discrimina-
tion has decreased, racial segmentation
with respect to tastes and lifestyles has
also declined. If such a convergence in
cultural resources has occurred, we ex-
pected it to have contributed to the
convergence in schooling. In a more
general sense, we tried to examine
whether segmentation with respect to
cultural tastes and lifestyles in Ameri-
can society has implications for trends
in racial inequality. Hence, our analysis
focuses not so much on why Whites
have an advantage over Blacks in school-
ing, but more on the question of why
Blacks have been catching up over time.

THE DATA

The data we analyzed came from the
1982 and 1985 waves of the Survey of
Public Participation in the Arts (SPPA)
that contains a set of questions on arts
consumption, parental background, and
cultural socialization. The survey was
done in conjunction with the National
Crime Survey and was a random proba-
bility sample of the American popula-
tion. The 1982 and 1985 questions we
used were formulated in an identical
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fashion, and questions on parents’ par-
ticipation in the arts were directed to a
subset of the sample. We limited our
comparisons to Black and non-Hispanic
White men and women aged 25 and
over, since some younger persons would
still be enrolled in school. The total
number of respondents was 6,248, 5,660
of whom were non-Hispanic White and
588 were Black.

The SPPA is unique in providing data
on cultural socialization, but it also has
limitations. As is the case in most
surveys containing questions on family
background, no retrospective informa-
tion is available on parental income.
Although parental income has important
effects on educational attainment, stud-
ies in the Netherlands (Ganzeboom 1982)
have shown that income has little effect
on the consumption of high-status cul-
ture once the influence of education has
been taken into account.! As a result, our
model is incomplete, but our estimates
of the effect of cultural socialization on
schooling are hardly biased. Similar
arguments can be made about other
determinants of schooling, such as the
number of siblings and family structure.
The only concern that remains is the
omission of father’s occupation, which
has a small effect on both cultural
socialization and children’s schooling
(Ganzeboom 1982).

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSES

We start out by describing how cul-
tural socialization and schooling have
changed across birth cohorts and how
these trends differ for Blacks and Whites.
The top panel of Figure 1 presents mean
levels of schooling by race and birth
cohort. Our cohorts ranged from persons
born in 1900 to persons born in 1960.
Respondent’s schooling was measured
in single years of completed schooling,
ranging from 0 for no schooling to 20
years for Ph.D.s (M=12.2; SD=3.2). Our
results are generally consistent with
findings from other studies: a rapid
increase in educational attainment and a
steady narrowing of the racial gap since
the beginning of this century. It should
be kept in mind that selective mortality
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from older cohorts may have led to a
modest understatement of the true trend.

The middle panel of Figure 1 depicts
trends in parental education. Father’s
and mother’s schooling were measured
in six categories. We recoded categories
to the weighted midpoints in years of
schooling (using data on the respon-
dent’s education broken down by sex).
In 14 percent of the cases, educational
data on both parents were missing.
Missing values were imputed, using data
on years of schooling by race, birth
cohort, and sex as published in Smith
(1984). From Figure 1, it is clear that the
average level of parental education has
increased during the 20th century for
both Whites and Blacks. Hence, family
resources have become more favorable
for both races, though there appears to
have been little convergence.

Our results are consistent with what
several other researchers have found on
the basis of larger data sets (Farley and
Allen 1989; Smith 1984). What makes
the SPPA survey unique is that it al-
lowed us to examine trends in parental
cultural capital. Following Lamont and
Lareau (1988:156), cultural capital can
be defined as ‘“institutionalized, i.e.,
widely shared high status cultural sig-
nals (attitudes, preferences, formal knowl-
edge, behaviors, goods, and credentials)
used for social and cultural exclusion.”
Although limited in scope, our data
contain several key indicators of high-
status cultural behavior. More specifi-
cally, we considered four parental activ-
ities: whether parents attended
performances of classical music, plays,
and art museums and encouraged the
respondent to read books (not for school).
All items are respondents’ reports of
what parents did when the respondents
were aged 15. Possible answers were
“never,” ‘“‘occasionally,” and “often.”
For the lack of other information, we
assumed equal distances between cate-
gories.2 Subsequently, we used the un-
weighted average of scores on the four
variables as an index of parental cultural
capital. The index ranges from 0 (for no
exposure at all) to 2 (for “often” on all
four items) and has a reliability of « =
.73, which is reasonable for a scale of
four items. For purposes of presentation,
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Figure 1. Years of Schooling Completed, Parental Schooling, and Parental Cultural Capital,

by Race and Year of Birth: Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, 1982-85
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we multiplied the index by 10 (M = 5.5;
SD = 5.0).

The bottom panel of Figure 1 pre-
sents mean levels of cultural capital
broken down by birth cohort and race.
Since our scale pertains to the same
age (age 15) for all respondents, differ-
ences among birth cohorts provide a
view of trends that is not confounded
by age effects. In this respect, our
analyses improve on DiMaggio and
Ostrower’s (1990) comparison of respon-
dent’s current cultural participation
across birth cohorts. Figure 1 shows
that across cohorts, there has been a
clear increase in parental cultural capi-
tal. In most cohorts, however, the mean
for Blacks is well below the mean for
Whites, indicating that Blacks are dis-
advantaged with respect to cultural
capital. The cohort averages fluctuate
because of the relatively small number
of Blacks in most cohorts, but at first
glance, the racial gap in acquired
cultural capital appears to have nar-
rowed.

In sum, there has been an increase in
schooling and family resources for both
Blacks and Whites. For Blacks, however,
the increase in schooling and parental
cultural capital has occurred at a faster
rate, leading to a convergence in both
domains. The question thus arises: Have
changes in racial inequality in the cul-
tural domain contributed to changes in
the inequality of schooling?

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES
Methodological Approach

To explain race-specific trends in
cultural capital and schooling, we esti-
mated and compared two regression
models for each outcome (cultural capi-
tal and schooling). Though the actual
models for cultural capital and school-
ing differ, the specification of trends is
identical, and we therefore limit our
methodological discussion to the more
general case. Our first model, Model A,
includes cohort, race, and interactions of
cohort by race. The interactions allow
trends in cultural capital or schooling to
be different for Blacks and Whites and
are specified as follows for this model:
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Yvi = Bconstﬂnt + Bblack BLACK;
+ Bblaok trend BLACK;
x COHORT,
+ Bwhite trend WHITEI
x COHORT; + e

where Y; is the dependent variable for
the ith individual (cultural capital or
schooling), BLACK; is 1 for Blacks (0
otherwise), WHITE, is 1 for whites (0
otherwise), and COHORT; is the year of
birth. The cohort variable is rescaled by
subtracting 1,900 and dividing by 10.
Because of the way interaction effects
were specified in Model A, all coeffi-
cients have a meaningful interpretation:

® B ..ane 1S the average Y; of Whites born
in 1900.

® 3, ..« is the disadvantage of Blacks
compared to Whites in 1900.

® B3, 1ack trend 18 the increase in Y; for Blacks
per decade.

® B hite trena 18 the increase in Y; for Whites
per decade.

g Bbla?k trend Bwhit? trend is the Black-
White convergence in Y; per decade.

In the second model (Model B), we
added a set of j background characteris-
tics (father’s education, mother’s educa-
tion, rural residence, and sex in the
model of cultural capital; father’s educa-
tion, mother’s education, rural resi-
dence, sex, and parental cultural capital
in the model of schooling):

Y, = [Model A}
+ 3, B; BACKGROUND;; +

The difference between Model A and
Model B lies in the interpretation of the
trend effects. In Model B, the trends can
be seen as ‘“‘net trends,” that is, trends
after the influence of changes in back-
ground characteristics has been taken
into account. The trends in Model A, in
contrast, can be considered ““total trends.”
The difference between a “net” and a
“total” trend tells which part of a trend
can be explained by changes in back-
ground characteristics. Because interac-
tions of cohort and race are included, the
models are able to address three separate
questions: (1) the extent to which changes
in Whites’ background characteristics
explain the White trend, (2) the extent to
which changes in Blacks’ background
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characteristics explain the Black trend,
and (3) the extent to which changes in
Black-White differences in background
characteristics explain the Black-White
convergence.

Trends in Cultural Capital

Our first research question was, How
have cultural resources changed across
birth cohorts for Blacks and Whites? To
answer this question, we present esti-
mates of our two regression models in
Table 1. The coefficients we report are
unstandardized, except for the effects of
parental education.? Model A shows that
in 1900, Blacks had 2.67 points less
cultural capital than did Whites. Since
the mean of the scale is 5.5, this finding
indicates that Blacks were at a notable
disadvantage at the beginning of the
20th century. When considering trends,
we observed that among Whites, there
has been a significant increase in cul-
tural capital of .40 points per decade;
over the entire period (until the 1960
cohort), this finding implies an increase
of 2.37 points. Among Blacks, the in-

Table 1. Regression of Parental Cultural Cap-
ital on Selected Characteristics: Sur-
vey of Public Participation in the
Arts, 1982-85 (N = 6,248)°

Trends in Parental
Cultural Capital

Variables Model A Model B
Black (0/1) —2.674** —1.133*
(—5.20) (—2.28)
Black trend (1900 = 0) .770** —.041
(6.28) (-.36)
White trend (1900 = 0) .396** —.326**
9.79)  (—8.14)
Father’s education® .264**
(16.42)
Mother’s education® .240**
(14.51)
Rural residence (0/1) —.711**
(-6.11)
Woman (0/1) 1.117**
(10.19)
Constant —1.258 1.092
(—8.13) (6.35)
Adjusted R? (percentage) 2.6 25.5

*p < .05, **p< .0l
3 t-values in parentheses. Model controls for
missing values on parental education variables and
year of survey.
b Standardized coefficient.
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crease is greater (.77). Hence, cultural
resources have increased at a faster rate
for Black children than for White chil-
dren. More specifically, the racial differ-
ence in cultural capital has declined by
.77 —.40=.37 per decade. This conver-
gence is statistically significant (t-value
is 2.9). This finding implies that for
cohorts born in 1960, almost no differ-
ence between Blacks and Whites re-
mains (2.674—6X.37 =.42). This result
is consistent with the convergence ob-
served in the bottom panel of Figure 1.

That there has been a convergence
contradicts DiMaggio and Ostrower’s
(1990) hypothesis of cultural resistance.
After comparing respondents’ cultural
capital by age and race, DiMaggio and
Ostrower concluded that there has been
no racial integration in the cultural
domain. Since their analysis was based
on respondents’ cultural capital at one
point in time (1982), their comparison
confounded age and cohort (or period)
effects. Because our analysis was based
on respondents’ cultural socialization at
a specific stage in their life cycle (age
15), our cohort comparisons are not
affected by age effects and hence are
more plausible.

To what extent can these trends be
attributed to the rise in parental educa-
tion across cohorts? To answer this
question, we included father’s and moth-
er’s education in Model B. We also took
into account several other characteris-
tics: rural residence, woman, year of
survey, and two indicators for missing
values on parental schooling variables.
Rural residence was coded 1 for people
living in rural areas and O otherwise.*
The variable woman was coded 1 for
women and 0 for men. Year of survey
was included to control for possible
differences in cultural capital between
the 1982 and 1985 samples. We also
included a dummy variable indicating
whether educational data were missing
for both parents (for Blacks and Whites
separately); this variable adjusts for pos-
sible selectivity bias owing to respon-
dents who did not report parental data.

Model B in Table 1 shows that the net
trend for Whites is negative and statisti-
cally significant (—.33), indicating that
net of family background, there has been
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a decline in the amount of cultural
capital that White parents provide their
children. In other words, once we took
into account that parental education has
risen over time, no increase in cultural
capital remained. That the effect is
negative, rather than 0, indicates that
White parents with a given amount of
education currently provide their chil-
dren with less cultural capital than
parents with the same amount of educa-
tion did some decades ago. Apparently,
interest in high culture has not kept up
with the rapid expansion of higher
education.’ This finding corresponds to
the pessimistic beliefs of popular critics
like Postman (1985) and Hirsch (1988)
regarding the level of cultural literacy in
American society. The results for Blacks
are different; no statistically significant
trend —negative or positive—was left
after we controlled for changes in back-
ground characteristics. Apparently, Black
parents with a given amount of educa-
tion currently provide their children
with the same amount of cultural capital
as they did before. Blacks have more
cultural capital now because there are
more highly educated Black parents.
When focusing on how Black-White
differences change across cohorts, we
observed that net of changing back-
ground characteristics, the convergence
is —.04—[—.33] = .29 per decade (t-
value is 2.5, which is statistically signif-
icant). When we compared this finding
to the convergence in Model A (.77 —.40=
.37), we saw that 22 percent of the racial
convergence in cultural capital can be ex-
plained by race-specific changes in back-
ground. In other words, changes in fam-
ily background are important, but even
after we took family influences into ac-
count, Blacks are still catching up to
Whites with respect to cultural capital.
The other effects of Model B in Table 1
are generally consistent with what we
expected. Both father’s and mother’s
education have positive effects on cul-
tural socialization; the (standardized)
effects are .26 and .24, respectively,
indicating that the influence of parents’
education is reasonably strong. The rela-
tionship between education and cultural
capital in the parental generation is
consistent with research on arts consump-
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tion that has found that of all the factors
affecting participation in the arts, educa-
tion is the most relevant (Ganzeboom
1982). We also found that rural residents
have less cultural capital than do urban
residents, probably because there are
fewer, if any, theaters and museums in
rural areas.

The table further indicates that women
have more cultural capital than do men.
At first, this finding may seem odd,
since in a random sample, the parents of
women must have exactly the same
characteristics as the parents of men. A
possible interpretation is that parents
encourage their daughters more often
than their sons to read. Another interpre-
tation is that daughters more frequently
report on their mothers, whereas sons
more frequently report on their fathers.
If mothers are more encouraging with
regard to participation in high culture,
daughters would report higher levels of
cultural capital than would sons.®

Trends in Educational Attainment

Although the net gain in cultural
capital among Blacks may be important
in its own right, its relevance ultimately
depends on how it has affected racial
inequality in other domains of the strat-
ification system. Therefore, we exam-
ined what part of the educational differ-
ence between Blacks and Whites can be
explained by differences in cultural
capital. Regression models for individ-
ual differences in educational attain-
ment are reported in Table 2; the coeffi-
cients are unstandardized, except for the
effects of parental education and cul-
tural capital. Model A shows that in the
1900 cohort, Blacks had 4.3 fewer years
of schooling than did Whites. Among
Blacks, there has been a strong increase
in schooling of 1.27 years per decade.
Among Whites, there has been an in-
crease as well, but not as strong (.63
years per decade). When comparing
these two trends, we observed that the
convergence in schooling is 1.27 — .63 =
.65 per decade. This convergence is
statistically significant (t-value is 8.5).
That Blacks have made gains in school-
ing relative to Whites is consistent with
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Table 2. Regression of Years of Schooling Completed on Selected Characteristics: Survey of
Public Participation in the Arts, 1982-85 (N = 6,248)°

Trends in Years of Schooling Completed

Variables Model A Model B1 Model B2
Black (0/1) —4.309%* —3.522%* —3.334**
(-14.11) (-11.67) (—11.48)
Black trend (1900 = 0) 1.274** .828** .834**
(17.51) (12.20) (12.78)
White trend (1900 = 0) .626** .195** .249**
(26.05) (7.99) (10.56)
Father’s education® .203** 135**
(13.29) (8.96)
Mother’s education® .236%* 174%*
(15.02) (11.30)
Rural residence (0/1) —.292** —.174**
(—4.13) (—2.55)
Woman (0/1) —.344** —.530**
(—5.17) (—8.20)
Parental cultural capital® .259**
(22.42)
Constant 10.245 12.167 11.986
(111.43) (116.53) (118.94)
Adjusted R? (percentage) 16.0 32.9 37.9

*p < .05, ** p < .0l

3 t-values in parentheses. Model controls for missing values on parerital education variables and year of

survey.
b Standardized coefficient.

cohort comparisons using larger data
sets (Smith 1984).

To examine the underlying causes of
these trends, we estimated two addi-
tional models. The first model (B1)
added parental education (and other
background characteristics) and there-
fore allowed us to take into account that
parental education has changed across
cohorts. The second model (B2) added
parental cultural capital and permitted
us to take into account that there has
been a convergence in cultural capital as
well. Hence, in this context we had to
compare the total trend with two net
trends.

Model B1 in Table 2 shows that the
net trend for Whites is positive and
statistically significant (.20), indicating
that an increase in schooling remains,
even after changes in parental education
have been taken into account. The net
trend for Whites is 31 percent of the total
trend, indicating that 69 percent of the
trend can be explained. The results are
similar for Blacks; the trend declined by
35 percent, from 1.27 to .83. Hence,
changes in family background can ex-
plain part of the increase in schooling
within racial groups.

In Model B2, we added the effect of
cultural capital. For Blacks, the net trend
in schooling is about the same as in
Model B1, showing that changes in
cultural capital have not contributed to
the increase in schooling. For Whites,
we observed a different pattern: The
trend coefficient increased once the
influence of cultural capital was taken
into account. The trends were .195 per
decade, in Model B1 and .249 per
decade in Model B2. The interpretation
of this increase lies in the way in which
cultural capital has changed across co-
horts. As Table 1 shows, levels of
parental education have risen. Given
this improvement, however, there has
been a relative decline in parental cul-
tural capital for Whites. In other words,
the increase in parental cultural re-
sources had not kept up with the in-
crease in parental education. This rela-
tive loss in the quantity of cultural
capital has had a downward pressure on
the trend in schooling among Whites.
When we controlled for this downward
pressure in Model B2, we found that
levels of schooling increased faster. Sub-
stantively, this finding means that the
level of schooling of Whites would have
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increased faster had there not been a
relative decline in cultural capital.

Are race-specific changes in family
background and cultural capital also re-
sponsible for changes in differences in
schooling between Blacks and Whites?
To answer this question, we subtracted
the trend coefficient for Whites from the
trend coefficient for Blacks. Table 2 shows
that the Black-White convergence in
schooling decreases from .65 in Model
A, t0.63 in Model B1, and to .59 in Model
B2. In other words, changes in parental
education explain 2 percent of the con-
vergence. Given parental education,
changes in cultural capital explain an-
other 8 percent of the convergence. Hence,
declining racial differences in culture, as
we measured them, have a positive but
modest impact on how racial inequality
in schooling has changed. This effect
arises more from a relative decline in the
cultural resources of Whites than from
an improvement in the cultural resources
of Blacks.

To what extent does cultural capital
explain the influence of parental educa-
tion on schooling, another ascriptive
variable in the stratification process?
Table 2 shows that the (standardized)
effect of parental cultural capital on
schooling is positive and moderately
strong (B = .26). In addition, we found
that both father’s and mother’s educa-
tion positively affected a respondent’s
education. To assess the extent to which
cultural capital explains class differ-
ences, we compared the standardized
effects of parental education in Model
B2 and B1 and observed that the effect of
father’s education declined by 33 per-
cent (from .20 to .14), while that of
mother’s education declined by 26 per-
cent (from .24 to .17). Thus, about a third
of the influence of parental education is
indirect, via the influence of cultural
capital. Although parental education is
not the same as class background, this
finding indicates that cultural capital
plays an important role in the transmis-
sion of socioeconomic advantages across
generations.”

DISCUSSION

When using parental characteristics to
examine trends in cultural capital, we
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found a significant increase in participa-
tion in traditionally Euro-American cul-
ture. That this increase has been faster
among Blacks than among Whites and
persists after Black-White differences in
parental education are taken into ac-
count shows that there has been a
certain degree of racial integration in the
cultural domain. This finding is consis-
tent with changes in other dimensions of
racial integration, such as intermarriage
(Kalmijn 1993); occupational segmenta-
tion; and, to some extent, income differ-
ences (Farley and Allen 1989). In addi-
tion, we found that in all cohorts and for
both races, more exposure to cultural
capital is associated with higher levels
of schooling after other background char-
acteristics are taken into account. This
finding confirms Bourdieu’s (1973) the-
sis of cultural reproduction and extends
it to an important ethnic minority in
American society. Furthermore, we ob-
served that the integration of Blacks in
traditionally Euro-American culture has
made a positive though modest contribu-
tion to the Black-White convergence in
schooling.

Our findings give rise to two more
general conclusions. With respect to
growing racial equality in American
society, we conclude that the integration
of Blacks in Euro-American high culture
has made a positive contribution to the
relative gains of Blacks in the educa-
tional system. However, we also believe
that the role of cultural capital is modest
in comparison to the well-known influ-
ence of legal and institutional changes in
American society, such as school deseg-
regation, busing, scholarships for Blacks,
and affirmative action. How the effect of
cultural integration on schooling com-
pares to the role of the improved eco-
nomic position of Blacks is difficult to
assess at this point. To answer this
question, we would need specific infor-
mation on both the cultural and finan-
cial resources in the parental home.

With respect to Bourdieu’s thesis, we
believe that our findings point to an-
other way in which cultural capital may
operate. Previous studies showed that
cultural socialization generally explains
a significant part of the influence of class
background on socioeconomic achieve-
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ment. This finding has generally been
interpreted in terms of reproduction or
the persistence of inequality. According
to this reasoning, ascriptive variables
like father’s occupation and education
maintain their force in modern societies
through the process of cultural socializa-
tion. In this article, we focused on a
different and more persistent ascriptive
force in modern society—race—and
reached a somewhat different conclu-
sion. By showing that cultural capital
explains part of the Black-White conver-
gence in schooling, we illustrated that
cultural capital may also serve as a route
to upward mobility for less privileged
groups in society.

NOTES

1. As far as we know, comparable analy-
ses for the United States are unavailable.
Using the 1982 wave of the SPPA, we
estimated a regression model of respondent’s
participation in high-status culture using
household income, occupational prestige,
and education as independent variables. (We
controlled for sex, race, and rural residence.)
Our analyses indicated that there is virtually
no effect of income (B = .036, standardized,
p = .048). The effect of education is much
larger (B = .370), while the effect of occupa-
tional prestige is modest but not trivial (B =
.093).

2. With the available data, there are two
other ways to approach this issue. One is to
use eight dummy variables—4x(3-1) =
8—but doing so would be unwieldy, particu-
larly when cultural capital is the dependent
variable. Other scaling methods for nominal
variables, such as HOMALS, use information
on the dependent variable to develop scale
values (see Vrooman and Dronkers 1986).
Since such procedures maximize the correla-
tion between the scale and other variables in
the model, they make coefficients more
difficult to interpret.

3. We do no report standardized effects
for cohort, race, and the interaction of cohort
and race because such effects have no mean-
ingful interpretation.

4. We would have preferred residence
while growing up, but this information was
not available in the SPPA. Because many
urban residents have grown up in rural areas,
this variable underestimates the actual rural-
urban difference in schooling.
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5. Although this result seems to suggest
that high culture is not as exclusive as it used
to be, we found little evidence for such a
trend. We estimated a model of cultural
capital that includes interactions of cohort
and parental education and found no statis-
tically significant decrease across cohorts in
the effect of parental education on cultural
socialization. Thus, the audience for high
culture is as exclusive now as it was some
decades ago, at least with respect to educa-
tion.

6. The dummy variables for missing val-
ues on parental education have significant
negative effects on parental cultural capital
(not reported). Since we used race-, sex- and
cohort-specific means to impute missing
values on parental education, this finding
means that respondents who did not report
their parents’ education have less cultural
capital than did the average educated person
in their particular cohort and race-sex group.
We also examined models without missing
data but found that the effects of other
variables were virtually identical. Year of
survey (not reported) has no significant
effect, indicating that the background charac-
teristics of the respondents in the two sur-
veys were comparable.

7. Consistent with previous research, we
found that rural residents have lower levels
of educational attainment than do urban
residents and that women have lower levels
than do men.
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