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views of ‘cultural capital’.  

 

Abstract 

The notion of cultural capital, defined in its Arnoldian sense, of “the best that has been thought and 

said”, has been at the centre of the England’s education policy for the last five years. While it is clear 

that this version of cultural capital – different from the sense in which it was used by Pierre 

Bourdieu, who popularised the term – has been deployed to valorise certain types of social, 

educational and cultural knowledge, it is not clear at all what use teachers make of the term or 

indeed, how they view it. This article presents data from an evaluation of a programme for 

disadvantaged students in English primary and secondary schools that sought to make a focus on 

cultural capital, and tries to assess how teachers perceive and use the term.  The article posits that 

teachers see exhortations to accumulate cultural capital as part of their role, but in much broader 

terms than the government does, and that they seek to fill the “vacuum” created by the current 

policy perspective on cultural capital.  

 

Introduction 

At a recent panel discussion held by the Institute for Government (IFG, 2022) Jonathan Slater, the 

erstwhile permanent secretary to the Department for Education in England, suggested that the 

former Schools Minister Nick Gibb had accumulated too much power to alter the fundamental 

nature of schooling and schools. One area in which both Nick Gibb and his political superior Michael 

Gove chose to exercise this power was in their definition and subsequent implementation of policies 

around curriculum and its relation to ‘cultural capital’. This term, popularised originally by Pierre 

Bourdieu but explored and appropriated by many other thinkers and organisations, has been used 

by the English government to promote views of curricular content which they see as facilitating 

social mobility. In both speeches and official documents from 2010 onwards, the idea of cultural 

capital as the ‘best that has been thought and said’, a definition borrowed from Matthew Arnold, 

has pervaded political and educational thought about both curricular and extra-curricular content. 

This view, harnessed to the idea of ‘cultural literacy’ contained in the work of American educator 

E.D. Hirsch (1987) forms the basis of a perspective on curriculum and extra-curricular activity which 

seeks to prescribe or at least valorise, certain types of cultural experience and knowledge. This 

process of valorisation has been embedded through policy instruments such as the National 

Curriculum and the Education inspection framework, to a point where teachers cannot avoid its 

reach.  In this article we seek to explore two things; firstly, how do teachers view their professional 

obligation to deliver the government’s ‘cultural capital agenda’; and secondly what limitations do 

they perceive to that agenda and by what means do they overcome these. 

In this wider discourse around cultural capital, policymakers have persistently made a connection 

between curriculum and social mobility as a means of addressing disadvantage. From Michael 

Gove’s early speeches about social mobility (Gove 2013) and the DFE White Paper ‘The importance 

of teaching’ (DFE, 2010) there is a constant narrative which focuses on curriculum being essential for 

improving the outcomes for disadvantaged pupils in England’s school. This narrative has been 

supported by the development of measures such as the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) and Progress 



81, which deliberately create an environment in which certain types of curricula and qualification are 

incentivised. This shift in focus from seeing disadvantage on a geographical basis (Powley, 2001; 

Smith & Smith, 2014) to one in which disadvantage can be dealt with via what children are taught is 

part of a wider political discourse which focuses on the individual’s circumstance rather than the 

community that they come from. In many ways this is an attempt to link traditional approaches to 

classroom teaching to a programme of social reform which, as Michael Gove himself admitted, has 

its roots in the labour movement of the late-19th and early 20th centuries (Gove, 2014). However, as 

this article seeks to demonstrate, both us as researchers and the teachers we have spoken to 

highlight many issues with this process of addressing educational disadvantage through curricular 

change and the promotion of ‘cultural capital’. While our data and policy perspective can be 

regarded as particularly English, we would suggest that the broader issues here will have some 

resonance for both teachers and academics globally. The theoretical ideas under discussion come 

from France (Bourdieu), America (Hirsch) and the wider UK, and there are curricular models, 

internationally, which treat both culture and cultural  value in ways that are different to those 

proposed by politicians and regulators in England, which we discuss later. Additionally, as Kwame 

Anthony Appiah (2016) has pointed out, it is often forgotten that Matthew Arnold took a very global 

view of education , which belies his use as justification for cultural capital in Anglocentric terms.  

In talking to teachers as part of an evaluation project which assessed the impact of a programme for 

disadvantaged pupils,  the data gathered has allowed us to make some arguments which challenge 

the current conception of cultural capital. We want to argue that teachers are aware of the 

problems of thinking about curriculum and cultural capital in the ways that policymakers do (see 

below) but at the same time find innovative and intellectually ingenious ways of circumventing them 

- filling a vacuum created by the narrow view of cultural capital espoused by policy makers. These 

problems stem from a situation in which curriculum is an exercise in power (regardless of what 

anyone designing a curriculum may think), and consequently supplementing that curriculum with an 

idea like cultural capital is going to highlight the power relations which lie behind the decisions to 

both plan and implement it. 

Bourdieu’s view of cultural capital is that it cannot be produced, increased or reduced by education. 

Rather schools simply reproduce the conditions in society that generate it via tastes and class 

relations. (Bourdieu, 1986). The current chief inspector of schools, Amanda Spielmann, both 

recognised and distanced herself from this account of the role of schools in generating cultural 

capital by committing the inspectorate to a view of education in which cultural capital could be both 

created and transmitted by teachers and leaders enacting the National Curriculum (Spielmann, 

2020). This decision to divert from Bourdieu’s original definition of cultural capital is one of several 

problems for teachers who are left to interpret and apply government policy. Others include; the 

question of who is selecting curriculum content and what they have to gain from this; questions of 

canonical knowledge and related power structures; the way that technology fundamentally alters all 

forms of capital; and the question of whether or not cultural capital is a benign phenomenon. Some 

of these issues are addressed directly by teachers interviewed here, when they discuss cultural 

capital. Others are raised and addressed by us as researchers in our discussion of the data. Through 

this article we argue that the characterisation of cultural capital as ‘the best that has been thought 

and said’ is, far from being the foundation of a liberal education, creating a situation in which 

education for disadvantaged students is actually being narrowed rather than broadened. Indeed, we 

 
1 An explanation of EBacc and Progress 8 and what they measure can be found at 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/285990/
P8_factsheet.pdf 



argue throughout this paper that many forms of culture which have significant value (both in 

cultural, social and economic terms) are forced out of the curriculum through this characterisation. 

Various aspects of working-class and popular culture, and indeed texts and artefacts from other, 

non-English cultures are potentially excluded when cultural capital is defined in these terms and 

anchored to the specific view of ‘culture’ outlined by someone like Hirsch - whose work seems to 

support this narrowing. Furthermore, we explore why this situation, in which certain academic 

thinkers' ideas about culture are privileged by policy, might have occurred. However, we also wish to 

argue that teachers are aware of this situation and seek to find their own means of occupying 

curricular spaces created by this policy.  

 

Literature Review 

Some of these issues are familiar to educational thinkers; a survey of the literature around the use of 

the term cultural capital in schools (particularly since 2010) reveals a good deal of skepticism about 

the government’s interpretation of the term. While it is perfectly valid to suggest that both thinking 

and critique of Bourdieu’s original use and definition of the term has moved on as a consequence of 

societal change (e.g. Savage et al, 2015) it is quite clear that this interpretation a ‘remodelling of 

cultural capital’ , in Paul Nightingale’s (2019) words, produces a ‘deficit model’ of learning in which 

schools are seen to need to be commanded to teach certain kinds of knowledge because they are, 

apparently, not doing so. It is this remodelling - or as Norman Fairclough (see below) ‘rewording’ of 

cultural capital that interests us most here. Consequently, while there is some significant literature 

that seeks to discuss the role of cultural capital in education (e.g. Lareau et al, 1999; Reay, 2004; )we 

focus here on that work which has emerged in response to education policy in England since the 

Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government came to power in 2010. Both this 

administration and subsequent Conservative administrations have altered education policy in such a 

way that the redefinition of cultural capital, may in some ways, be seen as an inevitable conclusion.  

To explain this post-2010 shift, it may be helpful to identify three particular strands of academic 

thought about education in Englandwhich we see as accompanying this remodelling of the concept 

of cultural capital. In no particular order, these are 1) Neo-liberal perspectives on education 2) The 

influence of the educational thinkers E.D. Hirsch and Michael Young on government policy and 3) 

Cultural capital as a neutral or benign phenomenon. 

For Bourdieu, all forms of capital (cultural, social etc.) ultimately resolved themselves to economic 

capital, and for some academics (e.g. Maisuria, 2014; Ball, 2016) this is part of the defining 

characteristic of the English education system in the period from 2010 to the present. Nick Gibb’s 

association of certain kinds of cultural capital with economic success (Gibb, 2018a) suggests that 

during this period politicians wanted to set a policy agenda in which the public would see a direct 

connection between improved educational outcomes and improved economic outcomes. For 

Stephen Ball, the neoliberal agenda within education has become so internalised that he sees it as a 

subjective state of mind for anyone working in schools; in effect all educators in the 21st century 

have become implicated in neoliberalism. This is because, in his words, of the ‘general reworking of 

the relationship of education, in fundamental and intimate ways, to the needs of the economy: that 

is, the economisation of education in a variety of forms’ (Ball, 2016, p.1047). For Maisuria, this 

internalisation is not wholesale, noting that there has been some resistance to neoliberal measures 

taken in England in the period since 2010, such as the forced academisation of schools that are seen 

to be failing. Both authors, however, are agreed that this tendency to economise education does 

have specific and identifiable impacts on the curricula that students have access to; for Ball, this 



comes in the anchoring of literacy and numeracy teaching to specific economic outcomes (Ball, 

p.1048) while for Maisuria it is about the closure of specific curricular programmes because they are 

not seen as being economically worthwhile. (Maisuria, 2014;p.291). What is most interesting about 

these neoliberal tendencies is that they highlight some of the tensions at the heart of a policy which 

stresses the importance of cultural capital. While schools exist in an economic system which expects 

them to prioritise numeracy and literacy outcomes, but also within an inspection and regulatory 

framework which expects them to accompany this with a focus on cultural capital allows us to see 

the truth of Bourdieu’s observation that all capital is ultimately economic. One might expect that the 

school will end up focusing, either consciously or unconsciously, on cultural capital which also has 

significant economic value, and to some extent it is possible to see this in Gibb’s exhortation that 

teachers should be: 

‘ensuring that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds have the same opportunities as their more 

affluent peers to benefit from the cultural capital of a stretching and rigorous curriculum is key to 

addressing the burning injustices in our societies and driving forward social mobility.’ (Gibb, 2018) 

In and of itself, many teachers, academics and policymakers of a wide variety of political persuasions 

would probably agree with this view, but when it is connected to later comments in the same 

speech, it is possible to observe the explicit connection being made with very particular types of 

curricular knowledge and presentation of that knowledge: 

‘A successful curriculum should enable pupils to participate in the great conversations of humankind, 

and it should prepare pupils to thrive in an ever more globalised and competitive economy. Both of 

these ambitions require a curriculum designed to give pupils access to the best that has been thought 

and said. Pupils deserve a rich and stretching knowledge-based curriculum that provides them with 

cultural literacy and a foundation of knowledge to use and apply in a variety of contexts.’ (Gibb, 

2018) 

Here, an explicit connection is being made between the redefinition of cultural capital, traditional 

liberalism in the form of Arnold, and the modern neo-liberal agenda. To this end we see the 

redefined version of cultural capital as being inextricably linked to neoliberalism in education.  

In the very same speech, Gibb draws on the work of the American education theorist E.D. Hirsch and 

one of the deeply problematic discourses which surrounds the way that cultural capital is used by 

both politicians and Ofsted in England is its conflation with Hirsch’s ideas about cultural literacy. For 

reasons of space, it is not possible to mount a detailed critique of Hirsch’s work here (and indeed, 

others such as Donaldo Macedo, have done a much more effective job of this than the authors of 

this paper could) but it is probably sufficient to say that Hirsch proposes very large lists of ideas, 

concepts and facts that children ought to be familiar with before they can be considered ‘culturally 

literate’. This is the theoretical justification used for what has come to be known as a ‘knowledge-

rich curriculum’, which Conservative policymakers in England now use as a shorthand for ‘the kind of 

curriculum we think children should experience’. Tied up in this description, and the use of Hirsch to 

justify it, are some fairly deep-rooted problems, which Macedo (1994) and more recent thinkers 

(Eaglestone, 2021) have identified, most notably the way that such a curriculum becomes what 

Macedo describes as a ‘thinly veiled cultural information banking model based on a ‘selective-

selection’ of Western cultural features’ (ibid; p.65). It is really important to note then, that cultural 

capital, even if we limit it to the Arnoldian maxim of ‘the best that has been thought and said’ 

cannot be the same as cultural literacy. Capital implies a fluidity; a sense that what has value can 

change over time. This is the point that Mike Savage makes about many aspects of social life in 

England that have cultural capital now, in 21st century England, not having that value thirty years 



ago. Any model of curriculum which involves listing things that ‘must be learnt’ cannot be regarded 

as cultural capital, and the persistent conflation of this idea with cultural literacy lies at the heart of 

some of the debate evident in the literature around these areas.  

Perhaps more broadly though, these ideas about cultural capital and cultural literacy can be 

connected to ideas about national identity. David Buckingham has suggested that a focus on what 

might be termed “national literacies” are fundamentally connected to an idea of Britishness which 

emphasises particularity and exceptionalism (Buckingham, 2020). This exceptionalism involves 

reinforcing, to a greater or lesser extent, social differences through the development of particular 

kinds of curriculum and particular accounts of knowledge as more or less valuable than others.  It is 

important to note here that cultural capital can emphasise national and cultural heritages without 

seeming to make value judgements about the worth of cultures that are not mainstream or 

dominant within a particular nation. One particularly good example of this lies in the national 

curriculum of New Zealand, which emphasises the importance of the Maori language in establishing 

the national identity of New Zealanders:  

“Te reo Māori is indigenous to Aotearoa New Zealand. It is a taonga recognised under the Treaty of 

Waitangi, a primary source of our nation’s self-knowledge and identity, and an official language. By 

understanding and using te reo Māori, New Zealanders become more aware of the role played by the 

indigenous language and culture in defining and asserting our point of difference in the wider world.” 

(Ministry of Education, 2007; p14) 

However, this emphasis is also counterbalanced later on by a reminder to the teachers who deliver 

the curriculum that: 

“Effective teachers attend to the cultural and linguistic diversity of all their students. The classroom 

culture exists within and alongside many other cultures, including the cultures of the wider school 

and the local community, the students’ peer culture, and the teacher’s professional culture” 

(Ministry of Education, 2007; p.34)  

The English National Curriculum, with its lists of prescribed texts in English and grammatical terms 

that pupils must know relies on a Hirschian view of knowledge which is, in many ways, completely 

exclusionary, suggesting that the path to social mobility can only be successfully navigated if they 

acquire these things. While a number of academics (Yoon and Rata, 2018) have pointed out that the 

New Zealand curriculum can lead to very localised curricula where certain core knowledge can be 

missed, and others still  (Priestly and Sinnema 2014;Rata 2012) suggest that there is some sense of 

knowledge being “downgraded” – we would want to argue that the inclusionary intent of the NZ 

curriculum does at least allow for the kind of broad conception of cultural capital expressed by some 

of the teachers interviewed for this study.  

This situation is complicated further by certain policymakers’ desire to use the term ‘powerful 

knowledge’ and their tendency to fall back on the position of the sociologist Michael FD Young when 

challenged on the over-simplified nature of the cultural literacy model. Young, and his idea of 

‘powerful knowledge ‘ (Young, 2008)  have become influential with politicians (Gibb, 2018b) and 

school regulators (Spielmann, 2019). As with Hirsch, there is little space to explain Young’s ideas 

here, but essentially Young argues that certain kinds of curricular knowledge should be privileged 

because they have specific power beyond that of everyday knowledge. This argument is often used 

to justify the notion, again that certain kinds of knowledge cannot be avoided in the school 

curriculum, though as Young (2019) himself has pointed out, changing the curriculum cannot change 

society in the way that the government might think it can. Indeed, Michael Young has gone to some 



lengths to distance himself from the post-2010 reforms (Young, 2014), but his ideas are quite 

pervasive amongst teachers and other educational commentators (e.g. Counsell, 2018) and it is this 

pervasiveness that further complicates and multiplies potential interpretations of the term cultural 

capital.  

Finally, there is some debate about whether or not the idea of cultural capital is either neutral or 

benign at all.  The above conflation of academic ideas with educational policy, and the neoliberal 

agenda certainly have resulted in a narrowing of the curriculum (see Nelson-Addy et al, 2018 for a 

good example of this) and in some instances quite an insular curricular view in subjects such as 

English and History, where the use of canonical structures results in significant proportions of 

modern and ancient cultures being excluded from the school curriculum. If this narrowing - 

discussed extensively elsewhere (Connolly, 2020; Connolly,2021) - is coupled with the idea that, 

contra Arnold, much cultural activity is not actually said at all, but rather expressed online in various 

ways, it is quite easy to see conceptions of cultural capital as both limiting and illiberal. As Paul 

Nightingale has noted, it is part of the ‘compliance’ curriculum - one that tells students that the 

culture they come from and the cultural life they engage in outside of school is invalid, and to be 

interested in such culture within schools is to be non-compliant. (Nightingale, 2020,p.242) . Indeed, 

it is not much of a leap to connect the cultural capital agenda in schools with the obligation on 

schools to teach ‘fundamental British values’; both are significant in a high-stakes inspection regime 

and both fundamentally affect teacher agency and professional autonomy (Farrell, Lander and Yildiz, 

2021).  

In the light of this academic literature, it would be easy to become quickly depressed about the way 

that the redefinition and remodelling of cultural capital has altered the curriculum in English schools. 

However, one of the striking things about the interviews conducted with teachers as part of the 

wider project described here is that, despite being fully aware of some of these limitations, and 

understanding their potential negative effects on their students, they often chose to resist and 

subvert the concept of cultural capital; to fill the vacuum created by the current use of the term. It is 

in this resistance and this subversion that the very real problems and issues of the way that the 

current political administration uses the term cultural capital are highlighted, we would argue.  

 

Methods and Theoretical Frameworks  

The wider research project which this data came from took a case study approach to two schools 

who were involved in a programme designed to raise the attainment of disadvantaged pupils across 

a single local authority in the East of England The research project involved conducting a qualitative 

evaluation of that programme in order to assess how the staff and pupils who took part in the 

programme perceived its effectiveness. While neither the  evaluation  or the programme itself were 

focused on cultural capital, Ofsted’s emphasis on the phenomenon meant that it was often at the 

centre of discussions about how the teachers in the two case study schools dealt with disadvantage.  

A case study approach allows for researchers to capture a particular instance of a phenomenon. 

(Yin,2014). In this case the phenomenon is the intervention programme, and the two instances are 

the schools in which we interviewed staff - one set of interviews is focused on in this article. These 

interviews were semi-structured, as we wanted the teachers to feel that they could move beyond 

the broad questions that we asked. In these interviews, we asked questions directly about the 

intervention programme and its impact, along with questions which were connected to 

disadvantage in schooling. These questions related to areas such as cultural capital, reading (both in 



and out of school) and the social, cultural, and economic context in which the school was located. 

This methodology was an attempt to move beyond purely quantitative measures of both 

educational attainment and disadvantage, both because there was not really sufficient data at this 

point in the programme (the authority had only been implementing it for a year) and because there 

were clearly some nuances to the local situation in which the intervention took place.   

The analysis of the data that takes place below is informed by both some of the ideas about cultural 

capital explored in the literature review but also by Norman Fairclough’s work on discourse analysis 

(Fairclough, 2001). For the data here, three of Fairclough’s questions about the power relations that 

vocabulary choices reveal are particularly useful, namely those to do with the experiential value of 

particular words and phrases. For Fairclough, experiential value is about the way that text producers 

(in this case the individual teachers speaking) represent their experience of the world through the 

words that they use. When analysing these words and phrases, Fairclough suggests that a number of 

questions might be asked by the researcher, of which three are most useful here, because they allow 

us to think about the teacher’s lived experiences of both the curriculum and discourses of cultural 

capital;  

1. Are there any words which are ideologically contested? 

2. Is there any rewording or overwording occurring?  

3. What ideologically significant meaning relations are there between words?  

For Fairclough, rewording and overwording are attempts to assert power through modifying, 

substituting words or adding words to a text. Ofsted’s redefinition of cultural capital may be seen in 

these terms, ideologically moving the term from the structural Marxism of Bourdieu to the liberalism 

of Arnold. Similarly, one might see the valorisation of Hirsch’s work as an attempt to reword cultural 

capital so that it ‘means’ something more like cultural literacy in everyday educational 

discourse.  Perhaps more interestingly, we might see the teachers in the interviews discussed below 

doing their own version of rewording and attempting to invest their own power in such a discourse. 

In terms of ‘ideologically significant meaning relations’, this means identifying words such as 

synonyms and antonyms which highlight the ideological direction of a text.  

Finally, it should be said here that these theoretical and analytical tools are not being employed in 

any systematic way. Fairclough himself is very clear that such questions are not a ‘blueprint’ 

(Fairclough, 2001; p.92) for this kind of language study but rather open up the discourse to a number 

of different perspectives and interpretations. We present extracts from semi-structured interviews 

with  four teachers in one of the case study schools (a large secondary school) , as a means of 

exploring the ways that these professionals dealt with the issue of cultural capital in their 

practice.   Such an exploration, by its very nature, is quite an intuitive exercise, both because of 

some of the confusion with the term cultural capital we have outlined above, but also because the 

data gathered here has a very practical purpose which was to evaluate the wider project.  

 

Discussion of Data 

In the discussion of the interview data that follows, we identify a number of key themes which we 

think illustrate the ways that teachers take more pragmatic, and on occasions, subversive views of 

cultural capital. Using Fairclough’s questions as a loose framework we identify various areas of 

ideological contestation in their responses, where their interpretations of the term (we would argue) 

reveal significant meaning relations with other terms and how they, both implicitly and explicitly, 



view the rewording of the term.  While there were other themes that arose from the interview data, 

largely for reasons of space, we focus on three here; 1) Broader views of cultural capital; 2) global 

perspectives on cultural capital; and 3) ease and cultural capital  

 

Broader views of cultural capital 

One theme that recurred in interviews was teachers’ instinct that there was a need to see cultural 

capital in much broader terms than the official government and inspectorate discourses.  Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, this was particularly evident in creative subjects: much of this part of the article 

focuses on an interview conducted with one of the Art teachers in the school who discussed her 

conceptions of both culture and cultural capital at some length in relation to ideas about 

disadvantage.  

So obviously, I’ll be told that you're doing a project on x subject, but that artist that we might be 

looking at might be, for example, Van Gogh.  So everyone knows, is very familiar with his work, but is 

that accessible to all students?     (Art Teacher) 

Here we see the teacher recognising the idea of an artistic ‘canon’ as it is established in the national 

curriculum and their professional requirement to teach specific topics and subjects. However, they 

raise a legitimate question about the prior knowledge of the students, in the sense that they see that 

familiarity with artwork may not lead to understanding of artistic movements or with the artist 

themselves; the idea of seeing yourself or your own culture somewhere in the art you are both 

studying and making then, becomes more significant in establishing a relationship between the 

student and subject. The teacher continues to show how they begin to address this issue: 

So sometimes, that might just mean that I might maybe look at a different artist, or maybe just say, I 

know that we're doing this, but maybe let's have a look at this instead. Because I think it's really 

important that we're accessible. And I think that within art, sometimes it can become a bit sort of 

elitist, that you have to be a certain character that goes to art galleries and looks at art. 

(Art Teacher) 

This teacher’s decision to go outside the canon of artists that would be seen as having a significant 

cultural value, indicates an understanding of both this value in terms of ‘the best that has been 

thought and said’ and understanding of a need to engage students in an appreciation of art by other 

means:  not necessarily through activities like visiting galleries, but rather by building on the pre-

existing cultural dispositions of the students.   

But for a lot of our students, they don't realise that they're looking at art, through like their social 

media, or from how say, an influencer’s posted something on social media that they've not, they've 

not really considered, but maybe the photography that they've done and posted onto Instagram, and 

they're like, Oh, I didn't think about it like that. And they'll be like, Oh, I didn't know I could look at 

that. And I think it's just making things really accessible.                                             (Art Teacher) 

Marrying this understanding to social media allows for a re-ordering of this appreciation in that 

there is still a focus on the aesthetic (through qualities such as photographic composition) while at 

the same time looking at art which will make a connection with a diverse student population. Some 

teachers and thinkers would argue that the need to start with a canon of texts in any art form, 

emphasises that complexity and technical skill is the basis for understanding this art form (e.g Toyne, 

2021). However, complexity and technical skill comes in many different guises and it is clear that 



these do not always conform to canonical, Western-centric ideas that are common to the kind of 

artistic forms that the government thinks form the basis of cultural capital (see McAloon, 2016 for 

an example of this sort of debate) . In talking about the idea of ‘accessibility’ we see the teacher as 

not ‘opposed’ to the canon but understanding that a broader view of aesthetics is required in order 

to make connections with that canon later on. This interpretation accords with our own view that 

the chosen definition of cultural capital needs to be widened in order to give the strongest possible 

understanding of such texts. The teacher confirms this position by explaining how they have arrived 

at this view: 

 So I don't know if it's maybe for me that I'm recently out of teacher training. So that was like a really 

big thing about try not to pick the people that we always go to, pick different people, different 

backgrounds, different identities, because I think that makes a really big difference into… how 

students approach their work.  (Art teacher,)   

The fact that the teacher references their own teacher training suggests that these kinds of plural 

approaches to cultural texts were important and it is this plurality that we see some optimism 

despite the narrowness of the policy view.  The same teacher later continued in the interview:  

What happened in the first lockdown was a lot of departments set up Instagram accounts and I was 

like, I want to get in on this as well because I use social media quite a lot. So I was like, right let's start 

up an art Instagram and I felt that helped kind of to engage students with work and without 

realizing. My students would then send a post to each other and all see that’ your work’s on the 

Instagram account ….’ .What I try to do anyways, I do try to kind of pick my PP or my SEND students, 

because sometimes that uplift makes a really big difference. And it's a subtle way of them seeing 

that,’ Oh, I didn't realize Miss even knew my name.’  And it's like, yeah, I know, you are like a teacher 

I see every day. And I think that kind of just kind of builds a relationship with them as well. 

 (Art teacher, secondary)  

The ‘uplift’ described is a focus of the intervention programme which encourages teachers to see the 

target outcomes set for disadvantaged pupils as being exactly the same as those who are not. This 

results in an ‘uplifted’ predicted grade at GCSE and a higher expectation. There is a connection to be 

made between this uplift and the way in which the teacher is seeing cultural capital here. They are 

‘platforming’ the work because it is of value, and the media technology completely reorganises the 

nature of cultural capital. For Bourdieu all capitals ultimately resolved to economic capital, and the 

use of social media to display work, to some extent emphasises this. However, there is also 

acknowledgement by the teacher that the technology facilitates both aesthetic understanding and 

cultural value, which is achieved here through making art, rather than simply looking at it.  This 

creative aspect to a broadened sense of cultural capital is the kind of endeavour that may be lost if 

its acquisition is only seen in terms of things like reading behaviours (Stopforth & Gayle, 2022), or 

canonical study. Here we as researchers see this as evidence of the idea of not only canons 

becoming ideologically contested, but also the means by which they are constructed being 

challenged, through technology.  

Global Perspectives on Cultural Capital  

For a number of teachers, cultural capital took on a much more international and diverse aspect 

than that presented either by politicians or Ofsted. A number were clear that the combination of 

both the limitations of the National Curriculum and the political discourse around cultural capital 

resulted in pupil’s horizons being limited. This was most evident in subjects like English and 

Geography , but was also illuminated in some of the innovative  ways that the school in the study 



had developed in order to offer more diverse and global cultural experiences, for example in the way 

that it used tutor time for reading. To start with though, in a subject like Geography, it was clear that 

there was a need to start with students’ own experiences and use these, but move beyond them;  

In Geography, there's so much assumed prior knowledge, I think we look at the GCSE and A level 

specs and everything, they assume that the pupil just knows the world around them. And a lot of the 

time, you're well, maybe limited to maybe a few streets, you know, …..your mental map of where you 

are. And so we've done some work with (colleagues) in English on cultural capital. Because I know a 

lot of the work that they do is just about just getting to know a bit about the world, isn't it through 

the literature and media, etc. And so we've kind of taken some of those ideas and put them especially 

into our year nine work, and we've focused on the examples that they will then do in detail at GCSE, 

which at the moment, are East London and Mumbai. So for example, we've been watching Indian 

film, and it's just, you know, the first of all, like, well, what are your perceptions? Or what do you 

know about this country or the city within this country?’                          (Geography teacher) 

The explicit making of connections here with an English curriculum which offers an exploration of 

other cultures is discussed further below, but here, within Geography, it is most interesting to see 

this teacher articulating the idea of people’s experience of a culture as integral to the subject. 

‘Powerful Knowledge’ accounts of Geography, e.g. (Standish, 2021) while acknowledging that 

cultural geography has a role to play in the subject, often seem to suggest that geography which 

focuses on such cultural experience is in some way epistemologically relativist - in effect that, 

personal experience (or lack of it) cannot be the basis for the development of knowledge within a 

discipline. However, here the teacher uses the students’ lack of experience, or perhaps more 

accurately their positionality, as a starting point for developing disciplinary knowledge. This global 

perspective on cultural capital seeks to move beyond the deficit models proposed by both powerful 

knowledge accounts of disciplinarity and policymakers, to something more outward looking. It is also 

interesting that there is an attempt to make use of popular culture texts in order to leverage wider 

disciplinary understanding, reflecting those made by Art and English teachers in the same school.  

In English, this more diverse perspective is adopted because of evident frustration with the 

limitations of a National Curriculum which has had a widely documented narrowing effect on the 

subject (See Yandell, 2016 for a good explanation of this). The Head of English in the secondary 

school in the study articulates this in some detail: 

In English Key Stage Three, it’s so important, as it’s our channel for making sure that we're giving as 

many opportunities and I think for me, it's all about opportunities to see things differently, and to 

make text relevant. So …at, every stage, every text we choose, be it a play a be it a  novel, be it 

nonfiction and  so on, it is a springboard to allow us to open the world around them, and to bring it 

into their world. So for example, we can say ‘shall we do Frankenstein?’, and we've deliberately 

chosen Frankenstein because we can totally link it to the present day. And we do you know, and we 

update everything with interpretations and bring it into the present….. We have a unit of work called 

inspiring voices. And we've chosen texts that deliberately allow our students to hear from current 

voices and important voices in their world. Because at Key Stage four it does become a very dead 

white man, pre 20th century world and we've got a choice to change that. 

(English Teacher) 

While the National Curriculum for English at Key Stage 3 does prescribe some texts, it has enough 

room for teachers and students to avoid a high degree of prescription (the dead white man, pre-

20th century world) that the teacher describes. Making connections with more contemporary, 



international and popular culture texts has also been attempted by other teachers working in this 

field (see Cockerill, 2019, for a good example of this) and highlights one of the ways that teachers 

work around some of the limitations of this curriculum. These practices have been described 

elsewhere (Connolly, 2021) and indeed such circumnavigation is inherently contained in a subject 

with quite a particular conception of knowledge (Doecke and Mead, 2018). The refusal of English, as 

a subject, to be corralled by limited notions of cultural capital or curriculum has its roots in the 

rejection of Leavisite discrimination, as characterised in the work of Raymond Williams or Stuart Hall 

and the above interview data suggests this tradition is alive and well.  

Additionally though, the teachers find other ways to increase pupils exposure to more diverse ideas 

of culture through texts outside English. In this school, tutor time (the time spent in a form, house or 

homeroom group) is given over to reading and this becomes a space where alternative kinds of 

cultural capital gain currency: 

We have had a huge push on reading and investment in good texts, choosing texts using the tutor 

Time program that allow tutors to, to talk and to discuss and to go, let's stop here for a minute. 

Because what's this about, you know, what is a refugee?  The amount of students in year nine, you 

know, looking at ‘Refugee Boy’, you just have no concept of that and just taking those opportunities 

to make sure to stop ….., because we don't know what this means, you know, and we need to make 

sure that we're taking that time to meet that need                 (English Teacher) 

The reference here to Benjamin Zephaniah’s 2001 novel ‘Refugee Boy’ is an important one. Several 

other teachers interviewed in the study mention it as a means of exposing children to other ideas. 

Zephaniah is a firmly anti -establishment and anti-national curriculum (Richardson, 2012) author, 

who probably does not accord with governmental ideas of ‘the best that has been thought and said’. 

However, for these teachers and their students he serves an important purpose in building an 

alternative version of cultural capital. The teacher’s observation that the pupils need to stop and 

consider what a refugee is, for us, an interesting exercise in power. The word ‘refugee’ does not 

appear anywhere in the National Curriculum, and neither do refugee testimonies appear anywhere 

in the programmes of study for English or History. We see this as an attempt by the teachers to 

establish an ideological significance to a word which is (probably unintentionally) excluded from the 

curriculum. Because the English curriculum is particularly prescriptive, this use of tutor time to 

expose students to broader, global senses of culture is another example of the subversion and 

innovation we saw earlier.  

‘Ease’ and Cultural Capital  

The final theme we focus on here is the Bourdieusian notion of ‘ease’ (Bourdieu, 1979) and the role 

this plays in the accumulation of cultural capital. A number of teachers were concerned with 

teaching their students things which allowed them to feel at ease in situations beyond their 

contemporary experience. For Bourdieu, the concept of ease was demonstrated by the children of 

elites, who would feel at home in any social situation. The discourses of social mobility which lie 

behind some of the policy statements made by both politicians and Ofsted since 2010 seem to 

suggest that achieving such ease is an important aspect of making a success of oneself in society.  

Teachers in the secondary school environment know this though. They aspire to a future for their 

students where, whatever their background, they can use their education in the best way possible: 

 



I think we've got two opposing things are, as we always do in education; the hard truth and facts is 

that you do need you do need qualifications, they are keys to the door. But for students, you'd have 

to absolutely understand that. And yeah, we might have endless debates about the means of testing 

and measuring that ability, but the hard facts are that they do need those, they do need that access. 

So we have to do everything in our power, to help students to be literate. And to have those 

qualifications. And I'm really passionate about that work, we can't change their home lives, we can't, 

but we can change their ability to read and to write and to progress and feel success here, feel that 

they can do it here, which hopefully then will give them the success they can do in the future. But I 

think as X says, I think we have another duty, a moral duty, to help students to, to understand how to 

converse, how to interact…. And, and that's the power of feeling like you can succeed and that you 

know how to, if you feel like you're not succeeding, you know, that you can there are ways around it. 

And I think that's so important - feeling that you're able to ask for help.  (English Teacher)  

 

These comments, do in many ways accord with current policy visions of cultural capital as a means 

of achieving social mobility. It is important to note here that the teacher accepts that they cannot 

influence the site where ease is most likely to be developed - the home. However, they do believe 

that they can make a difference, and in some respects, one might see this belief as an affirmation of 

Ofsted’s view of cultural capital. In effect, there is no ‘ideological contestation’ of the way that the 

term cultural capital is being used, rather, the use of the words ‘moral duty’ seems to make a clear 

ideological connection between cultural capital and the work that the school is doing around 

literacy.  Further investigation though, reveals that the teachers see this ease being achieved in 

some very different ways. As the school’s Drama teacher articulates, this involves two distinctly 

different strategies; one is about raising aspiration, and the other is about textual challenge: 

 

We've got a link with someone who was in prison, who ended up going to RADA, and then working at 

the National Theatre. And in their eyes, they’re kind of golden. They say ‘this can't be right’, about 

gang culture. And it's finding out those stories, because they love stories that they can kind of think, 

oh, maybe, you know, maybe it isn't just people ‘like that’ (who go into the theatre)  and also 

playwrights,  finding playwrights that are, you know, diverse is really, really important, not just the 

standard.  (Drama Teacher)  

 

This first strategy is clearly about the idea that culture is ‘for everyone’; that it doesn’t just involve 

the reification of Shakespeare or particular experiences per se, but rather that it involves both 

commonality and diversity. The Drama teacher goes on to suggest that this diversity involves some 

difficult material - and not necessarily the kind of ‘difficult’ that Ofsted or the National Curriculum 

might envision; 

 

We did one text that's very based on this true story set in America and a victim of hate crime is this 

young transgender person. And their young boyfriend, it's all set in America. He’s a young black boy, 

he's really he's sort of like he had a really, really tough upbringing. And it’s a really great story just 

about society. And almost like, in week two of us doing that I had a parent, absolutely furious that we 

were that we were studying this.  Absolutely furious, and ‘they're too young to be exposed to ideas 

about gender, and race’.... what was actually really was really interesting is that we ended up having 



a very good conversation and dialogue. And by the end of this, the parent said ‘I actually do see why 

you're doing this’. ….What safer space is there to do difficult and challenging work, and areas of 

society that, you know, are so prevalent and current in their social media world? (Drama Teacher)  

 

It is highly unlikely that a play about a black, transgender relationship is what either Nick Gibb or 

Michael Gove have in mind when they talk about cultural capital - this teacher’s interpretation of the 

term forms an ideological contestation. The illiberality of the policy conception of the term is, in 

many ways, designed to promote a particular kind of Britishness which excludes many narratives and 

many cultural explorations of race, gender, sexuality, disability and ethnicity. However, it is teachers 

who are choosing to tackle these challenging but important issues via subjects such as Drama that 

are really responsible for developing the notion of ease - at least in the non-Bourdieusian sense of 

feeling at ease around a wide range of other people from other backgrounds. As Persson (2021) has 

suggested, even for students at elite schools, ease is both performative and fragile; and the desire of 

teachers interviewed here to have their students achieve the quality highlights its nuanced and 

shifting nature.  

 

Conclusion 

These three themes offer some small selections of teachers views of cultural capital in the study. 

There are many more that we could have focused on, but space does not permit it here. What is 

clear to us though, is that teachers refuse to be limited, either in their aspirations for their students 

or in their view of what cultural capital is and how it may or may not be beneficial. In these 

interviews we see teachers pushing against dominant narratives in both policy and academia to re-

interpret cultural capital in their own ways. We might describe this ‘re-wording the re-wording’ of 

the Ofsted definition of cultural capital - a site of ideological resistance, in effect, where teachers fill 

the vacuum created by official discourses.  

We would also conclude with a discussion of the term social justice. Nick Gibb was very clear in his 

assertion that social justice is dependent upon the idea of an ‘academic’ curriculum. (Gibb, 2015) 

Putting aside for one moment potential objections to the way in which the word academic is being 

framed in this discourse, it is important to interrogate the relation being established between these 

two terms. For Gibb, there appears to be a simple causal relationship to the notion that an academic 

curriculum (and for ‘academic’ here, read traditional, anglocentric and narrow) will result in social 

mobility 

‘To those who criticise our focus on academic subjects, or suggest that the EBacc is a Gradgrindian 

anachronism, I have a simple question: would you want your child to be denied the opportunity to 

study a science, history or geography, and a foreign language?’ (Gibb, 2015)  

There are two real problems with this kind of statement and neither are really about the rhetorical 

question that it ends with, but rather what that curriculum actually entails. Firstly, it is important to 

note that very few teachers or academics would want to restrict their students’ access to these 

subjects, but versions of Science, History and Geography which are built on a restricted view of what 

qualifies as culture, or indeed cultural capital, are, some of the data presented here suggests, deeply 

dissatisfying for teachers and students. There is also a broader point here, that if we as a society, 

seek social justice which is connected to curriculum, then we should present curricula in which the 



diverse cultures that make up that society are reflected. The New Zealand curriculum, in its intention 

to capture both national identity and diversity of culture may offer one way to do this. 

 The teachers we spoke to were very conscious of this and their innovation often resulted in 

attempts to create this reflection. Secondly, the use of the word anachronism is an important one. 

There is something deeply anachronistic about a conception of cultural capital which ignores that 

much of the cultural life of our country takes place both online, and through the self-curation of 

digital content. This art, craft, film, dance, music and writing etc all involves an understanding of and 

ability to use, technologies of production along with an appreciation of the fact that this popular 

culture is often about social and economic capital. As a consequence, we do see the re-wording of 

‘cultural capital’ to ‘the best that has been thought and said’ as a vacuum-creating anachronism 

which needs addressing urgently.  
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