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Classroom supplies can become this thing of the haves and have-nots. 
Some students don’t have the ability to bring in supplies others do, 
and I really don’t like that. I instead collect and make them available 
to everyone.  (Pamela, Interview series, 7.15.14)

 Pamela,1 a third grade teacher, exemplifies the teacher-as-protective 
agent. In the statement above she captures what may look like a modest 
effort to equalize social relations in the classroom. Sharing school sup-
plies appears, indeed, a simple, even an irrelevant routine activity, but 
upon closer examination one realizes that deeper and complex issues 
are at stake. This article aims at explaining how seemingly unevent-
ful classroom activities contain the potential to building social capital 
in the classroom, which occurs when and if teachers carry them out 
intentionally and systematically. We explore the idea that, of all social 
institutions, school classrooms represent the most formidable soil for 
social capital to grow.  
 Following Coleman (1988) our study defined social capital as the 
social worthiness embedded in relationships. Thus, social capital con-

Gilberto Arriaza is a professor in the Department of Educational Leader-
ship of the College of Education and Allied Studies at California State 



Growing Social Capital in the Classroom60

Issues in Teacher Education

veys the idea that social ties contain intrinsic value that functions in 
the way that money does in the capitalist economic system. In other 
words, the usefulness of social relationships hold the potential to being 
transported, accumulated, exchanged, and transferred (Arriaza, 2015; 
Kingston, 2001). 
 This article first reviews the extant literature on social capital as it 
relates to schools and communities; second, it discusses the core findings 
through the prism of social capital theory, specifically around trust and 
reciprocity. The article closes with a discussion on the implications of 
the findings. 

Literature Review
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high levels of trust the network members are more inclined to exchange 
knowledge. 
 As we stated earlier, schools comprise one of society’s most vibrant 
institutions; they pull in multitude of networks. In their physical space 
converge simultaneously a variety of individuals who bring in social 
connections from their neighborhoods, sport clubs, friends, families, 
employment, and so do their children. 
 Studies of social capital in schools have mostly centered around 
parental networks and their impact on the schooling of children (e.g., 
Delgado-Gaitan, 2004; DeShera-Rodriguez, 2008; Donato, 1997; Horvat, 
Weininger & Lareau, 2003), immigrant and ethnic networks and schools 
(e.g., Jasis & Ordoñez-Jasis, 2012; Mundt, Gregory, Melz & McWayne, 
2015; Trainor, 2010), adolescents and social capital (e.g., Boyd, 2007; Cot-
terell, 2013; Stanton-Salazar & Urso Spina, 2003), or faculty networks 
(e.g., Bryk & Schneider,2002).
 Bianchi and Robinson (1997), for instance, looked at children 11 
years old and younger, from varied family structure backgrounds. 
The researchers explained that studying children younger than nine 
seemed more reliable through their parents. They found that children, 
whose parents have higher formal education, tended to build cognitive 
skills—understood by the authors as social capital—transferable to the 
context of schooling. Lee and Bowen’s (2006) quantitative study included 
a large sample of parental participation in the schooling of 3rd to 6th 
graders; the study looked at how such involvement benefited their 
children’s academics. The researchers found that while a differential 
existed in terms of White dominant groups gaining higher benefits than 
ethnic minorities, both groups did experience overall important paybacks 
relative to their involvement.
 Hopkins, Martinez, Wenzl, Aldana, & Gándara (2013) chose four 
young immigrant adults—out of a group of eighty students who belonged 
to four high schools—for an in-depth case study. It reveled that in spite 
of these students’ limited English language fluency, they were able to 
advance their academic education up to their age level, understand col-
lege prerequisites, and application process. This growth, the study found, 
was essentially due to rigorous bilingual instruction and the existence 
of a network of teachers and counselors, who acting as protective agents 
dedicated to foster a climate of support. 
 Stanton-Salazar and Urso Spina (2003), studying a network of adults 
supporting immigrant youth, uncovered the value added this network 
brought to the young adults, who were, interestingly enough, not rela-
tives. This network functioned as a place for informal, unrestricted, yet 
deeply committed to meaningful mentoring, which over time rendered 
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At the beginning of the school year most of my students brought sup-
plies. I told them that these supplies were for the whole class. (Interview 
series, 10.15.14)

 Moreover, participants wanted to play down socio-economic difference 
among children by homogenizing all supplies. These had to meet certain 
criteria—from color, shape, and style to the brand name—to render 
impossible to connect individuals to objects, as Pamela noted, she didn’t 
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They can only bring in plain yellow pencils, plain pink or white erasers, 
and plain black or blue pens. They can put these items in their pencil 
boxes. The rest of the items they have are the supplies that they brought 
in at the beginning of the year. I am constantly adding markers, color 
pencils, and crayons to their group containers. I give students a new 
pencil each week so they are all the same so, in reality, students do not 
need to bring anything personal to the classroom because I give them 
everything they need. (Pamela, Interview series, 11.18, 13)
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friendship groups and new social entanglements consolidate and new 
ones spring up. 
 Pamela employed creating collective expectations, at the beginning 
of the school year, as an approach to building community. She points 
out how “as a class we discuss what we want to get out of the classroom, 
and the students create the agreements” (Pamela, Interview series, 
2,13.2014). She facilitated this discussion while the students produced 
their own classroom social expectations. Allowing students to express 
what they believed seemed to both contribute to creating and owning 
the classroom community. 
 Pamela also established routine work that, in the aggregate, seemed 
to have strengthened the notion of the classroom-as-community. That 
was the function of a counselor’s systematic visit to the classroom. 
“One of the things that I do on a regular basis,” she explained, “is that 
we have a class counsel every Wednesday.” Pamela continued explain-
ing:

Students are able to bring up issues both positive and negative. The 
class counselor runs the meeting. Students have to talk to each other 
specifically to work out their conflicts during the class counsel. (Inter-
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some point of the interview Elizabeth said: “intermingling,” as reaction 
to our description of the dynamics we observed, she was actually suggest-
ing that youngsters from her classroom were inclined to sit with those 
they already knew, rather than with any other. Due to the locations they 
sat, she pointed out, very little interaction between the groups occurred 
across ethnic, gender, and socio-economic lines. 
 Upon close examination, we found that children tended to interact 
with what we described as familiar friendship groups. This is an excerpt 
entry from our field notes: 

12.3.13. The bell just rang and students disperse to different areas 
on the playground. One of the heavily populated areas is the picnic-
tables where students sit and eat their snacks. There are three girl 
groups, which seem a crossover of racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. The three boy groups, like the girls, all exhibit similar 
background composition. 

We certainly observed that students devoted their free play time to 
socialize with whomever was familiar, and tended to mostly join preex-
isting gender-based groupings. Pamela confirmed our observation, but 
added some new details:

Groups that are pretty much always together are the students from 
the [surrounding] neighborhood and then the Latina girls. There is 
pretty much no mixing between these two groups. But then the rest 
of my students whose backgrounds are Tongan, African-American or 
Latino boys are much more flexible. Some days they will play with one 
group and then other days they will be in another groups. (Pamela, 
interview series, 2.13.14) 

Pamela’s assertions suggest two networking dynamics that take place 
simultaneously during recess. The first is that some children gravitate 
around others either from their neighborhood, the same gender, or the 
same ethnic identification (i.e., Latina girls stick together). The second 
is that racialized groups appear to both mostly stay together while 
also being inclined to intermingle with children from different ethnic 
backgrounds. 
 Michelle also described how boys from her class seemed more likely 
to play with other boys from similar backgrounds. She stated:

I know for a fact that David, Mark, and Brad all play together at recess. 
Matt sort of gravitates towards Mark and when Brad came to our school 
he started to hang out with them too. They don’t have the same ethnic 
background but they do have the same socioeconomic backgrounds. 
(Michelle, Interview series, 2.14.14)

Although Pamela indicated that boys in her classroom were more inclined 
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to mix across ethnic groups, Michelle’s observations suggest socioeco-
nomics as the pull force. Clearly, networking in the playground offered 
multiple entry points for students to establish complex and at times fluid 
and contradictory relationships. On occasion, students would interact 
along the lines of neighborhood or gender; sometimes they intermingled 
along the lines of apparently common socioeconomic background. Some-
times some of them settled on residential identification. Nevertheless, 
they all showed that social bonding occurred particularly when a sense 
of the familiar appeared to exist. 
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