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ABSTRACT 

This study utilizes a multi-method approach to analyzing the experience of working class 

and lower class women's experience in graduate school. A quantitative analysis is used to 

determine the number of working class and lower class females in graduate school using 

parents' education as a proxy. Most first-generation females in graduate school were 

found in Research I universities in the field of Education. A qualitative analysis includes 

semi-structured interviews of 34 women from two Research I institutions in the 

Southwest in the fields of Education, Psychology, Health Sciences and Biology. Data 

consists of the women's' definitions of social class, values and experiences as well as 

their perceptions of graduate student culture and their mobility process during their 

graduate school experience. The women in this study revealed a contemporary definition 

of social class unhke academic Marxist and other sociological definitions. Their 

experiences of graduate student culture reveal a direct conflict with their social class 

values. Finally, their mobility experience in graduate school reveals contradictory 

feelings of pride and hiding their accomplishments from family. 



CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Problem 

Despite the emphasis in the curriculum on race, class and gender, in higher 

education there is virtually no information on women or men's social class background in 

graduate school, and very few studies on women from working class backgrounds in the 

academy. Given that women are approaching 50% of the graduate population, studying 

their class backgrounds and the effect it has on their success in graduate school is very 

important. This study includes a statistical analysis that attempts to identify where 

working class women are in the academy by institution and by field of study, and 

includes a qualitative analysis to explain further their experiences. 

Background 

To understand the role that higher education plays in social mobility in the United 

States, one first has to agree on the definition of social mobility. As noted by 

Higginbotham and Cannon (1988), most quantitative studies on social mobility do not 

tend to look at significant changes in power, prestige or income, but rather any change in 

occupation. Intergenerational mobility, where mobility is looked at as "moving through 

significant societal barriers to attain a qualitatively different class position" 

(Higginbotham and Cannon, 1988, p. 4) is rare and marked by differences in gender and 

race, especially when moving from the lower classes into the middle class. "Even though 

there is little significant upward mobiUty in America, white male mobihty is more 



frequent and less restricted in the range of occupational and industrial destinations than 

for any other race/gender group" (Higginbotham and Cannon, 1988, p. 12). Earlier 

studies concur that upward social mobility is less common for those in the working and 

lower classes (Snarey & Vaillant, 1985, and Sennett & Cobb, 1972) and usually only 

attainable by one class. So, it is a more common occurrence for one to move from the 

lower middle class into the middle class than it is for one to move from the lower middle 

class into the professional middle class. In this study, I am interested in the role of higher 

education in providing opportunities for intergenerational mobility, moving those from 

the working and lower classes into the professional middle class. 

College is the first entry point into achieving social mobility. The effects of 

academic aptitude and social class on first year college attendance as initially outlined by 

Jencks & Reisman (1968) suggests that aptitude plays a larger role than social class. 

However, disparity between percentages of students attending college based on aptitude 

and social class should be noted. For example, high school students from low social class 

backgrounds with high aptitude had a similar likelihood of attending college (69%) as 

students from high social class backgrounds with only average aptitude (67%). Since 

aptitude has a strong effect on first year college smdents within lower economic status, 

we might assume that class mobility is largely influenced by academic ability. In other 

words, on first glance, it appears that significant social mobility is occurring in high 

ability lower class high school students. However, longitudinal data was not available for 

this group of high school students and it is difficult to frame social mobility with the sole 

outcome of college admittance. For instance, type of college a student attends makes a 



difference in social mobility, and higher class students, regardless of academic ability, 

tend to enroll in elite institutions at higher rates than lower class students (McDonough, 

1997) 

Other research indicates that though students from lower social class backgrounds 

make it to college, they don't graduate at rates comparable to middle class students. 

"Children from poor neighborhoods are twelve times less likely to graduate from college" 

(Levine & Nidiffer, 1996, p.ll). Related research on first-generation undergraduates, 

most of who are also from working-class and lower class backgrounds, has shown that 

the reason these students do not succeed is because they have considerable difficult 

funding and adjusting in higher education (Billion, & Terry, 1981, Chaffee, 1992, Levine, 

& Nidiffer, 1996, London, 1992, Padron, 1992, Richardson, & Skinner, 1992, Stein, 

1992, Weis, 1992, Willett, 1989, York-Anderson, & Bowman, 1991, and ZwerUng, & 

London, 1992). 

Qualitative research indicates that working class and lower class students have an 

experience in higher education very different from middle class smdents. These studies 

indicate that middle class students possess more cultural capital, the training and skills 

that are passed down from professional middle class families to their children, than 

working class students. These skills are unrelated to academic success, but essential for 

professional success. Other challenges these students face include perceived class 

antagonism, lack of family or community understanding and support of higher education, 

and cultural changes including differences in diction and communication (Brookfield & 

Preskill, 1999, Stewart & Ostrove, 1993, hooks, 1993 & 1994, and Harker, 1990). 



The challenges faced by lower class students are such that higher education is 

seen not as a vehicle for social mobility, but as an obstacle for social class advancement. 

"Colleges and universities have replaced secondary' schools as primary mechanisms for 

sorting people on the basis, mainly, of their class origins" (Lauter, 1987). Difficulties that 

students from lower class backgrounds face are seen as manifested in the institution, and 

not the individual. "Poor achievement for some groups (and success for others) in a 

society...is not something inherent in culniral difference per se, but is an artifact of the 

way schools operate. Those with the appropriate cultural capital are reinforced with 

'success", while others are not" (Harker, 1990, p. 87). Here, a central role of higher 

education institutions is seen as controlling access to the upper-middle social strata 

(Jencks and Reisman. 1968, p. 100). 

In light of challenges that members of the working class face in higher education, 

it is understandable that members of this class that move into professional positions is 

rare. Earlier research indicates that graduate education (a necessary certification for the 

majority of professional positions) is rare—only approximately 10% of the United States 

population of high school graduates enter into some kind of graduate work (Jencks, 

1972). Earlier research also indicates that for those from working class backgrounds, this 

percent is estimated as considerably lower. "Only 1.8% of the children of manual 

laborers...enter the professions" (Snarey & Vaillant, 1985, quoting Sennett & Cobb, 

1972). Another study found that students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds were 

more likely to attend graduate school than lower socioeconomic students; this was most 

likely due to the fact that students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds attended 
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more selective undergraduate institutions where they were highly integrated into social 

and academic aspects of the institution (Ethington and Smart, 1986). 

Graduate education is essential for entry into the professions. Graduate students 

are "learning simultaneously to be professionals and successful students...The entirety of 

graduate education serves to socialize students into a profession" (Golde, 2000, p. 200). 

And, though studies of undergraduates that analyze social class background and effects 

are important (though rare) they cannot effectively be applied to graduate students. 

Graduate students "are burdened with different financial, familial, social, and school-

related responsibilities; experience higher levels of stress; and relate differently to faculty 

members" (Hodgson and Simoni, 1995, p. 245). 

There are a large percentage of graduate students who drop out of their graduate 

programs, approximately 40-50% (Golde, 2000). Of those who stay in, about a third 

(30%) have difficulty with some aspect of graduate school, including the structure of 

their degree programs, the amount of hours and low wages earned in their teaching 

assistantships, or in feeling neglected by faculty members (Golde, 2000). Another study 

reports high levels of anxiety (82%), depression (50%) and sleep problems (32%) in a 

sample of first and second-year graduate students (Hodgson and Simoni, 1995). In these 

studies, there is no indication of how many of these students are female or from poor and 

working class backgrounds. However, there is qualitative evidence that students from 

working class backgrounds have even more difficulty than their middle class counterparts 

(Dews & Law, 1995, Stewart & Ostrove, 1993). This study looks at women from the 



working class who succeed in attaining a bachelor's degree, and who enroll in graduate 

school to pursue professional careers. 

Women Graduate Students 

Women are important to study for several reasons. "Outdated research has been 

conducted mostly on white males. Most studies on women explored mobility through 

marriage; while only a few reported the experiences of women who were mobile through 

their own educational attainment or occupational achievements" (Higginbotham and 

Canon, 1988, p. 8). 

Though in graduate school women are approaching half of the population 

(Magner, 1999), it is important to understand their experiences and to track their choices 

in college, major, and career. Women tend to be clumped in degree programs that are 

considered lower status — that is, those that are not close to the market, or in departments 

where job placement and salaries are lower than others (Slaughter, 1998). These choices 

may place them in fields that do not guarantee upward social mobility at the same rate as 

men. Also, female graduate students report higher levels of psychological distress 

(including depression, anxiety, and suicidality) than males (Hodgson and Simoni, 1995, 

p. 250). 

Qualitative studies show that women are still facing some challenges in graduate 

school. For instance in the sciences, "traditional sex roles in the broader society continue 

to determine the division of labor in research as well as apportioning power in decision 

making and in forming models of success and failure: women remain at the margins" 
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(Traweek, 1988, p. 117). Also, "while progress has been made in the number of women 

attaining Ph.D. degrees, conditions for women in graduate school are surprisingly similar 

today to conditions in 1900" (American Association of Colleges & Universities AAC&U, 

2000, p.4). Specifically, these include, " a lack of critical mass (defined as 15% of the 

total population) of women in some fields, insufficient role models, little access to male 

networks, and inadequate child care facilities" (AAC&U, 2000, p. 5). Some have seen the 

institution of higher education as presenting barriers for both women and minorities, and 

is set up to "perpetuate 'self-containment' and 'marginalization'" (Turner and Thompson, 

1993, p. 356). 

Studies that look at both racism and sexism in higher education have seen a 

'double jeopardy' (Carter, Pearson, and ShavUk, 1988) for women of color where both 

their race and their sex are seen as obstacles to success. One study reported that minority 

women tended to perceive discrimination based on their sex as more pervasive than 

discrimination based on their race (Turner and Thompson, 1993). Also in this study, 

women from majority and minority backgrounds saw the omission of race and gender 

issues from the curricula as a form of discrimination (p. 360). 

Women Graduate Students firom the Working Class 

For working class women, there is evidence that their experiences with schooling 

have been fraught with difficulties. 'Their stories stress the formative, painful, and 

enduring effects of this school denial and self-doubt. Insofar as the women were degraded 

by teachers and school officials for their speech, styles of dress, deportment, physical 



appearances, skin color, and forms of knowledge, they learned to recognize as 

'intelligent' or 'valuable' only the styles, traits, and knowledge possessed by the 

economically advantaged students" (Luttrell, 1997. p. 114). 

Literature about women from working class and lower class backgrounds has 

revealed similar challenges faced in higher education at both the undergraduate and 

graduate levels. In one study of undergraduate females, three quarters (75%) of working 

class women had feelings of alienation, compared to half (50%) of the middle class 

sample, and only fifteen percent (15%) of the women from upper-class backgrounds 

(Stewart and Ostrove, 1993, p. 485). Compared to middle class women, working class 

women have to adapt to a different culture in academe, and "undertake a transformation 

of the habitus" (Reay, 1998, p. 11). Women from working class backgrounds have been 

found to have different gender role expectations than their middle class counterparts, 

including a more negative view of marriage and of their mothers as role models (Stewart 

and Ostrove, 1993). Working class women -especially white working class women— 

have been found to have less financial and emotional support than middle class women 

from family members for career and educational attainment (Higginbotham and Weber, 

1992, p. 423). Finally, when looking at institutional climate, middle class women may 

feel marginalized in the academy, but working class women feel excluded (Reay, 1998). 

In their graduate programs, women from working class backgrounds continue to 

feel isolated, depressed, and feel that they are imposters. "Academics from the working 

class experience a psychological, social, and linguistic dislocation, a different subjectivity 

rarely recognized by their privileged class colleagues" (Zandy, 1998, p.295). In addition 



to feeling invisible, these women feel that they have to work harder to prove their worth. 

"Working-class academics struggle against assumptions about our qualifications, 

confront others who feel we have no right to be in the academy, and are consistently 

caught up in a battle to prove ourselves worthy, to show our loyalty, never letting our 

guard down for a second" (Ivlilan—s, 1998, p. 147). 

Though the problems working-class women in graduate school face seem 

pervasive, there is no indication what percentage of women in graduate school are from 

working class backgrounds. 

Definition of Terms 

In this study, I assume a definition of working class similar to Tokarczyk and Fay 

(1993), although I ultimately allow the students I solicit for this study to define 'working 

class.' Tokarczyk and Fay (1993) describe the working class as those that do, "work that 

is physically demanding, repetitive, or dangerous. Women are waitresses and cleaning 

women; men are lumberjacks, janitors, and police officers. Salary is often a determinant, 

but working class positions are largely differentiated by their lack of autonomy...workers 

are closely supervised (p.5). Others have seen a change in the way working class is 

defined. There are less blue-collar workers in the working class and more of people who 

"are working in doctor's offices than in auto plants, more in laundries and dry cleaners 

than in steel mills...they are much more likely to work in an office with a computer or at 

a similar service-sector job than to work in manufacturing. They are also likely to have 



more education than the old-style working class—perhaps some college, maybe even a 

two-year associate's degree" (Rogers and Teixeira, 2000, p. 5-6). 

There is tremendous disagreement on how to define working class in sociological 

studies, as well as disagreement that a 'working class' even exists in our current class 

structure. Others speculate that the working class is actually the majority of our 

population—about 55% of voters and of the adult population. "But they don't receive 

much attention these days; they are invisible to the journalists and cormnentators who 

define our national discourse" (Rogers and Teixeira, 2000, p. 1). 

In addition to having little recognition in the media, class is rarely discussed or 

measured in institutions of higher education. "Class is rarely talked about in the United 

States; nowhere is there a more intense silence about the reality of class differences than 

in educational settings" (hooks, 1994, p. 177). When it is discussed in higher education, it 

is relegated to departments who study it marginally, or as a statistic. "Class is academe's 

dirty little secret, its last taboo, that about which we dare not speak. Class almost never 

appears in the disciplined, sanctioned discourses of the academy but as the category' of 

social analysis "smdied' by sociologists" (Sullivan, 1998, p. 239). 

The invisibility of class is also seen as a function of a lack of individual class-

consciousness. "The working class is sometimes deemed absent from history unless it can 

define a coherent and self-conscious 'class consciousness.' Approached in this manner, 

there is no need to examine a real class situation or listen to the experience of a real 

working class person" (Carter, 1979, p. 116). In fact, there is evidence that members of 



the working class prefer to call themselves 'middle class' making their existence even 

more confusing (Rogers and Teixeira, 2000). 

Many may prefer to identify themselves, not by their class positions, but by other 

factors. "Does a working class, African American woman have to choose? Or is she, like 

all people capable of understanding issues from a range of perspectives...?" (Greenberg, 

B., The Chronicle of Higher Education. CoUoquy list-serve posted July 19, 1999). Since 

there is no national or institutional dialogue about the working class, perhaps many would 

not know how to talk about class, and may choose other ways of identifying 

themselves—especially along lines of race and gender (Rubin, 1992). 

Frameworks 

This study utilizes critical frameworks including Marxist, feminist, and cultural 

reproduction to analyze the data. Though I call on structural functionalist frameworks to 

explain the range of approaches to explaining contradictory information throughout the 

study, I find the critical frameworks most compelling in explaining issues of gender, class 

and social mobiUty. 

Marxist. Some Marxist theorists have had a tough time placing those entering the 

professions, including intellectuals, in the traditional Marxist dichotomous class structure 

of proletariat and bourgeois. Eric Ohn Wright (1979) places intellectuals in a 

'contradictory location' between the two. Barbara and John Ehrenreich (1979) place 

intellectuals and professionals in a distinct class—the Professional Managerial Class 

(PMC)—also in between the working class and bourgeoisie. 



Professional Managerial Class (PMC). According to Barbara and John Ehrenreich 

(1979), professionals constitute a distinct class from the dichotomous Marxist proletariat 

and bourgeoisie, the Professional Managerial Class or PMC. This class makes up 20-25% 

of the U.S. population, and is made up of a variety of occupations and income levels. 

Teachers, engineers, advertisers, college professors, lawyers and doctors all constitute the 

PMC. However varied, the PMC is bonded by its desire to not become extinct in the 

struggle between the working class and the ruling class—which is essentially a fear of 

falling into the working class (Ehrenreich & Ehrenreich, 1979, p. 7). 

Understanding how the PMC is structured and how it operates in a capitalistic 

society helps to understand the training that graduate students receive that goes beyond 

their academic training and sets them up to be in a contradictory position between the 

working class and the capitalist class. The PMC not only reside between the proletariat 

and bourgeoisie in salary levels, occupation and education levels, but in how it relates to 

these two other classes; the PMC is antagonistic to both. The PMC exists only because 

historically, it appropriated working-class skiUs and culture. By penetrating working class 

communities with American values (by way of social workers, teachers, and health care 

workers) the PMC served as a buffer between the working class and the bourgeoisie. The 

PMC is also the main body that disperses bourgeoisie ideology and promotes mass 

consumerism (which usurps working class services and ability to sell products). And 

though the PMC does not employ labor, in most cases, it controls and manages working-

class labor. 
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The PMC is antagonistic: also to the capitalist class because they sell their labor to 

the capitalistic class. The PMIC shares a desire for society to be technocratic and 

rationalized by experts, a visiion not shared by the bourgeoisie. The PMC protects 

themselves from the bourgeoi sie and justifies and reproduces themselves and their 

positions in the form of professi ons. 

The Ehrenreichs see the role of the university as the place where the PMC creates 

and sustains itself. Though thiey don't specify graduate school, most of the types of 

professions that constitute the PMC require a graduate degree. "The university is the 

historical reproductive apparatus of the PMC" (Ehrenreichs, 1979, p. 33). 

Contradictory Class Loc:.ation. Wright (1979) sees the position of intellectuals also 

as contradictory, but he does not agree that they constitute a coherent class. Pat Walker 

(1979) describes the guidelines nnvolved in categorizing class: 

To be a class, a group miust share a common social identity, have common 
forms of cultural expression, shared traditions, languages... A group would 
need to exhibit a certain degree of social cohesiveness arising from shared 
historical experiences... A group would have to develop past social and 
cultural forms of self-coonsciousness to the point where it can represent 
itself politically on a national basis. To be considered a class, a group 
would have to defend auid extend its interests in the political sphere, (p. 
XXIV) 

Wright does not believer that intellectuals share these unified characteristics, but 

rather that they occupy a pUace some where in between the proletariat and the 

bourgeoisie. "[Tlntellecmals tyg)ically occupy a contradictory class location between the 

working class and the petty boiurgeoisie at the economic level, but between the working 



class and the bourgeoisie at the ideological level" (1979, p. 204). Intellectuals 

disseminate bourgeoisie ideology, but are not in control of the bourgeoisie ideological 

apparatuses. 

Wright sees intellectuals presently as becoming proletarianized, especially 

teachers and college professors. "Course loads have increased, curriculums have been 

more administratively dictated, scheduling has been taken out of the hands of individual 

teachers, and teniure-track positions have been replaced by short term appointments with 

no job security...Thus many teachers in such institutions have been drawn very close to 

the working class pole of the contradictory location between the working class and the 

petty bourgeoisie" (1979. p. 210). Therefore, according to Wright, the placement of 

intellectuals is not only contradictory, but also fragile depending on which end they are 

closest to on the economic scale—what Slaughter (1998) assesses as the proximity of 

departments and programs to the market. If the future of intellectuals is politically and 

economically fragile, their contradictory position between the proletariat and the 

bourgeoisie will become more prominent. 

Feminist Theories. Several feminist theories are useful in studying upwardly 

mobile v/orking class women, including Anne Witz's (1992) theory of professional 

closure, and theories that examine race, class and gender. 

Professional Closure. Instead of assuming there is a fixed static thing called a 

'profession,' Anne Witz breaks down this term into "strategies of occupational closure 

that aim for an occupational monopoly over the provision of certain skills and 

competencies in a market for services" (1992, p. 5). Professions, then, are not fixed but 



are instead organized occupations that control and monitor their accessibility. 

Deconstruction of the term 'profession' allows Witz to show how women were excluded 

from the professions, as well as how middle-class women acted within professional 

projects to remain in them. 

She posits several strategies of 'closure.' Male dominated professions historically 

enacted closure—or exclusionary practices—so that women could not enter. In response, 

women used equal rights ideology, practiced separatism (ex. setting up schools for 

women), and finally used legalistic tactics to challenge (and enact their own) closure. 

Male dominated professions also embraced gendered demarcation strategies, 

where they clustered women within a division of labor and at the same time subordinated 

them to male occupations (Witz, 1992, p. 197). These demarcation strategies played out 

in two ways: 1) to de-skill labor—so the occupation is preserved, but is subordinate to 

and subject to review by a male occupation (ex. midwifery). 2) Incorporation—ending a 

certain occupation and replacing it with a subordinate substitute (ex. nurses replacing 

midwives). 

Women reacted to demarcation in several ways, for instance and again, with 

separatism—claiming that only female doctors could successfully work with female 

patients and children. And, also in engaging in 'dual closure' where they enclosed 

themselves within an occupation and at the same time closed off the occupation to other 

women (Witz, 1992, p. 201). 

Witz's theory is important to this study because it illustrates both the struggle that 

women have had to endure in entering and remaining in the professions, and the ways in 



which women have excluded other women (particularly working-class -women) from 

achieving social mobility. 

Race. Class, and Gender. Some feminist theorists assume a homogenous 

experience when studying women. Donna Haraway (1997) warns against theory that 

attempts to unify women's experience, "There is no room for race (or much else) in 

theory claiming to reveal the construction of the category woman and social group 

women as a unified or totalizable whole" (p. 511). Looking at the experiences of women 

from the working class in ways that allow 'polyvocality* (Haraway, 1997) and difference 

reveals rich contradictions in their experiences. Laura Kipnis (1992) also sees that 

women are not necessarily unified and act oppressively to one another. "A// women, 

simply by virtue of being women, are not necessarily political allies...women can both 

symbolize and exercise class power and privilege, not to mention oppressive political 

power" (p. 388). By analyzing how middle-class women act in ways that exclude other 

women, we can see that at all women do not experience our economic and educational 

system in the same ways, and can instead act in ways that create barriers for all women to 

become economically successful. 

An analysis of ethnic women's lives in the last century in the United States 

illustrates the difficulty in defining women's experiences on solely race, class or gender 

(Davis, 1981, Williams, 1991, and Anderson, 1996). Anderson's analysis shows how 

class is already part of one's gender and race, and vice versa. She shows how seemingly 

unified social movements contain oppressive structures based on race, class, and gender. 

For instance in first wave feminism, initiated largely by white middle-class women. 
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issues of reproduction and privacy were defined differently for working-class women and 

women of color. 

Similarly, hooks (1992) sees women divided along class and race lines especially 

when it comes to defining 'woman' or the needs of women. "Feminism and feminist 

theory are fast becoming something only the privileged can afford" (p. 82). She is 

implying that the high costs of a college education only allow access to this theory by 

women in the middle-class. Further, these theorists break down the idea that 'woman' can 

never be defined uniformly. "The feminist dream of a common language, like all dreams 

for a perfectly true language, of perfectly faithful naming of experience, is a totalizing 

and imperialist one" (Haraway, 1997, p. 520). 

Cultural Reproduction. Pierre Bourdieu's (1984) concepts of habitus and cultural 

capital are effective in complementing Marxist theory in the study of class relations and 

social reproduction. "Class is not, of course, just relations of production...it is also 

habitus. If habitus did not matter, then income would directly determine consumption, or, 

in a Marxist inflection, position in the relations of production would determine 

consumption" (Snook, 1990, p. 204). But, the act of consumption reveals our social class. 

"Consumption is...a stage in a process of communication, that is, an act of deciphering, 

decoding, which presupposes practical or explicit mastery of a cipher or code" (Bourdieu, 

1984, p. 2). 

When women from working-class backgrounds disclose their feelings about being 

imposters or feeling alienated because of their race, gender, or class, they are interpreting 

the cultural capital of those in a predominately white, male, and middle-class institution. 
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"Cultural capital consists of various forms of knowledge, dispositions, and skills'' 

(Zweigenhaft, 1993, p. 211). Though intangible, this is a form of capital they feel that 

they do not possess. It is precisely because they do not possess this cultural capital that 

working class women feel inauthentic. "...(I)t is the habitus of the individual that 

provides the behavioral and symbolic cues to others that an individual possesses a certain 

level of cultural capital" (Berger and Milem, 1998, p. 14-15). 

The power of the habitus is that it is recognizable only to those who have a part in 

creating it. Those in the middle class and above feel Uke they belong in higher education 

because the culture and language are familiar to them in other settings. "The schemes of 

the habitus, the primary forms of classification owe their specific efficacy to the fact that 

they function below the level of consciousness and language, beyond the reach of 

introspective scrutiny or control by the will" (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 466). It is imperative 

that these schemes remain unrecognizable in order to be reproduced. 

In Bourdieu's assessment, schools play a central part in social reproduction and in 

dispersing the habitus of the privileged class. "Bourdieu (1973) argues...in societies 

where the hereditary transmission of power and privilege is now frowned upon, the 

education system provides an avenue by contributing to the reproduction of the system of 

class relations, but concealing the fact that it does" (Harker, 1990, p. 95). 

Social reproduction via the education system continues and strengthens the higher 

one proceeds up the system. "The further up the system, the greater the tendency for the 

schools to recognise only those who recognise them—^what Bourdieu calls the learned 

ignorance of the schools and selection agents. Even if the student 'succeeds' and makes 



the right choices for further success, the habitus engendered by the school operates in 

such a way that at each cut-off point, those who succeed come to accept the criteria 

which recognised their success" (Harker, 1990, p. 91). Therefore, the higher levels one 

achieves in the educational system, the more likely they are to adopt the privileged 

habitus, and the less likely they are to challenge it as subjective. "Hence, the students 

become more like each other, and less like their diverse backgrounds, so at the next cut

off point the agents of selection (teachers, examiners) have even less cause to question 

the social neutrality of the selection procedure" (Harker, 1990, p. 92 quoting Bourdieu 

and St. Martin 1974, p.345). 

Through this mobility, one comes to a place where they have completely 

forgotten their process of coming into privilege; "acquisition of legitimate culture...tends 

to favour an enchanted experience of culture which implies forgetting the acquisition" 

(Bourdieu, 1984, p. 3). 

Those from the working class that succeed through several levels of higher 

education can be expected to face tremendous barriers of cultural capital as well as forget 

the amount of effort needed to decode or accept this new cultural assignment. 

Significance of Topic 

Those from working class and lower class backgrounds face significant barriers to 

completing their primary and secondary education successfully. There are few that pursue 

a college degree, and supposedly fewer that enroll in graduate programs. Of the few 

women from working class backgrounds that enter into graduate programs, many have 



critical things to say about their experiences in graduate school that illuminate class and 

sex bias. With so many professions requiring a graduate degree for entry, graduate school 

may be a bottleneck for working class women attempting to enter imto the professional 

middle class. 

However, the academy may provide opportunities as well as obstacles to pursue 

knowledge about working class issues and culture. Academics from working class 

backgrounds feel that middle class values and knowledge largely rule tlhe institution but it 

is also where, in some spaces, they can teach and learn about the 'svorking class. For 

instance, "feminist classrooms were the first spaces in the university where I encountered 

any attempt to acknowledge class difference" (hooks, 1994, p. 181^. Academics from 

working class backgrounds also have the potential to change the cuxriculum in higher 

education. "I encourage students ...(that) they must creatively inv.ent ways to cross 

borders. They must believe in their capacity to alter the bourgeois s-ettings they enter" 

(hooks, 1994, p. 183). 

Women from working class backgrounds in the academy claim to see power 

differentials like classism, patriarchy, and racism very clearly in higher education 

(Steedman, 1986) and they e.xplain a desire to connect with all those in marginal 

positions (Sandoval, 1991). This may be because "those at the bottom of the heap tend to 

see more deeply and clearly the nature of the oppressions exacted by those at the top of 

the heap" (Martin, 1987, p. 202). 

There are those academics from working class backgrounds wh-o propose a way of 

teaching working class issues to middle class students that is effective. "Even these 



students who seem to possess the most metallic hearts, who are most indifferent to 

politics and history, who are most centered on their immediate needs, who are most 

captured by the latest techno toy, have a work legacy I can tap" (Zandy, 1998, p. 298). In 

this way, these academics from working class backgrounds insert their knowledge of 

class issues into their positions of power as faculty members and alter the academic 

terrain. They have also somehow resisted the professional training that denies class 

differences and have found a route to include this information as part of the curriculum. 

In resisting professional training that ignores race, class and gender differences, faculty 

members from working class backgrounds change the ideological landscape and create 

opportunities for agency. "It is what is not reproduced that is at once the engine of change 

and the arena for human agency" (Harker, 1990, p. 104). 

In this study, a broader group of women by field is pursued than is represented in 

the literature (mainly Social Sciences and English graduate students and faculty members 

are represented in the literamre). The multi-method approach to this study attempts to fill 

in some missing information about working class women's experience in graduate 

school. The quantitative study attempts to locate the percentage and location of working 

class women in the academy and the qualitative study allows for an analysis of 

unrehearsed responses to class, allowing these women to reveal contemporary view of 

class definitions and issues. 

If the culture of graduate school is so heavily immersed in middle class, male, and 

white norms as claimed, what happens to working class women that do succeed in this 

environment? Have they altered or resisted this professional training? What are their 



relationships with family and friends still in the working class? Specifically, what does 

mobility feel like and do they know when it's happening? 

This study aims to tease out the ways in which first generation, working class and 

lower class women experience graduate education; their ways of describing graduate 

training, the process of mobility, and their internal identity changes that occur when they 

become upwardly mobile. 



CHAPTER! 

Literature Review 

Literature on women from working-class backgrounds in the academy is rare, but 

there are two collections of contributions by this population, Working-Class Women in 

the Academy: Laborers in the Knowledge Factory, edited by Michelle Tokarczyk and 

Elizabeth Fay (1993) and This Fine Place So Far From Home: Voices of Academics from 

the Working-Class, edited by C.L. Barney Dews and Carolyn Leste Law (1995) that 

includes both men and women. 

Related works include Coming to Class: Pedagogy and the Social Class of 

Teachers, edited by Alan Shepard, John McMillan and Gary Tate (1998), From 

Disadvantaged Girls to Successful Women, by Pamela Page-Lees, and several articles 

written about working class women as undergraduates, graduates, professionals, and 

writers. 

The introductions in both Tokarczyk and Fay (1993) and Dews and Law (1995) 

readers state the problem that members of the working class face in higher education as 

one of class invisibility—especially in comparison to race and gender. Law's (1995) 

introduction adds that class differences are unrecognized in higher education because of 

assumed middle-class status of its faculty, administration, and students. 

The following themes help capture the issues raised by the women authors in 

these texts: performing class, pain and pride, language differences, class visibility, 

passing/conversion, and conflict with family and community. 



Performing Class 

Passing and performing class is a common theme mentioned in almost every 

account (Gardner, 1993, Langston, 1993, Miner, 1993, Kadi, 1993, Charlip, 1995). 

Performing class is where one acts as if they belong to the middle class. "Class 

differences were boundaries no one wanted to face or talk about. It was easier to 

downplay them, to act as though we were aU from privileged backgrounds...to confront 

them privately in the solitude of one's own room" (hooks, 1993, p. 101). Performing 

class is perceived to be the key to success in an academic career. "I began a long 

apprenticeship in the art of appearing middle class" (Reid, 1976, p.66). 

Performing class also extends into the professional lives of these women. 

"Anything that I chose, any profession I entered, would mean wearing a mask, pretending 

to be and eventually becoming somebody other than myself' (Ellis and Robinson, 1993, 

p. 42). Performing class creates a feeling of 'impostership' iimong these students. 

"Impostership is the sense among working-class students that they possess neither the 

talent nor the right to become college students...they imagine that they are constantly on 

the verge of being found out to be too dumb and unprepared for college-level learning. 

They imagine that once this discovery is made, they will be asked to leave whatever 

program they are enrolled in, shrouded in a cloud of public shame, humiliation and 

embarrassment" (Brookfield and PreskiU, 1999). Therefore, students discover ways they 

can fit in. "To avoid feelings of estrangement, student from working-class backgrounds 

could assimilate into the mainstream, change speech patterns, points of reference, drop 

any habit that might reveal them to be from a nonmaterially privileged background" 
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(hooks, 1994, p. 181). 

Pain and Pride 

At the same time they are grappling with issues of status, these authors take pride 

in their success over difficult times in the academy, pointing to their working-class 

backgrounds as a source of strength in difficult times. Many relay stories from relatives, 

difficult economic times, and family crises that shaped their idea of work and pain. These 

experiences are both the reasons for their sometimes very serious discomfort in the 

academy as well as the source of their strength in succeeding. 

However, some authors argue that these feelings of alienation and conflict in the 

academy are tied to larger oppressive structures of race, class and gender, and should be 

resisted and confronted instead of ignored. For instance, working-class women external 

to the academy refer to upwardly mobile women as "class opportunists who use real 

oppression as a stepping stone for personal power" (Bunch and Myron, 1974, p. 9). They 

criticize using the pain of working class experiences as a way to accomplish individual 

mobility. Myron (1974) echoes, "there is nothing cool or gutsy about being working 

class...it's a brutalizing and dehumanizing way to grow up" (p. 36). There are 

contradictory reports about the pain of growing up working class and how one should 

think of that pain relative to their success. 

Language 

Class differences are most readily observed in language differences. Laurel Black 
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(1995), confronted with a family crisis while in college, attempted to use her newly 

acquired knowledge to help her sister, " I began to tell her about Legal Aid Society; I 

even began to think out loud through cases from a textbook I remembered. Suddenly, she 

interrupted me, screaming over the line, 'Fuck you! Fuck you! Don't talk to me like 

college, talk to me like a sista!'" (p. 23). 

Other working-class authors see the language of the middle class as passive, 

manipulative, and antagonistic to working-class ways of communicating. "In graduate 

school, verbal cruelty seemed to be the rule of the day. In the factories I've worked in, if 

you talk down to another worker you can be expected to be 'punched out'.... It never fails 

to amaze me how just acting with dominating, elitist, classist attitudes is described as 

being 'brilliant,' (Langston, 1993, p. 66-70). The double uses of language are poignant in 

Clark Smith's (1993) experience at Smith College. The janitors were cutely called 

"fCingsmen, for 'they help put Smith back together again,"' (p. 128). And, the maids 

were called "chambermaids" (but did not make it into the college brochures, as did the 

Kingsmen). The powerful renaming of the janitorial staff at Smith College portrays a 

smooth and classless culture in the institution. 

Finally, Warren (1995) reveals racism embedded in academic language, "I slowly 

began to see that racism was very much a part of higher education...just rationalized 

under the guise of excellence in education and something called 'Minnesota nice,' which 

means whites discriminating against people of color in a courteous manner and deluding 

themselves that because they have the veneer and coiutesy they have not been 

discriminatory" (p. 117). 



Class Visibility 

Authors define their status as working class through the characteristics of their 

hometown, schools, clothes, cars, homes, neighborhood, and language. Here, they 

construct class as highly visible. Langston (1993), shocked at the amount of money 

needed to go to college remarks, "my college loans are as big as many home mortgages, 

and so are the monthly payments" (p. 65). 

Class is visible in behavior as well, "my roommate was crying because she 

couldn't fit all her Pendleton wools in her closet and drawers...her father, a successful 

lawyer...led his sniffling daughter and perfectly coifed wife out to get lunch" (Black, 

1995, p.20). 

Obvious to these authors are the class antagonisms between the middle-classes 

and lower classes. Black (1995) states, "...the stupid rich bastards always underestimated 

us, always thought we were dumb as we were poor, always mistook our silence for 

ignorance, our shabby clothes and rusted cars for lack of ambition and enterprise," (p. 

16). 

Passing /Conversion 

Another theme found in the literature is conversion, or the point in time when a 

working-class woman has "passed." The evidence of passing includes receiving approval 

or validation from faculty, or feeling comfortable with faculty. "The quality of work 

on...committees was my way to show that I had what it takes to be in the academy. My 
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participation allowed me to meet faculty and administrators who believed that students of 

color and the perspective we bring are assets to the academy," (Warren, 1995, p. 118). 

"Proving" seems to be a behavior linked to "switching over" or converting to the middle-

class. "I thanked him again...! didn't know why I was crying, whether it was because I 

was so stupid that I got an F+ and had to sit there and make a nice man frustrated or 

because I felt like I could take that one paragraph and begin again, begin learning how to 

speak about what I thought and felt" (Black, 1995, p.22-23). Another author's testimony 

isolates an advising session with a faculty member as the moment of truth. "And there 

was Aaron himself (faculty member) assuring me that I could write...! cried after I left his 

office that day from sheer relief, the relief of validation" (Clark Smith, 1993, p. 137). 

Attempting to explain this contradiction, Ryan and Sackrey (1996) explain the 

loyalty to higher education, in spite of the pain, as a belief that higher education has the 

potential to change oppressive structures in society. 

Conflict with Familv and Communitv 

Many of the authors' family members and community members refer to higher 

education with fear and respect. Not knowing "all that goes on there" but knowing that 

those who attend come back different, causes them to view higher education as a 

mystery. "The mystique of academe is that it is a world unto itself constituting the 

community of the wise and the soon-to-be-wise," (Fay, 1993, p. 280). This mystique 

leads to a conflict within families that eventually leads to feelings of betrayal. "My 

family had an interesting mixed attitude of fear and respect for specific people they might 



run into who possessed education and money, but disrespect in general for the rich and 

what they did for the poor' (Langston, p. 62). 

Authors describe confusion about separation from their families and often are met 

with tremendous opposition from their communities. Those who are pushed into 

attending college by their families are alternately made fun of, dismissed as "one of 

them" or accused of forgetting their roots and betraying their families. "'Now that youah 

goin' to college, you'll be too good t' talk to us anymoah.' I protested but he shook his 

head; it was the last thing he [grandfather] ever said to me," (Black, 1995, p. 20). 

Another author writes, "what my father wishes to tell me...is that though I must certainly 

go to college, I will lose my family and soul if I turn into 'one of those girls too proud to 

wipe her own arse'" (Clark Smith, 1993. p. 134). 

Carol Stack (1974) addresses the contradiction of mobility in her extensive work 

in poverty-stricken black communities. In this study, she reveals intricate kinship 

networks that are necessary for survival. These infrastructures are completely dependent 

upon their members. Upward mobility in this context means that someone needs to sever 

themselves from their community in order to promote their own needs and this is 

"unfnendly and quite dangerous" (Rapp, 1982). The irony, as Stack notes, is that these 

communities simultaneously nurture survival and enforce their class confinement. 

According to bell hooks (1992) families and communities of working-class 

academics feel this way because the academy prevents dialogue with those who are 

below and outside of it. Peterson (1974), a working-class woman external to the 

academy, believes that college training results in "bright young minds of tomorrow who 



will keep the class system intact, capitalism on its feet, and male supremacy flourishing" 

(p. 25). 

Working-class women external to the academy offer thoughts on how to resist the 

cleavages between community/family and the academy. Brown (1974) believes it is 

possible to resist social reproduction through education, "a degree does not erase all that 

went before it. A degree simply means that you have submitted to white, male, 

heterosexual, middle class educational standards and you passed. It doesn't mean you 

accept those standards" (p. 16). So, here, passing is not an act of conversion into the 

middle-classes, but serves as a way to assimilate and succeed in higher education as well 

as to subvert the oppressive structure. Black (1995) describes her initial plan of 

subversion: "I would...give the stupid rich bastards what they had coming to them. I 

would speak like them but wouldn't be one of them. I would move among them, would 

spy on them, leam their ways, and explain them to my own people—a guerrilla fighter 

for the poor," (p. 17). 

These anthologies were the first to reveal the issues faced by women from 

working-class backgrounds and were important in their contributions. However, there or 

are limits in interpreting working class women's experience firom these anthologies. For 

instance, the contributors are largely from the Social Sciences and Humanities 

disciplines, and only include the experiences of faculty or graduate students who have the 

goal of becoming a faculty member. Their responses are rehearsed, edited and 

articulated, reflecting class-consciousness that not all those from working class 



backgrounds share. Finally, diere are very few women of color who have contributed to 

these anthologies. 

Related Research 

Research related to women from working class backgrounds in the academy 

includes Higginbotham and Canon (1988) and Higginbotham and Weber (1992). These 

studies analyzed 200 upwardly mobile working class and middle class women in the 

Memphis, Tennessee area who had aU received a college education. Their sample 

includes a comparison of upwardly white women and women of color who are upwardly 

mobile. They are one of the few studies that analyze the process of social mobility. 

In these studies, Higginbotham and Canon (1988) and Higginbotham and Weber 

(1992) found that white women and women of color face multiple fomis of oppression as 

they become upwardly mobile, and that their desire for upward mobility included a desire 

for collective (not individual) gain. 

They found differences between white women and women of color who were 

becoming upwardly mobile. For instance, white women received more support for 

upward mobility through marriage and had less support from family for pursuing higher 

education or a career. They often had difficulties entering into the "gender-segregated 

sects of the middle class" (Higginbotham and Canon, 1988, p. 32). Women of color 

received more support from family to pursue a higher education, and less support for 

marriage. They often had difficulties when entering into a middle class that was both 

gender and race segregated. 



In another study, Pamela Le Page-Lees analyzes the successful paths taken by 

twenty-one disadvantaged women and describes five of these stories in From 

Disadvantaged Girls to Successful Women: Education and Women's Resiliency, (1997). 

Her focus in this study is to look at the characteristics that led these women from a 

disadvantaged past to an advantaged present. "People who are resilient tend to find ways 

to turn their disadvantage into advantage" (1997. p. 18). She defines 'disadvantaged' as 

those who were raised in low-income homes, were first-generation college students, and 

had faced the stress of family dysfunction, iUness or death, as children. 

She finds several shared traits of resiliency in these women that help lead them to 

successful Uves. These shared traits include benevolence (were well-Uked by teachers and 

learned hov/ to make people happy), self-confidence (author found contradictory stories 

here) "The women I interviewed often talked about their confidence in the lower grades 

and their fears in graduate school" (1997, p. 23). Other traits included perfectionism (do 

not like to be criticized, being told how to do something 'better' is a sign of their failure), 

and perseverance (hard work without much encouragement). Many of the women in the 

study mentioned that their mothers were influential in helping them achieve. 

Contradictory to Higginbotham and Cannon (1988), LePage-Lees found that these 

women felt supported by family members to pursue an education and become 

professionals (and, most of her participants—80%—were White). She concludes that 

these women were successful because they adapted to the majority culture, hid their 

backgrounds, and chose professions and paths where they could continue to rely on their 

intellectual abilities (p. 115). 



Stewart and Ostrove (1993) studied a group of working-class women who 

attended Radcliffe College between 1940-1960 and after to see the effects of their class 

backgrounds and the effects of the women's movement on their education and their lives. 

Very few women from working class backgrounds attended Radcliffe in this period of 

time. In the first wave of surveys in 1947, nine women were classified as working class 

out of 228; in 1964, 15 women were classified as working class out of 244. The final 

analysis chose a cohort of 15 working class, middle class and upper class students from 

1964. Of the few working class students studied, many of them felt that they did not 'fit 

in' to Radcliffe for many reasons, including lack of academic preparation, and that they 

felt intimidated (p. 490). However, many of the working class women were ultimately 

happy with their education at Radcliffe. Following these women over time, Stewart and 

Ostrove discovered that the working class women led similar lives to their middle-class 

cohort, which suggests social mobility when compared to their mothers. Finally, the 

study concludes that though the impact of social class on the working class women's 

educational experiences at Radcliffe did not change from 1940-1960, many of their views 

on feminism did change. These changes included a critical view of marriage that the 

middle-class and upper-class women did not share, and they were more receptive to 

feminist arguments than their middle class and upper class cohorts. 

Wendy Luttrell (1997) looks at two groups of older, working-class mothers who 

were high school dropouts returning to school. One group of women is from 

Philadelphia, the other from North Carolina. She finds that these women felt intimidated 

by their teachers and felt degraded and subordinate. In order to be successful, Luttrell 
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finds that these women chose to be silent and invisible. But, she finds that they judge 

themselves on how well they succeed in school and is concerned that these judgements 

reinforce myths of meritocracy. 'The women's stories expose the gendered organization 

of school with its structural, but hidden rehance on ideal, not real women." (p. 116). She 

concludes that by returning to school, these women were resisting traditional ideas of 

women's roles and "asserting (even if unconsciously) those elements of their identities 

that are still most forbidden to women" Cp.l 16). 

Cohen (1998) looks at five mature working class female adults from community 

colleges enrolled in an elite program at Smith College. She identifies three stages of 

attitudes and beliefs that ±e women experience in their time at Smith. The first is self-

deprecation and role confusion where students feel fraudulent and culturally dislocated. 

Their immediate goal in this stage is conformity and cultural assimilation. The second 

stage is class-consciousness. This occurs because of course discussions, planning events 

with faculty, as well as noticing a naivete in the traditionally aged undergraduate 

population. Involved in this stage is an important shift in their attitudes toward grades and 

self-efficacy. Here, getting excellent grades becomes less and less important and they see 

start to want to 'reject the whole corrupt system' (p. 366). The third stage is the power of 

service. In this stage, the women became very active in the community—^volunteering in 

battered women's shelters, on school boards, and women's health clinics. 

Cohen (1998) concludes that these women ultimately end up wanting to serve in 

social service and community work because they start to understand that no matter how 

hard they work, they will never be part of the privileged world that their middle and 
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upper class cohorts at Smith head towards. Their class backgrounds, their difficulty 

assimilating into the culture, and their class-consciousness accumulate into an 

understanding about cultural capital and class worth, and they become aware of their 

limited economic worth. At this point, they make a decision about their individual 

contributions to the community. "It is ironic that the very trait of the college (insensitivity 

to class) that most disturbs and alienates these subjects is the one which may propel them 

into fields where gifted, compassionate professionals are always sorely needed" (p.371). 

In addition to the contribution bell hooks makes in the Tokarczyk and Fay (1993) 

text, she has written extensively on the issues of race, class and gender in higher 

education. In her book. Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom 

(1994), she discusses the various ways higher education espouses bourgeois values and 

limits the contributions of working class women. She discloses that feminist classrooms 

were the first to acknowledge class differences in her experience, and is a place where 

those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds can speak about their class positions. She 

beUeves strongly that students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds can make a 

difference in higher education, "sharing experiences and confessional narratives in the 

classroom helps establish communal commitment to learning" (p. 186). 

Coming to Class: Pedagogy and the Social Class of Teachers, edited by Alan 

Shepard, John McMillan and Gary Tate (1998), is a collection of works that highhght 

how social class influences the way teachers teach in college classrooms. All contributors 

are from the field of English; eleven of the twenty-one contributors in this work were 

female. The contributors from working-class backgrounds highlight the ways in which 



they are actively involved in changing the climate of higher education through teaching 

about class. 

Finally, a study in the United Kingdom looks at the experience of working class 

women in higher education. Diane Reay (1998) in her article, "Surviving in Dangerous 

Places: Working Class Women, Women's Studies and Higher Education," acknowledges 

that "U.S. feminist writing on social class rarely recognizes the difficult processes of 

social repositioning implicit within social mobility. Working-class women's relationship 

to education is fraught with dilemmas and contradictions'" (p. 11). Reay is one of the 

few authors that recognizes that there is a heterogeneity of women in the working class 

and that "experiences in working class social mobility are multiple, complex, rarely 

painless, and powerfully influenced by 'race,' gender, and geography" (p. 14). She sees 

that she has been trained in the institution to leam a middle-class vocabulary and 'ways 

of knowing', as well as tangible, physical, changes including how to eat correctly and 

modify her accent. "What the academy validates about an individual is their manipulation 

and control of middle class codes and concepts" (p .17). Though she acknowledges that 

one of the few spaces in the academy you can talk about class is in Women's Studies, she 

sees that "invariably it is middle-class versions of working class experience that are 

studied" (p. 16). Working-class ways of knowing are not considered, and "we few 

working class women who achieve academic status know our status is provisional upon 

our continuing conformity. We may challenge, but only so far" (p. 16). 

It is evident that the majority of literature on the subject of higher education and 

women from working class backgrounds is mostly qualitative and anecdotal. The few 



studies that conduct quantitative studies on this population (Higginbotham and Weber, 

1992 and Stewart and Ostrove, 1993) do not address experiences of working-class 

women in graduate school. Also, the women represented in this literature review are 

from a minority of academic majors, mostly Humanities and Social Sciences. Except for 

a few authors (Reay, 1998, and Luttrell, 1997) the contributors tend to individualize their 

experiences and so not offer theory that helps explain the relationships between race, 

class, gender, education and social mobility. 

This study wiU add to the literature on working class women first by attempting to 

quantify their presence in higher education, and then by expanding the qualitative study 

of their experiences in graduate school to include a critical, Marxist analysis of the 

process of upward social mobility. 
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CHAPTERS 

Quantitative Methods 

The design of tills study includes a quantitative and qualitative component. I use 

the quantitative results to guide the qualitative sampling. This is what Eisenhardt (1989) 

calls theoretical sampli ng. "The goal of theoretical sampling is to choose cases which are 

likely to replicate or ex. tend the emergent theory" (p. 537). 

The Quantitative Data 

In order to findl out more about working-class women in the academy, I sought 

quantitative studies to help me identify the size of this population in graduate programs. I 

started with the Survey of Earned Doctorates, and pursued their most recent data set from 

1995. I received a codebook and the compact disc with the 1995 Survey of Earned 

Doctorates database. o keep records confidential and anonjmious participant names and 

dissertation titles were not provided. They set up the data to be read in SPSS and SAS 

statistical programs. I lased SPSS to analyze this data. 

The 1995 Surv^ey of Earned Doctorates is administered upon conferring the 

doctoral degree. It is a ten-page survey administered by the graduate college dean and 

includes a cover lette®: signed by the director of the Division of Science Resources 

Studies. Return rate for this survey is approximately 95%. The survey measures 133 

variables including various demographics, educational history, research interests, and 

career plans. 
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Quantitative Design 

This analysis investigates the participation of first-generation students by 

institution and field of study. Statistical tests are used to predict the effects of race, sex. 

and parents' education on participation in certain institutions and fields of study. It is 

predicted that first-generation students will be found in similar fields and institutions 

(low-status institutions, and low-status fields) where most women and minority students 

are found (Fields, 1998, Heam, 1991, Ethington and Smart, 1986). Lower-status 

institutions are defined as institutions that receive less total research dollars, and a lower 

number of doctorate degrees granted (Basinger, 2000, Evangelauf, 1994). 

Since most students from lower-class backgrounds are also first-generation 

students, I use father and mother's education as a proxy for social class. The findings 

firom this smdy are used to conduct a qualitative analysis of lower- and working-class 

graduate students. To provide a more accurate picture of social mobility via U.S. higher 

education institutions, the sample is limited to U.S. citizens and the definition of first-

generation students is narrowed to focus on students whose parents received a high 

school education or less. 

Cleaning Data 

In order to work with a cleaner sample and to investigate specific hypotheses the 

data were cut in the following ways. Prior to cutting out a set of respondents, I ran 

firequencies on the variables to make sure there were no unique patterns or a significant 

first-generation population cut from this method. 



The first cut I made was for all cases with missing data on parents' education, 

citizenship and sex. I cut all of the cases of students that had received their second 

doctorates since I was interested in finding and studying those who were also first-time 

doctoral recipients. 

I cut all non-U.S. citizens in the sample. This was the largest and most significant 

cut from the data. The survey utilized four categories for U.S. citizenship, I was 

interested in only those students bom and raised in the U.S. in order to get a more 

accurate sample of students most familiar with the U.S. economic structure. 

There were nine categories for race, including Native American/American Indian 

or Alaskan Native, Black, Puerto Rican. other Hispanic, Mexican American, Asian or 

Pacific Islander, White, Multiple racial response and Other. Due to the fact that the 

'other' category is uninterpretable it was also eliminated. 

I also cut my sample based on where a student received their doctoral degrees. 

The majority of these students (94%) received their degrees in Research I, Research II, 

Doctoral I, and Doctoral n institutions. The additional 6% that received their doctorates 

at other types of institutions were cut. 

I cut all those smdents over the age of 65. I did not want my final results to lead 

me in my qualitative study to a population that had many other life experiences involved 

in their graduate experience. 

At this point, the sample size was down to almost half the original sample, to N= 

24,346. 
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Independent Variables 

At this point, I was able to start coding my variables. Parents' education was the 

first variable I needed to condense, since in its rawest form, it was 'mother's education' 

and 'father's education.' I had to re-code this variable to reflect the impact of both 

parents' education on the student. 

I then coded 'parents' education' into a continuous variable of six categories, 

(high school or below, some college, one high school and one college, both parents 

college graduate and at least one parent college graduate, one college graduate a.nd one 

professional education, both professional education). I used the continuous variable for 

parents' education, so I could see if there was a Linear relationship between this \''ariable 

and others. In addition, a dichotomous variable was created (high school and below, and 

the rest of the sample). I used the dichotomous measure of parents' education to see if 

first-generation students compared in any distinct way to ail other parents' education 

levels. 

The other variable I needed to reorganize was 'race.' This study utilized two 

different ways of categorizing race. The first used 23 categories for race, reflecting the 

current multi-cultural population in the United States. They also re-coded this variable 

into nine categories of race, including White, Black, Hispanic (included: Hispanic, 

Mexican American and Puerto Rican), Native American, Multicultural, Asian, and Other. 

To reflect the current literature on persistence and retention in higher education, I used a 

three category measure of race to include White, minority (includes Black, Hispanic and 

Native American) cmd Asian. I then had to dummy-code these three categories into two 
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categories in order to use in the regressions—in this strategy the two categories (Asian 

and minority) would compare to the category 'White.' 

Dependent Variables: Creating Proxies for High and Low-Status Institutions and Fields 
of Study 

In order to run a statistical test on institutional status, I had to first create a 

continuous measure for high and low-status institutions. I created a proxy measure for 

status of institutions by using average full professor salaries. I obtained these salaries 

from the 1997-1998 American Association of University Professors report. Out of 373 

institutions in the Survey of Earned Doctorates, the AAUP provided salaries for 200 

institutions. I transformed the institution code in this data set into a salary measure for 

each of these 167 institutions. This cut the sample for this regression to N=21,228. 

In order to measiure the status of academic fields, I had to transform the data 

similarly. I also used faculty salaries to measure status of field (so, the higher the average 

faculty salary, the higher the status of field) and utilized the 1997-1998 Oklahoma State 

University Faculty Salary Survey. There were very few academic fields in this salary 

survey that matched with the academic fields in the Survey of Earned Doctorates. 

Therefore, I only used the academic fields that matched in name, and then averaged the 

salaries under each field. For instance in Education, salaries were available for eight of 

the twelve majors. I averaged these eight faculty salaries to reflect the salary for 

'Education.' I tlien transformed the code for 'field of study' in the data set into a salary 

amount for each field. Because of the low number of salary matches available between 
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the two data sets, the sample size for this analysis significantly decreased, to N=6,887. 

I then re-coded the institutions where these students received their bachelor's and 

doctoral degrees to reflect a status measure. The highest status was Research I, then 

Research EE, then Doctoral I, and the lowest of the four was Doctoral n. I then gave a 

value (again, in status) for private equaling one, and public equaling two. I combined 

these two measures (there were now eight measures for institutional status) so that I was 

able to see that a private. Research I institution was the highest ranked institution, and a 

public Doctoral n was the lowest ranked institution. 

Analysis 

Descriptive statistics—including frequencies and cross tabs on field of study, 

parents' education, sex, and race—were run first to examine patterns among these 

variables. Two regressions were mn: one to predict enrollment in high or low status 

institutions, and another to predict enrollment in high or low status fields. Status of field 

and institutional status were the dependent variables, and sex. race, and parents' 

education were the independent variables. Simultaneous regressions were run to 

determine the total variance explained by tlie independent variables. 

Hypotheses 

The main hypothesis addressed in this study is that parents' education, along with 

sex and race, predicts enrollment in low-status institutions and low-status fields of study. 



Findings 

Descriptive Frequencies 

Of the four types of institutions, most doctoral students graduated from Research I 

institutions (66.1%). However, first-generation students graduated from these institutions 

at lower rates (60.1%) than non-first generation students (73.1%). These distinctions were 

more prominent at the undergraduate level for these students. First-generation students as 

undergraduates were enrolled at Research I instimtions less (57.1%) than non-first 

generation students (70.1%). 

In this sample, slightly more women (24.8%, n=2,800) than men (23.6%, 

n=3,072) were first-generation doctoral students. Within minority groups (black, 

Hispanic, and Native American) there were disproportionately more first-generation 

minority doctoral students (42.4%) than within White (22.9%) and Asian (13.3%) groups. 

Descriptive data on the educational level of doctoral recipient's parents revealed 

that 24.1% (n=5,872) of doctoral students in this sample were first-generation college 

students. 

Cross Tabulations 

I ran a cross tabulation on parents' education, institution and sex to find the 

highest number of first-generation women and men by institution. This cross tab was 

then translated into a table with the top 18 institutions that first-generation men and 

women graduated from with doctorates in 1995 in the United States. (See Table 1). 
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Table 1 

First-Generation Doctoral Students Count bv Institution 

Instituuon Code N Male Female Institution Instituuon Code 

61 45* 16 University of Tennessee 62460 
61 18 43** Columbia University, Teaching College 21460F 
65 31 34 UCLA 93440F 
67 50* 17 Texas A&M, College Station 74503 
68 30 38 UC Berkeley 93440 

70 39 31 University of Michigan 34454 
71 35 36 NYU 21562 
77 37 40 University of Texas, Austin 74510 

80 46 34 University of Illinois, Urbana-Champ 33474 
85 48 37 University of Minnesota 41430 
85 42 43 Temple University 23548 
86 41 45 Ohio State 31480 
88 56* 32 Penn State 23510 

102 72* 30 University of Madison, Wisconsin 35440 
124 61 63 Nova Southern University 59444 

*more males than females * * more females than males 

Arizona 
53 23 30 Arizona State University 86400 
53 28 25 University of Arizona 86401 
35 19 16 Northern Arizona University 86421 

First-Generation Women 

The total number of first-generation women in this sample was 2,800. The 

majority of these first-generation women were found in Education fields (44%). They 

were also found in large percentages in Psychology (12.6%), Biology (7.5%), Social 

Sciences (6.5%) and Health Sciences (6.1%). In other words, 76.7% of first-generation 

women were found in these fields (See Table 2). 



57 

Table 2 

Cross Tabulations on Parents' Education, Sex, and Field of Study (N=5.872) 

Within First-Generation Measure 

Field of Study First-Generation Women First-Generation Men 

Education 44.0% (N=1230) 27.3% (N=838) 
Psychology 12.6% (N=352) 8.0% (N=247) 
Biology 7.5% (N=210) 10.6% (N=325) 
Health Sciences 6.1% (N=171) 1.6% (N=50) 
Engineering 1.3% (N=35) 8.8% (N=270) 
Social Sciences 6.5% (N=181) 7.3% (N=223) 

Within Field 

Field of Study First-Generation Women First-Generation Men 

Communications 23.2% (N=35) 27.8% (N=32) 
Social Work 33.8% (N=53) 38% (N=27) 
Agricultural Sciences 20.7% (N=23) 25.1% (N=99) 
Theology 28.6% (N=12) 30.6% (N=49) 

Within fields of study, first-generation women were found in large percentages in 

communications and social work. Or, of aU the female graduate students in 

communications (N=151), 23.2% were first- generation students, and of all the female 

smdents in social work (N=7I), 33.8% were first-generation students (See Table 2). 

On the other hand, fields that attracted women whose parents were highly 

educated (parents with at least one bachelor's degree and one professional degree, or both 

with a professional degree) included: madiematics (39.4%), history (43.0%), and foreign 

language and literature (36.2%). 
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First-Generation Men 

The majority of first-generation men were also found in Education (27.3%), 

though at lower percentages than women. First-generation men were also found in 

smaller percentages in the fields of: Biology (10.6%), Engineering (8.8%), Psychology 

(8%), and the Social Sciences (7.3%). In other words, 62% of all first-generation males 

czm be found in the fields of Education, Biology, Engineering, Psychology and Social 

Sciences (See Table 2). First-generation women are found in all the same fields except 

for Engineering. 

Within fields, there were a high percentage of first-generation men in Theology 

(30.6%), Communications (27.8%), and Agricultural Sciences (25.1%). So, of all men in 

Theology (N=160). 30.6% were first-generation students, and so on. 

On the other hand, fields that attracted males with highly-educated parents 

(parents with at least one bachelor's degree and one professional degree, or both with a 

professional degree) included: Computer and Information Sciences (43.4%), Mathematics 

(43.1%), Physics (41.5%), and Foreign Language and Literature (34.4%). 

Regressions 

Institutional Status 

A simultaneous regression was run to determine the amount of variance explained 

by parents' education, race, and sex with regard to graduate student enrollment by 

institutional status (measured my mean faculty salaries). An R'=.023 indicated that 2.3% 

(p<.05) of the variance predicting enrollment by institution status could be accounted for 
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by the dependent variables (See Table 3). An examination of the beta weights shows that 

parents' education is the best predictor for institutional status ((3 =.12), followed by Asian 

(p = .09), minority (P = .02), and then sex (P = -.02). 

Table 3 

Summary of Standard Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Enrollment in Higher 

or Lower-Status Institutions (N=21 .228) 

Variable B S E B  B 

Parents' Education 4.540 .261 .119* 
Asian 10.188 .773 .090* 
Minority 1.161 .431 .018 * 
Sex -.568 .220 -.018* 

Note. R" = .023; p<.05 *p<.05 

Status of Field 

A simultaneous regression was run to predict the effect of parents" education, 

race, and sex on enrollment in high and low fields of study. A total R'= .04996 indicated 

that approximately 5% (p<.05) of the variance predicted participation in fields of study 

by the independent variables. An examination of the beta weights shows that parents' 

education is the best predictor for status of field (p = .17), followed by sex (P = -.14), and 

Asian (p = .03). Minorit>' status was not significant (See Table 4). 
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Table 4 

Summary of Standard Resression Analysis for Variables Predicting Enrollment in 

Higher-Status or Lower-Status Fields of Study (N=6.887) 

B Variable B  S E E  B 

Parents' Education 3525.72 253.37 .17* 
Asian 2038.66 843.63 .03* 
Minority -541.89 410.22 -.02 
Sex -2496.27 213.03 -.14* 

Note. R-= .04996; p<.05 *p<.05 

Results 

Although there are slightly fewer women in graduate school (46.4%) in this 

sample than men (53.6%), the percent of women that are first-generation doctoral 

students (32%) slightly exceeds the percent of men that are first-generation students 

(30%). 

An analysis by race indicated similar findings to the 1988 Survey of Earned 

Doctorates, where minority students (black, Hispanic, and Native American) were more 

likely than White or Asian students to have parents who had a high school education or 

less. 

The regression predicting participation by institution status indicates that as 

parents" education increases, status of institution also increases. So, non-first generation 

students were more likely to attend higher status institutions than first generations 

students. Asian students enrolled in higher status institutions than White students. 

Women were more likely to be found in lower-stams institutions compared to men, and 

minority students (black, Hispanic, Native American) were more likely to be found in 



higher-status institutions compared to White students. This may be due to positive effects 

of affirmative action in higher education, but would need to be further investigated. 

Similar to the results of the regression on institutional status, as parents' education 

increases, status of field slightly increases (since these are measured by faculty salary as 

parents' education increases, salary of a field increases). So, a first-generation student is 

more likely to enroll in a lower-status field than a non-first generation student. Asian 

students were more likely to be enrolled in higher-status fields than White students. 

Minority status was not found to be significant in field of study. And, similar to results in 

Slaughter's (1992) study, women were more hkely to be found in lower-status fields. 

The difference between the two regressions is interesting. For instance, though 

parents" education was the strongest predictor in both tests, sex was the next highest 

predictor for status of field only. Consistent with Slaughter's (1998) findings on 

institutional stratification influenced by supply-side economics and market forces, 

women were more Ukely to be found in fields that were not close to the market and 

therefore less hkely to be a priority during institutional allocations. 

The unstandardized B coefficient revealed a more explicit test for status of field. 

The regression analysis indicates that women are in fields where faculty members make 

about $2,496.00 less than men. Asian students are in fields that make about $2,038.00 

more than White students, and students whose parents had high levels of education are in 

fields that make about $3,525.00 more than first-generation students. 
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Discussion 

The overall variance found in these regressions is too low to yield any worthwhile 

statistical results or emergent theory. Due to the high sample size (N=24,436), there is a 

higher chance of statistical significance. Although this is always exciting, I use caution 

when coming to conclusions about the results. Though the analysis is headed in the right 

direction, by no means could I accurately predict doctoral student enrollment in a high or 

low status institution or field based on sex, parents' education, and race. However, it was 

interesting to see that even with the low amount of variance predicted, parents' education 

soaked up the most variance in both regressions. If I have faith in my proxies, it may be 

an indicator that social class has a stronger effect than gender when predicting placement 

in high and low status positions. 

A useful finding in this study was the location of the majority of first-generation 

students by institution and field of study, as well as to see how first-generation men and 

women differed in enrollment by field. 

If I found a larger R-squared in these regressions, it may have influenced my 

interview protocol. But, because of low variance, I kept the findings in mind when I was 

talking to students about their experiences. I informed interested participants about the 

quantitative study and found that they were interested in the findings in my cross-

tabulations by field of study, as well as the overall percentages of first-generation women 

in graduate school. 
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Limitations 

The biggest limit to this study is using parents' education alone as a proxy for 

social class. For instance, in one study on undergraduates, a majority of low SES students 

were also first generation (72%), but not all first-generation students were low income 

(Billson and Terry, 1981). 

By combining both parents' education, I assume both parents influenced the 

student, without knowing which parent influenced their educational goals the most. There 

are studies that have found mothers' education to be the most influential on children's 

educational success (Useem, 1992). 

Finally, faculty salaries may have been a weak proxy for institutional status and 

status of field. In the future, a more complex status measiurement for institution and field 

status should include faculty salaries, as well as other measures. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Qualitative Methods 

Now that I had a quantitative basis for identifying women graduate students from 

working class backgrounds by institution and field, I was interested in pursuing a study 

that would reveal more about their graduate school experiences. The following were the 

research questions I framed when initiating my qualitative design. 

Research Questions 
• Axe low socioeconomic (SES) women graduate students conscious of class 

differences in the academy? If so, do they have similar feelings of alienation and 

imposter syndromes as cited in the literature? 

• What does mobility look like, and when does mobility happen? Is passing or 

performing class an essential part of this? Are these women aware of this status 

change and when it occurs? What part does higher education/graduate education play 

in this mobility and in class-consciousness? 

• What are the conflicts inherent in passing? How do students negotiate these conflicts? 

• How are the rituals, expectations, and the culture of graduate education classedl 

• How do graduate students articulate class? 

• How do race, gender and class inform their graduate experience? How do they 

compare themselves to their professors and colleagues? 

• Do they see themselves resisting the process of becoming a professional? How do 

they characterize their resistance? \Miat are the forms of resistance for these students? 

• What is the relationship between individual mobility and family/community? What is 

the connection with family and community when mobility 'happens'? Does the 

student or the family/community members see it/feel it first? Do these students feel as 

if they are living in 'two worlds'? If so, what is the benefit/ what is the cost? 

• Axe their class antagonisms present in higher education? If so, what are the insights of 
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these women regarding the role of higher education/graduate 

education/professionalization in mobility? 

Pilot Interviews 

To test these research questions, I prepared an interview protocol that I felt 

translated these research questions into interview questions. In order to see if this 

interview protocol was successful in answering the broader research questions, I knew I 

needed to practice this protocol as well as refine my interview skills. Therefore, I decided 

to do a few pilot interviews. In the fall of 1997,1 soUcited ten women for pilot interviews. 

The response was immediate and enthusiastic. All respondents were from UY, and I 

identified them through a snowball sample. The academic fields represented included 

Higher Education, Women's Studies, and Public Health. 

The literature I reviewed led me to believe that those who identified themselves 

from a working-class background would be able to articulate social class issues related to 

higher education and would be interested in social change. The pilots were a wonderful 

learning experience that made me understand the limits of my interview protocol and 

interview skills. For example, one of the first questions I asked an interviewee in the 

pilots was "what does the institution of higher education do to either nurture the middle-

class assumption, or block awareness of other classes? What's going on in higher 

education and class awareness in general?" This is a difficult question to answer and is 

also an example of what Berg (1998) calls a 'double-barreled question' (p. 70) where two 

questions are asked simultaneously. I learned that in order to find out the answer to a 
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question like this, I needed to break it down into elements and see first if it reflected the 

experience or awareness of the women I was interviewing. I also learned to sequence a 

question like this toward the middle of the interview instead of the very beginning. 

"Interviews typicaUy begin with mild, non-threatening questions concerning 

demographic matters... As the interview conversation proceeds, more 

complex...questions may be introduced" (Berg, 1998, p.70). 

In these pilots, I also learned about the range of working-class experiences. I was 

expecting a more unified and underprivileged experience. I learned that not all women 

were feminists and not all women from working-class backgrounds were conscious or 

socially or politically concerned about class issues. My agenda-fiUed interview protocol 

with this somewhat neutral group was a disaster. 

Overall, I am grateful that I conducted pilot interviews before the dissertation 

study launched. The pilots allowed me to refine my interview skills, clarify my questions, 

and more than anything revealed my biased ways of pursuing and framing questions. 

I understood that in order to really hear what the women were saying, to get at the 

heart of my research questions, and to attempt a grounded theory study correctly, I would 

have to go in with as little expectations as possible. Eisenhardt (1989) suggests, "theory-

building research is begun as close as possible to the ideal of no theory under 

consideration and no hypotheses to test...preordained theoretical perspectives or 

propositions may bias and limit the findings" (p. 536). 

After I completed my pilots and my quantitative analysis, I was ready to start 

soliciting my sample for my qualitative study. As a result of my quantitative analysis, I 
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chose two large research I institutions—^where most doctoral- degrees are granted— 

University of X (UX), located on the West coast, and the Univerrsity of Y (UY), located 

in the Southwest. Also based on my quantitative study, I targetoed four academic fields: 

Education, Biology, Psychology and Health Sciences. I did not choose to solicit 

interviews from the Social Sciences since the fields in this majoir were diverse and I felt 

would not have a distinct culture that could be called 'Social Scie^nces.' 

Interviews. Part Two 

To obtain a large enough sample to interview students in four departments at two 

universities, I sent out email messages to faculty memfcers, graduate student 

representatives and staff members, asking them to post my research solicitation. I 

obtained these university contacts and emails from university web sites and telephone 

directories. I did not solicit every sub-department within Psychoology, Education, Health 

Sciences and Biology since every department did not have a web site or list serve or I did 

not have a graduate student contact in certain departments. At UV, I had my email posted 

to the departments of Nutritional Science, Molecular and Celluliar Biology, Psychology, 

Nursing, Educational Psychology, and Higher Education. At UXI, I had my email posted 

to the departments of Microbiology, Psychology, Education, and iPublic Health. 

I received instant replies from students interested in bein^ interviewed. I think my 

response was immediate because I have a 'shared interest' with this population and they 

could trust the reasons for my inquiry, which was to ultimately^ achieve the same goal 

they had—to finish their dissertations! Measor (1985) talks aljout the importance of 
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gaining access to a population and ultimately being accepted and trusted by them in order 

to have a successful study (p. 61). 

Some had questions about if they 'qualified' as working-class—spoke with 

them briefly on the phone or over email and let them decide based on some general 

guidelines. I stopped soliciting interviews when I received a total of 50 women interested 

in being interviewed. I ended up with 35 interviews, seventeen from UX and eighteen 

from the UY. Fifteen women were not interviewed for a variety of reasons: no-shows, 

cancellations/scheduling conflicts, miscommunicadon about where I would interview 

them (three lived in far away places), and one student who asked me not to contact her 

again. She seemed upset with our exchange about what might be a definition for working 

class. (See Appendix I for list of final respondents). 

I conducted semi-structured interviews that lasted from 1.5-2.0 hours. Semi-

structured or semi-standardized interviews are characterized by their flexibility. Though 

they follow a set of predetermined questions, they do so in any particular order or 

manner. In these types of interviews, "the interviewers are allowed freedom to digress; 

that is, the interviewers are permitted (in fact expected) to probe far beyond the answers 

to their prepared and standardized questions" (Berg, 1998, p. 61). 

I tape-recorded each interview. I met the women at cafe's, libraries, conference 

rooms in their department, and their offices and homes. The interview included 

approximately 45 questions (See Appendix H). I changed some questions and dropped 

others during the interview process. (For example, I dropped the question, "Would you 

describe yourself as intelligent?" And, added, "How would you describe graduate student 
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culture?") This flexibility in changing interview questions is both a characteristic of a 

semi-structured interview, as well as of using grounded theory, "...a key feature of 

theory-building case research is the freedom to make adjustments during the data-

collection process...these adjustments allow the researcher to probe emergent themes" 

(Eisenhardt, 1989, p.539). 

As expected, the interviewees digressed from answering questions, as Lynda 

Measor (1985) predicts, they "rambled." I agree with Measor (1985) that allowing a 

certain amount of time for an interviewee to ramble is important since, "the pay-off is 

that the researcher reaches the data that is central to the client" (Measor, 1985, p.67). 

During the interview process, it was critical to both manage rapport with each 

individual as well as incorporate critical listening skills (Measor, 1985, p. 63). Therefore, 

I became more comfortable asking students to clarify their comments and to piursue lines 

of discussion that I felt had potential. I used hundreds of what Berg (1998) calls 

'unscheduled probes," (p. 62) to further clarify a response—especially a monosyllabic 

response. I also engaged in 'interviewing by comment,' (Snow, Zurcher, and Sjoberg, 

1982) especially with women who did not disclose much. (Example: "So, in the 

literature, the working class women say that they feel sometimes they are living in two 

worlds—does that relate to you?" Or, "Another woman I interviewed said this about the 

unwritten rules of graduate school, what do you think?") Interviewing by comment is 

"most appropriate for gathering information about the 'backstage' or hidden side of social 

organizations" (Snow, Zurcher, and Sjoberg, 1982, p. 291). 

In addition to the semi-structured interview style, I provided opportunities 
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research, and the ideas of other respondents I have interviewed. This style of 

interviewing is a principal of feminist research, where "it is not 'bad science' to allow the 

balance of power within interviews to be shifted by giving respondents opportunities to 

ask questions which the researcher answers" (Phoenix, 1990, p. 62). Several smdents 

commented that they agreed to be interviewed because the study intrigued them, and that 

they had never qualified for a study like this before. Most respondents had never 

disclosed their class background in such detail and were curious about my future 

findings. They seemed interested that I was from a similar background, but did not ask 

specific questions of my background. However, they did ask a few questions about my 

quantitative findings. 

After each interview, I asked the students if I could contact them by email for 

missing questions and further clarification. Every respondent was open to this continued 

contact. I also asked them to email me any thoughts or suggestions they had about the 

interview. Only two women emailed me with further thoughts related to my questions. 

When I initially started the project, I was interested in the experience of both 

working class men and women. I ultimately decided to interview only women from 

working-class backgrounds to narrow the scope of my study. After conducting the 

interviews, I realized the benefit of being a woman and interviewing women. I felt that 

rapport was established immediately, especially when I let them know that I had a similar 

background. (However, I learned that I did not do this enough, and wished I started the 

interview more consistently with my personal interest in the study.) Also, the content of 
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openly, and I felt comfortable with this expression. I also had a couple women display 

intense anger when remembering difficult times, or when frustrated by my questions. In 

these situations, I felt that I was able to not be defensive or fearful. Many of the women I 

interviewed had children, and I was able to bond with them on issues of childcare and 

motherhood-1 agree with Measor (1985) in diat "It occurs to me that being a woman is an 

enormous advantage if the research involves interviews which attempt to reach in depth 

areas of personal life" (p. 74). 

Also, my Hispanic surname (Sepulveda) may have indirectly effected my 

sample—on three occasions, interviewees from Hispanic backgrounds spoke to me in 

Spanish, or used Spanish words. 

I did notice a few elements that effected my rapport with these women. A few 

women secured their undergraduate degrees from elite institutions, and I felt extremely 

uncomfortable around them—especially those who went to Princeton, Stanford, 

Northwestern, and Purdue. In these instances, I felt an artificial barrier that I created—^I 

felt that these women had been academically trained in superior ways and that they would 

secretly criticize my methodology. 

Also, I felt that my casualness was sometimes judged. I assumed that because of 

their working-class background they would be more accessible and down to earth and 

maybe less intimidating and professional. For instance, I never had them sign a release 

nor did I completely review my study prior to starting the interview. Two women in 

particular had difficulty with my non-professional approach. 



Also, I should have expected some pointed questions about my research when 

interviewing a group of researchers in training, but I didn't. A few women asked me how 

I was going to analyze the data, what theories did I plan to use, and what authors did I 

prefer? I was completely unprepared for these questions, and briefly mentioned grounded 

theory, but did not feel prepared to be tested on authors or the variety of different 

qualitative methodologies! I saw this both as evidence of professional training—using 

lesitimized frameworks and theories with me, as well as trving to 'talk the talk' with me, 

a way of testing my common placement as a future academic. I also did not want to share 

too much about my framework with some students because I didn't want to pollute the 

rapport I had built with them just in case I needed to contact them in the future. For 

instance, I knew after speaking with some students at length that my Marxist and feminist 

frameworks would be too radical for them. 

These are observations that I used to improve each succeeding interview. But, 

overall, I developed good relationships with a majority of the women. A few women 

have sent me literature and references for further research, I have had baby pictures sent 

to me from one woman who was pregnant while interviewing, as well as open invitations 

for lunch and visiting them in the future. 

I did attempt to record some limited observations. After each interview, I would 

record my feelings about the interview, describe tense or funny moments during the 

interview in more detail, I would describe the woman's appearance/behavior, and take 

note of the questions I forgot to ask. I included "asjmimetric behaviors" which Erickson 

(1975) identifies as "hesitation, repeating, posnxre changes, or other 'uncomfortable 



moments'" (p. 55). Also, I would expand on anything going on in the setting of the 

interview, for example, in one instance on the UX campus a student protest regarding 

affirmative action disrupted our interview. We were able to comment on that briefly and 

the next day I grabbed a student newspaper that covered the event. These field notes may 

have helped me process some feelings I had about each interview, as well as reminded 

me of my own experiences in a working class home, however, during data analysis, I 

rarely found these notes or observations to be useful. 

I transcribed interviews word-for-word, using Dragon Naturally Speaking 

Preferred a voice-activated software program. This program requires you to re-speak 

each interview into the computer microphone—and though it cuts down on the physical 

stress of typing, it requires an endless amount of patience, and cuts the amount of time 

down minimally. It is also expensive. Even after training the program for over an hour, 

there are hundreds of mistakes made during every transcription and requires on going 

training of the program to recognize words beyond what is offered in the initial training 

program. To effectively transcribe, I needed to review the accuracy of the transcription 

after each page of text. 

Much too late, I decided I needed help and hired three transcribers. I gave them 

interviews from women who they would have very little chance of meeting. Two of the 

three transcribers were first-generation. I interviewed these first-generation women 

briefly afterwards to gather their feelings on the process. Overall, they were impressed by 

how much the women in my study could accomplish given the obstacles they faced. The 
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women's stories were very inspiring to them and they were able to identify with similar 

situations they experienced and reflect on their own progress. 

After each interview completed by a transcriber, I reviewed each transcript to 

check the quality of the transcription. This was also time consuming, but allowed me to 

thoroughly know my interviews. "The overall idea is to become intimately familiar with 

each case as a stand-alone entity...It gives investigators a rich familiarity with each case 

which, in turn, accelerates cross-case comparison" (Eisenhardt, 1989. p. 540). 

After I transcribed each interview, I returned them to the women and asked them 

to comment, edit, and to respond to unanswered questions. I did this electronically, so I 

was not burdened with mail costs. I received close to two-thirds of the interviews back 

with comments. In retrospect, I found this process of returning the interviews to be time 

consuming and do not feel like it added much to the data. I was under the impression that 

I was conducting a more thorough, ethical, and inclusive project by involving their input 

on several levels. What would have been really more lucrative and interesting is to give 

them my interpretations of their conmients. There was no need to give them back the 

interview to edit—they were long—anywhere from 27-40 pages, and may have been one 

of the reasons I did not hear back from so many subjects. In reality, I should have 

realized that this is a busy population who was ready to move on with their lives after the 

interviews. What I really needed them to do was to respond to unanswered questions or 

clarify sections of the interview I was not sure about. 

As I transcribed interviews or reviewed transcriptions, I went through the text and 

boldfaced or titled sections of the interview by interview question—this was a way of 



breaking down each interview into manageable sections, and of easily identifying 

responses to my questions. This process was invaluable at the analysis stage. After 

reading a section that did not include the words or codes of an interview question, I 

would put that code in parenthesis. For example, in an instance where a student talked 

about a conflict with a professor, I put the word (culture) in parenthesis to remember to 

analyze this in the section on graduate smdent culture. 

I had a total of 34 interviews to analyze. Though I conducted 35 interviews, I 

dropped one woman from my study. I felt that she was mentally unstable and that I could 

not trust her responses. Though the interview lasted the longest—approximately 3.5 

hours, I completed only three of my almost fifty questions. I tried on multiple occasions 

to 'rope her in" but she had a difficult time sticking to my questions. Not only did I not 

have enough data to analyze in this interview, I felt that to contact her for more 

information would have been time consuming and irresponsible for my research. 

Data Analvsis 

I use grounded theory when analyzing my data, where "the researcher begins with 

an area of study and allows the theory to emerge from the data" (Strauss and Corbin, 

1998, p. 12). In this approach, there is the possibility of creating new theory. Another 

strength of using grounded theory using case studies in that I can conduct multiple levels 

of analysis within one smdy (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 534). 

I wanted to discover patterns in the data and generate categories and concepts that 

would help explain the process of social mobiUty in this sample. Utilizing this method 
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along with my frameworks, I attempt to establish a new theory offered by lower class and 

working-class women that helps to explain the institution of higher education and its role 

in social mobility. 

After all interviews were transcribed, I looked at my interview questions to see 

which informed my original research questions. "Without a research focus, it is easy to 

become overwhelmed by the volume of data" (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 536). This process 

involved cutting out a lot of questions and responses, but also helped the analysis become 

more manageable. 

Also, to manage the data, I created a new word document, a 'data-dump' 

d ocument and titled it by the chapter name. For example, for Chapter 5,1 titled this "Raw 

Data: Chapter 5: How Working Class and Lower Class Women Define Themselves." In 

this document I cut and pasted all 34 responses to the question, '"Do you consider 

yourself from a working class or lower class background, and why?". This left me with a 

document independent of all the paper interviews, but with the raw data responding to 

one question. This document was approximately 30 pages in length. 

I read through each of these 34 responses and openly coded these by hand in the 

margin of each page. Open coding is a process where "data are broken down into discrete 

parts, closely examined, and compared for similarities and differences" (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1998, p. 101). The purpose of open coding is to "open inquiry widely" (Berg, 

1998, p. 236). I also starred (*) direct quotes that I wanted to highlight in the dissertation. 

At this point, I felt that I had a good understanding of my data and started to write 

an outline for the first analysis chapter. When writing, I would say things like, 'most 



women said this' and would discover later that I would only find three or four quotes to 

illustrate the point. I realized that "most women' did not say 'this,' but it was these 

women that I remembered most because they were articulate or surprised me with a good 

story. Eisenhardt (1989) sees this tendency to process information poorly as influenced 

by the 'vividness" of an account or by 'elite respondents." "The danger is that 

investigators reach premature and even false conclusions as a result of these information-

processing biases" (p. 540). Similarly, Miles and Huberman (1984) observe, "you can get 

preoccupied and overwhelmed with the flood of particulars—the poignant quote, the 

appealing personality of a key informant" (p. 69). I realized at this point that I could not 

rely on my memory and that I needed a better system of reflecting tlie data accurately. 

At this point, I did a content analysis of the data for each chapter. "[C]ontent 

analysis can be used effectively in qualitative analysis...'counts' of textual elements 

merely provide a means for identifying, organizing, indexing, and retrieving data" (Berg, 

1998, p. 225). I condensed the data-dump document down further, into a 2-3-page grid. 

In this grid, I charted their name, the institution, their field of study, and a summary of 

their answer to a particular question. This turned into a manageable method of accurately 

counting responses. It also clearly showed me which smdent responses were naissing. 

Berg (1998) advises seven elements to "count' in a content analysis, and I used four of 

these in this study: words, themes, items, and concepts (p. 231-232). 

This grid gave me a much clearer picture of the trends in a response as well as a 

way to make relationships between responses. "There are three good reasons to resort to 

numbers: to see rapidly what you have in a large slice of data; to verify a hunch or 
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hypothesis; and to keep yourself analytically honest, protecting against bias" (Miles and 

Huberman, 1984, p. 215). Further, Eisenhardt (1989) argues, "careful construction of 

construct definitions and evidence produce the sharply defined, measurable constructs 

which are necessary for strong theory" (p. 542). 

At this point I had a count of what most women were saying and was able to axial 

code the data and revisit codes to see the relationship between them. "The purpose of 

axial coding is to begin the process of reassembling data that were fractm-ed during open 

coding" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 124). This was an iterative process and I always 

had new ways of analyzing and recombining and reinterpreting the codes. 

While open coding, I also frequently 'memoed' my thoughts about relationships 

between codes within a chapter and how these codes may relate to an analysis in a 

different chapter. Memos can include "hunches about relationships, anecdotes, and 

informal observations" (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 539). Though I did not icnow what I was 

doing at the time, these rough notes and thoughts helped form the larger categories of 

some of my codes, and more importantly, helped me synthesize relationships in my 

chapter conclusions. "Memoing helps the analyst move easily from data to a conceptual 

level, refining and expanding codes further, developing key categories and showing their 

relationships, and building toward a more integrated theory of events, process and 

outcomes" (Miles and Huberman, 1984, p. 71). 

On several occasions, the reanalyzing and reinterpreting changed the direction of 

the analysis. For instance, when analyzing data for Chapter 6 on Graduate Student 

Culture, I reaUzed that many of the students felt that graduate school is supportive. Not 



only did this surprise me (because it was not discussed in the Literature, and I did not 

remember it being so salient after the interviews), but it made the whole analysis much 

more complex. This was not a monolithically unhappy or critical group. This was a group 

of women who had both good and bad experiences and did not necessarily recognize that 

they felt both ways. "Creative insight often arises from the juxtaposition of contradictory 

or paradoxical evidence...This constant juxtaposition of conflicting realities tends to 

'unfreeze' thinking, and so the process has the potential to generate theory with less 

research bias than theory built from incremental studies or armchair, axiomatic 

deduction" (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 546-547). 

In this example from my data, I used both manifest and latent analysis of the 

concept, "graduate school is supportive." Manifest content, "is comparable to the surface 

structure present in the message, and latent content is the deep structiwal meaning 

conveyed by the message" (Berg, 1998, p. 226). So, the manifest message about graduate 

school being supportive was that the majority of women had this experience, and that 

they had overwhelmingly positive things to say about graduate school. However, the 

majority of these women also had critical things to say about graduate school when I 

asked them to describe some of the unwritten rules of graduate school. Therefore, a latent 

analysis is necessary to see why these women are contradicting themselves. On further 

examination, the women, in general, made supportive comments about graduate school 

when speaking of their colleagues and critical comments about graduate school when 

speaking about faculty members and graduate school procedures. Understanding some 

distinctions in these responses allowed me to move on to a higher level of graduate 
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culture analysis. I also understood that since the data was so complex, I would need to 

find matching complex theoretical explanations. 

I also utilized an inductive and a deductive approach to analyzing the data. An 

inductive approach requires the analyst to identify what has the most meaning to those 

who have been interviewed. A deductive approach utilizes categories identified by other 

studies or related research (Berg, 1998. p. 230). For instance, when I was coding how 

these women defined themselves, I noticed that many defined themselves by 

characteristics used in other studies to measure SES, including parents' education, 

occupation and income. I also noticed that these women were defining themselves based 

on items around their house, on the cars they drove, where they lived, and other visible 

markers of class. Inductively, I realized that many of these women had trouble defining 

their social class, and also had little desire to clarify this position for themselves. By 

using both inductive and deductive reasoning, I was able to compare my findings with 

other studies, as well as see avenues for novel theory or further research. 

In creating the grids and combining and recombining data, I had to constantly ask 

the question, "Do these things have relationships to each other?'" Even if at first glance 

they did not seem to, I would revisit them as I wrote through the analysis. For example in 

Chapter 6, "Grades Don't Matter, Something Else Does" and "Kissing Ass" were two 

different categories reflecting a response to the same question. However, after constantly 

comparing the data with theories of power and culture, I began to see the relationship of 

these categories as a way of understanding how to be successful in graduate school. 
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So, tJirough open and axial coding, I was able to combine codes to form larger 

concepts. By comparing and contrasting these larger concepts with theory and previous 

research, I was able to see what confirmed previous research as well as see new roads for 

theory. When I formed the larger concepts and was able to see if most of the data fit in 

these concepts, I felt I had reached analytical 'saturation.' Eisenhardt (1989) defines 

saturation as the point where "incremental improvement in (the) quality (of the analysis) 

is minimal" (p. 545). 

At this point, I was able to tie the broader categories into theories. So, for 

example, again in Chapter 6: Graduate Student Culture, "Grades Don't Matter, 

Something Else Does" and "Kissing Ass" became a meta-concept I called "Reinventing 

Merit." To explain this further, I used Bourdieu's concept of habitus and selected 

principles in Foucault's Discipline and Punish including infinitesimal power to explain 

how power works at a very abstract, but very minutely physical level. "Reinventing 

Merit" became a central concept in Chapter 6. "A central category has analytic power. 

What gives it that power is its ability to pull the other categories together to form an 

explanatory whole" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 146). 

Limitations 

The limitations to the qualitative study include a low number of women 

representing each academic field. A much larger number of women are needed to 

represent the sciences and health sciences in this sample. 
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When soliciting for interviews, I depended on the departments who had web sites, 

who listed their faculty members, graduate representatives and staff members by email 

addresses. I also depended on these individuals to send my messages to their list serves. 

There is no dependable way to confirm that they sent my message, or to see if my 

message was distributed in its original format (emails are very easily manipulated, and 

sections of my email could have been cut accidentally, misaligned to be unreadable, or in 

the worst case scenario, they could have been manipulated or reworded by the sender!) 

All of the data is self-reported data. I have no way of checking the accuracy of 

their reports on SAT scores, performance in high school and undergraduate work, or in 

capturing their relationships with faculty members. The data is also reflective data. I ask 

many questions about their childhood economic conditions and parents' occupations, and 

this is relying solely on their memory. 

I did not do a cross-case analysis with responses to each question by age, race, 

field, or other important variables. Therefore, I was not able to see which responses were 

clustered by these variables. (For instance, I could not say, "most minority women 

reported poor relationships with their high school counselors"). 

Interviews with each woman were conducted only once. The methods in this 

study allowed open communication via email, however more information may have been 

gleaned by a second or third interview. 

Although I felt grounded theory to be the most appropriate for this study, a 

weakness of this approach includes "building theory from (a few) cases may result in 
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narrow and idiosyncratic theory" and that the analyst may be "unable to raise the level of 

generality of the theory" (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 547). 



CHAPTERS 

Working Class and Lower Class Women Define Themselves 

Studies attempting to define the class status of their populations have traditionally 

used measures of parents' occupation, income and education. Weaknesses have been 

found in using any of these variables alone, and more advanced studies have tried to use 

more than these three variables together to measure class. For instance, Kahlenberg 

(1996) offers a multi-variable approach to measuring SES including family income, 

father's and mother's education and occupation (traditional measures only looked at 

father's education and occupation), a measure of overall family wealth, schooling 

opportunities, neighborhood influences, and family structure. 

Socioeconomic parameters using large income nets confuse the definition and 

unifying economic characteristics of the working class. LiUian Rubin (1992) notes that 

the middle class has been defined so broadly (by politicians) as to not make any sense 

with incomes ranging from $19,000 to $78,000 (p. xvii). This range captures everyone 

except the poor and the very rich; therefore, the working class has no distinct place in this 

range. Others have set die range of working class incomes, also very broadly, between 

$15,000 and $75,000 (Rogers and Teixeira, 2000). 

Tokarczyk and Fay (1993) also observe the working class as a large, amorphous 

class. "To discuss the working class at all in contemporary North America culture 

presents grave difficulties: precise analysis of a social strucmre is impeded by the 

unwieldy size of that group" (p. 4). Others agree that the working class constitutes the 

majority in society, though the income range is broad and the type of work has changed 



85 

"...the white working class remains numerically dominant, evem if its form has changed" 

(Rogers and Teixeira, 2000, p. 2 of 7). 

In a qualitative study, socioeconomic status is difficultE to measure and many of 

the variables used depend upon non-reliable self-reported daaa. For these reasons and 

others, I designed the solicitation so diat the subjects defined 'nvorking class' and 'lower 

class' for themselves. 

It was important to have the women in this study definte their class backgrounds 

for several reasons: 1)1 thought that if the women could identtify as working class and 

then to agree to participate in a study that targets the working class, that it displayed a 

level of class consciousness that is argued as missing in the academy, 2) the women's 

definitions of class could be compared to sociological definitions and contemporary 

views of class consciousness, 3) the act of defining class woould give a marginalized 

population voice and an opportunity to share their experiences mnd, 4) since I did not find 

other studies that had subjects define class for themselves, I decided to pursue a unique 

methodology. 

In the same respect, I had to define working class and IcDwer class myself prior to 

the study both to clarify any questions from possible interviewees, and to understand my 

biases during the interviews. I understand class in Marxist teams (1885), "In so far as 

millions of families live under economic conditions of existence that divide their mode of 

life, the interests and their culture from those of the other classes, and put them in hostile 

contrast to the latter, they form a class" (p. 608). Therefore, crlass is more than income 

and occupation, it is a relationship to economic conditions as; well as to other classes. 
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Further, I understand 'working class' or proletariat, in Marxist terms, as those who do not 

have the means of production, but are expected to sell their labor in order to make a 

living (Tucker, 1978). 

In modem terms, I also understand socioeconomic status in levels, similar to 

HoUingshead's (1949) five classes: the upper class, upper middle class, lower middle 

class, upper-lower, and lower class. I see the "upper-lower" class to mean 'working-

class.' I also understand the definition of working class divided among men and women 

and as offered by Tokarczyk and Fay (1993): 

The working class often does work that is physically demanding, 
repetitive, or dangerous. Women are waitresses and cleaning women; men 
are lumberjacks, janitors, and police officers. Salary is often a 
determinant, but working class positions are largely differentiated by their 
lack of autonomy...workers are closely supervised (p.5). 

I assumed that the women involved in the study would also understand the term 

'working class' to be on one of these levels—^Marxist, multi-leveled class structure, 

and/or a relationship of complex socioeconomic and cultural variables. 

A Note on Recruitment 

In an attempt to reach a population that could better articulate class issues than 

those in my pilot interviews, I changed my recruitment slightiy. In this study, I asked for 

female graduate students who are first-generation coUese students and who consider 
O w w 

themselves from a working class or lower class background. Though I suspected that the 

women from working class and lower class backgrounds would have different 

experiences and insights, I wanted to reach a population that was as distinct from the 
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middle class as possible. In Howell's (1973) study on blue-collar families, he breaks 

down his population into two groups—those that he identified as 'hard living' (unstable 

families, living day to day) and those that experienced 'settled living' (those living 

structured, stable and routine lives). The families that fit this analysis described 

themselves as being one class apart firom one another (p. 263)—similar to my lower class 

(perhaps 'hard living") and working class ('settled living') samples. Though these 

populations are distinct from each other, they share similarities that distinguish them 

from the professional middle class. 

A few people reacted to the term 'lower class' in the recruitment process in ways that 

are interesting to note. When I asked an administrative associate in Nutritional Sciences 

(part of my Health Sciences sample) to please post my email message to the department 

list serve, she said she was worried that some might find it offensive to ask if they were 

'lower class' and that it made her nervous to post it. Though she agreed to post the 

message after speaking with me, I never received any subjects from Nutritional Studies. 

A woman who initially signed up for the inter\'iew process dropped out after some email 

communication and phone messages clarifying the definition of working class/lower 

class. She seemed agitated by my general guidelines for what qualified as working class 

or lower class and asked that I not contact her again. Finally, a woman who did 

participate in the study initially told me that she fit all the criteria and was interested in 

being interviewed but that she was not " 'lower' class ©!" (smiley face included on 

email—as if to not offend me by using my own term). These reactions pointed to some 

discomfort with the term 'lower class.' 
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Responses to Defining Working Class and Lower Class Backgrounds 

The majority define themselves as working class (approxiimately 28)—but in this 

majority is a variety of experiences and economic conditions. Six define themselves as 

lower class—this is a fairly homogenous group—all are ethnic minority women, four 

were raised solely by single female parents, and three were on go"\'emment aid. 

The descriptions of class experiences fell on a continuum. A spectrum of 

economic backgrounds are represented in this study starting at its lowest, "we were piss 

poor," to "we never wanted for anything." This range reflects research that has found 

heterogeneity in the working class individuals and families studied (Reay, 1998, and 

Howell, 1973). As I interviewed these women, I attempted to tie their family and 

economic circumstances together, and could only do so on a few occasions. There were 

almost as many unique and dynamic economic circumstances defining their working 

class and lower class backgrounds as there were women. Along with their dynamic and 

sometimes erratic class changes, the women had definitions that were multiple, 

contradictory and sometimes changed within the course of 90 niinutes. This showed me 

that some of these women were still processing—many admitted to thinking about this 

for the first time (certainly many offering information about their class backgrounds for 

the first time)—as well as illustrating the difficulty in describing the working class as a 

cohesive class with a set of understood characteristics. 

Their responses were coded and analyzed based on their response to the direct 

question "Do you consider yourself from a working class or lower class background, and 
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why?" as well as an analysis of references made throughout the interview about working 

class and lower class behaviors, values, and people. 

Standard Socioeconomic Status (SES) Measures 

Most women (20) who defined themselves as working class used a variable 

common in statistical measurements, but only some of these women (five) had an 

awareness that many of these variables are used together to define and measure class in 

sociological studies. They described parents' occupations, number of dependents, 

parents' educational backgrounds, and income level. 

Occupation. One of the primary' reasons for the variety of working class 

experiences in my sample is because of the variety and number of occupations parents 

held. The fathers jobs included: butcher, concrete truck driver, dog handler/machinist; 

steel mill worker, pipe liner, computer salesman. Greyhound bus driver, ERS revenue 

officer, cab driver/installer of underground irrigation systems, grocery store owner, dirt 

mover/uranium mine worker, farmer/real estate salesman, mover of airplane cargo, union 

electrician, military, and dye caster. 

Mothers' occupations were not as broad as the fathers' occupations, but clustered 

primarily in pink-collar positions. These occupations included: housewife (8), secretary 

(5), custodian (2), beautician (2), seamstress (2), waitress (2), nurse, retail clerk, military, 

school bus driver/Tupperware saleswoman, business representative for a union, grocery 

store owner, drug store clerk, office manager, deputy coimty clerk, and one prostitute (for 

a short period of time). 



Of the six who described themselves as lower class, three of their parents were 

unemployed and on AFDC and/or WIC. 

I discovered throughout the interviews that four students in this study held 

traditional blue-collar jobs throughout their college years to save money specifically for 

college or graduate school, including work on assembly lines, in a steel mill, and as an 

assistant machinist. Several others worked as secretaries, custodians, waitresses, and 

receptionists. They worked these jobs for money, not career experiences. These women 

did not define themselves as working class because of their own blue-collar work 

experiences. This might be because they were receiving a college education and saw 

themselves distinct from the people they worked with; yet, they also saw themselves 

distinct from their college cohort because of the amount of hours they worked and the 

amount of money they needed to save to support themselves in higher education, as well 

as their type of work. 

Education. Two women included the lack of college educated family members as 

a reason for their working-class backgrounds. So, not only were they working class 

because of the tj^es of jobs their parents held, but also specifically because their parents 

were not college educated. Using parents' education in determining social class has been 

critiqued as a poor proxy solely for social class, yet is included in most multi-variable 

studies on social class. 

Income/Monev. Many of those who mentioned their parents' income level as the 

reason they felt they were from a working-class background (17) did not know their 

parents' exact salary or hourly wages, but knew they did not have a lot of money. 
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RM: I know there was never money, I know when my dad retired in 1977, 
he made $24,000—that was the peak of his earnings in the Navy. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

Those who did know exact figures found out when filling out financial aid forms 

for college, or later as adults and were able to compare their salaries and economic 

conditions today with that of their parents. 

CC: I was amazed that when I had to get my parents to tell me what they 
made to fill out the financial aid forms, I think my dad was making 
something like 20K a year for the entire family and there were five of us. 
Now, that was like 18 years ago, and so 20K might have been-I don't 
know what the equivalent of that would be now, maybe 30 or 35, but that's 
not a lot for 5 people in the family. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student shows the reflective process of remembering income levels for her parents. 

Though she remembers feeling 'amazed' at her parents' (low) income, it is in her adult 

life (18 years later) that she is able to understand how that income translates into current 

dollars, as well as how minimal the amount seems in supporting a family of five. She also 

shows that the financial aid forms were the only reason she was able to legitimately know 

the amount. Had she not remembered the amount reported by her parents on these forms, 

she may have guessed a higher amount. 

DC: I remember when I graduated from college. That he [dad] was 
retiring, and it was at just a couple thousand dollars more than what my 
starting salary was as a probation officer. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student comes from a family of six and had similar feelings of amazement when 

discovering that her father's income level for most of her life was less than what she was 

making after receiving her bachelor's degree. 
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Some women asked prior to the interview if I Avas going to need their parents' 

income levels, and if so, this was going to be difficult to obtain. Some of the women were 

shielded from knowing their family's financial simation. 

KM: (Income) is one of those subjects that is taboo. I think I was in the 
second grade and I had a project to do in school and it involved finding 
out yearly income salaries for parents. So F m doing my little thing, and I 
asked my dad, 'what is your salary?' And he told me pretty much that it 
was none of my business, it was none of their business, and it was never a 
subject to be brought up again. And it has not been brought up ever again. 
(Nursing, M.S.) 

Regardless of her parents' attempts to shield her from information regarding income 

levels, she understood that there was shame around this subject for her parents. The 

request that 'it never be brought up again' may reveal a concern that their financial future 

would not hold much change. 

CD: They would save money— 
CS: How do you know, what were the conversations around this? 
CD: (Pause). There reaUy weren't conversations. I just knew. And, I don't 
know—just because I was the one usually around. I had to protect my 
sisters. If there was a conflict, I had to not let them know what was going 
on. So. I overheard discussions about money. I overheard discussions 
about them—you know, having their fights—whatever their fights were 
about. But, I couldn't say anything, because I ha<l to protect them. Protect 
my sisters. That was my role. (Education, M.A.). 

This student had to overhear discussions about finances in order to leam about her 

family's situation. In addition, anything she heard—especially as far as conflicts around 

money—was to be shielded firom her sisters. Fights and secrecy around money became an 

indicator to her that her parents were struggling financially. 

Some women were incorporated in their family's financial decisions and 
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discussions. 

CS: How did you know he (dad) was laid off? How did tJiis information 
come to you? 
JP: They told me. They didn't keep these things from me about work, so I 
knew he was laid off. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

At a young age, this woman discovered that her father had lost his job. She understands 

that his job instabiUty is related to her class background. She is not shielded from this 

potentially devastating news and is instead educated on the situation regarding lay-offs at 

her father's steel mill, as well as the next step her parents take to remedy the situation. 

CS: How did you know there was enough money to pay the bills? 
CM: They were ver>' open. I would sit and watch my dad do the budget 
every time the paycheck came in. It was very interesting. They always 
made sure that money was there first. And so we always had the bills 
paid. And if that meant no extras after the biUs were paid, that meant no 
extras. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student had an intimate knowledge of the amount of income available for necessities 

and 'extras.' Therefore, she was able to place herself on an economic scale that 

understood that other families were able to afford 'extras.' 

KG: Money was always an issue in my family. We were always worried 
about how much money we had. Whether or not we would be able to pay 
the mortgage on our house. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student remembers a certain amount of concern around amount of money in her 

family. She also understood what a 'mortgage' was at a young age, and that the ability to 

be able to make this pajmrient was at times in jeopardy. This knowledge of losing the 

privilege of living in her house helped her understand the precariousness of her family's 

financial situation. 
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Though income levels may have been vague or shielded from many of the 

women, they stiU understood that money was not available to them for things they needed 

or wanted. These 'extras," as one student put it, became the visible markers of class. They 

also understood that their parents felt tension and shame around money zmd that they 

experienced instability around job security. 

Home/Community 

One way these students were able to define their class backgrounds and compare 

themselves to their peers was through their home and community. Six students lived in 

trailer parks, two students said they lived "on the other side of the tracks,' or not in the 

hills, and two described their communities as 'white trash." 

T.O.: We always Uved in these towns that literally 'white trash' is what they 
call people from these towns. Langhom is actually where I was and not 
Philadelphia but we always say 'Philadelphia' out of frame of reference 
because when we say Langhom, ...there's a lot of negative things attached 
to Langhom, such as people look down on people from Langhom. 
(Education, Ph.D.). 

This student understands that the community she grew up in has a reputation for housing 

'white trash." She chooses not to be associated with this image and reports her hometown 

as Philadelphia, a city that houses a range of socioeconomic levels, making her class 

background up for interpretation. 

AC: You lived in a trailer, you were white trash. Not many of us live in 
Harold Motz's trailer park. Most of the people lived in ratty apartments, 
which is just as bad, but at least it was apartments. 1 would have them 
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drop me off where the apartments were, and walk to the trailer park. Not 
too many people knew I lived in a trailer park. (Nursing, M.S.) 

This student also had experiences hiding her class background by Mng about where she 

lived. In her experience, 'white trash' was not something she wanted to be associated with, 

and would rather others have a view of her living in the more respected apartments. 

CC: I was very aware that in our school district, our family-we didn't have 
the least amount of money in the school district—there was two places in 
the school district the valley part and the hill part and all the quote-
unquote richer families lived up in the hills in very nice houses and we 
lived sort of down in the valley-in less nice houses. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student understands her class background by where she did not live—up in the hiUs. 

DD: I always remember my family, my parents, and my schoolmates, 
talking about the divisions of the town. And we were south-side people. 
You drove over to El Con, which was very new back at that point, and you 
were in a whole different part of town. A different group of people lived 
in El Con. And that was talked about. (Education, Ph.D.) 

In this student's experience, class background was noticed and talked about among her 

community and family in terms of where people lived. They were considered 'south-side" 

people, denoting a lower class level than those in the new El Con development. 

These students understood class in terms of the location of their homes and 

hometowns. They also understood at a young age that some homes and some parts of 

town were valued more so than others. Discovering that their home was a place that 

others condemned created shame and embarrassment for some which resulted in them 

hiding the location of their homes, or lying about where they lived. They understood class 
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not only visibly, but also viscerally; there were feelings and judgements others had about 

their class backgrounds. 

Definitely Working Class 

A third understood their position in society as very definitely working class. The 

working class, according to these women, has a distinct set of occupations, behaviors, 

values, language, and appearances, in fact, their own culture. "I listened to working class 

music like hard core rock and roll" (CB, Psychology, Ph.D.); "We were working class 

kids and we stuck together at the bowling alleys. (KM, Nursing, M.S.)" 

CS: When I asked people to identify themselves as either working-class or 
lower-class, which— 
CC: Definitely working class (laughs). 
Cs: Definitely? Why definitely? 
CC: (laughs) Because my dad wore work-clothes to work ever day. He 
wore boots and a hard hat and had a steel lunch pale with a banged up 
thermos. That's pretty much a blue-collar worker, (laughs) (Education, 
Ph.D.) 

This student understands 'working class' as a stereotype related to her father's occupation 

and appearance. 

DD: I would say lower socio-economically, but definitely very strong 
working class. 
CS: What makes you from a working class background? 
DD: Well, oh gosh. That's how we identified ourselves in my family. 
You are what you do. If you don't do, then I really wonder who you are. 
Work was close to Godliness...So, I come from a family that values work 
very much. They didn't make a lot of money unfortunately, but they 
worked very hard. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 
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The definition of working class for diis student was a value about work—an ethic that 

drove her family to work hard despite low wages. 

There were a few students who had direct experiences with union activities and 

issues related to labor conflicts that added to their definition of working class. 

KM: And, oh, you were asking about what reminds me of working class— 
my dad was a union electrician. When we were kids, we were not allowed 
to have Fisher Price toys because they were a non-union company. It was 
that bad. And. as a matter-of-fact, it's still that bad. I'm currently dating a 
guy that is an electrician, but he's nonunion. I just introduced him to my 
dad last night, and we have not reached the subject of what he does, or that 
he is nonunion. But when we do, it is going to be a problem. (Niu-sing, 
M.S.) 

This student had expectations from her father to value union issues throughout her life. 

As a child, she understood that certain toys were not allowed in her house because of the 

values and labor practices of the company who made them. As an adult, she understands 

that her parents will not respect those who choose not to participate in union activities. 

TG: I was a picket line baby. 
C.S.: Do you remember any of that? 
TG: Definitely—all the time, being on picket Unes because unions support 
other picket lines and so we would be on other people's picket lines. Even 
when you are a secretary in the union, everyone pickets. It's very sorta 
collective process...and not crossing picket lines..having to buy only union 
made products. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student also had a lifetime exposiu^e to union activities. She also experienced other 

families participating in labor conflicts and understood the union protests to be 

community concerns. 

Those who understood themselves to be 'definitely' working class described their 

economic backgrounds in terms of strong working class values and traditional blue-collar 



98 

work. These included families intimately involved in union conflicts and values. With 

traditional blue-collar positions diminishing, these students have rare experience with 

conspicuous labor and class conflict. "A working-class identity is an ambiguous gift. To 

develop that identity, to recognize its potential in a society where the working class is 

denied its own name, it to claim a responsibility that goes beyond the individual self 

(Zandy, 1995, p. 1). 

Working-Class Values 

"While I often needed more money, I never needed a new set of beliefs and 

values" (hooks, 1993, p. 102) 

Students revealed descriptions of working-class values that were both above 

lower class and distinct from middle class and academic/professional values. These 

descriptions are not easily measured quantitatively, but essential to understanding class-

consciousness and differences between the classes. 

KG: My family's values are very don't rock the boat. 'Your teachers are 
always right, do what your teachers say, don't ask questions, don't 
challenge people, don't challenge things,' which is very different when 
you go to school and you go away and you leave and then it's like 'no, no, 
no! You're supposed to challenge things all the time and ask questions 
and you're supposed to kinda rock the boat or else you can't really get by.' 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student was advised by her parents to keep to herself in the context of 

education. She leams later that this is not the way to succeed in pursuing a higher 

education, and has to readjust her behavior. She attributes her parents' advice to a 

working-class value of not challenging authority. 
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CS: Why else would you say that you are from a working-class 
background? 
JP: I think some of the values. Um, I feel that I was brought up with a 
really good work ethic, that you know, you survive. If something happens 
with your job, and you are not making enough, you get another job. Or, if 
you get laid off—like, my dad got laid off at one point for 3 years, but he 
took on two minimum wage jobs in order that we not loose the house, or a 
vehicle to get around. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student understands working-class values as those related to working hard and not 

giving up. She leams this from her father's behavior after his lay-off, and not allowing 

the family to apply for government aid. She understands that his decision to take 

minimum-wage jobs was an act of survival and a working class value—to work. 

SR: With a working-class background you take whatever job you can get. 
There were plenty of times during undergrad that I was working three 
different jobs to get enough money...and it wasn't until later years that I 
realized I was supposed to be taking jobs that were related to my field. I 
was like, 'oh ok, now I've got to start doing that." (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

Though this student points to a strong work ethic here, she also sees (as she moves up in 

socioeconomic status) that this work ethic is not goal directed, but an act of desperation. 

She leams later that jobs are supposed to be related to a career path. 

These working-class values are distinct to working class and therefore have the 

potential to clash with middle-class values. For example, a strong work ethic seems to 

imply that one will always work, and always work hard, but will not necessarily 

strategize an upward career move through their jobs. So, though there is pride in some of 

these values, these students also identify a caveat with bringing these values into the 

middle-class. 
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We Are Not Like Them 

Out of those who defined themselves as working class (28) A third of the students 

(9) defined themselves as working class by what they were not. Specifically, they 

described themselves as working class because they 'did not have a want for anything.' 

In the analysis, I realized that the way they were defining themselves was relative to other 

groups. I asked them to distinguish themselves from the middle class, partly because I 

was confused by this description. I analyzed these responses into two categories—those 

who felt they were above the lower class and those that felt they were below the middle 

class. 

We Are Not Like Them: Comparing to the Middle Class. This group described 

themselves as having lived comfortably in their working class homes but they were still 

not quite as far up as the middle class. 

SM: My parents weren't rich by any standard of definition. But, my life 
was always comfortable. They bought the house that I grew up in. There 
was never something that I didn't have that I wanted, but we never had the 
money to go on vacation where we could fly somewhere or do something. 
CS: What would be the difference then, between this whole idea of being 
comfortable, and asking for things, between working class and middle-
class? Why wouldn't you say you were from a middle-class background? 
SM: I would say a lot of that came from my dad working overtime. So, 
you know, I think that's where the extra money came from. Because he 
worked overtime quite a bit. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student felt they were distinct from the middle class because her father had to work 

overtime in order for her family to live a comfortable life. She also felt distinct from the 

middle class because of an inability for the family to afford vacations. 
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Two students stated that they considered the working class the same as lower 

middle class. 

C.S.: earlier you had exchanged the terms working class and lower 
middle-class 
CB: I would see them as the same. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

As students choose to define themselves as 'lower middle class' they may be choosing to 

be part of the middle-class—albeit on the lower end—to indicate the desire and 

expectation for social mobility, as well as to disassociate from images and judgements 

about the working class. 

CL: I think of the working class as being lower middle class. I mean that's 
why I contacted you because that's what I thought of when dad did that 
kind of work in sales, that to me is the working class. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 

This student sees her father's sales position as working class. Though sales is not 

typically associated with blue-collar labor, perhaps since her father is not in management 

and she is comparing her situation upward to the middle class, she considers him working 

class. 

Comparing upward and also not being part of a collective, conscious working 

class is illustrated in this next student's response. She quotes a professor when trying to 

describe why she did not like defining herself as coming from a working-class 

background: 

CK: I had a political science professor over the summer one year and he 
said, 'you know the reason that poor people in this country are 
Republican?' Because usually we would think that they would be liberal 
because they're for social services and that kind of stuff, but he said 'the 
reason you have poor Republicans is because those people don't consider 
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themselves poor, they consider themselves potentially rich.'...And it's so 
true. Because they're part of a mentality that thinks 'if I just work hard 
enough and I invest and I do all the things Fm supposed to do, I'm gonna 
make some money.' I don't identify with these poor people because that's 
not where I'm headed. I'm headed over here (indicates with her hand a 
higher place). (Education, M.A.) 

This individual analysis is far from a Marxist collective consciousness around the means 

of production. This is a story about breaking from a working-class unity, and desiring the 

upwardly mobile lifestyle and identification with the middle class. 

Consumption 

A very popular distinction from the middle class had mainly to do with their 

consumption. Compared upwards, they did not have all the extras, were not as affluent, 

and knew they weren't 'rich.' When asked to describe the differences between 

themselves and others in their groups of friends growing up, the visible markers of 

class—houses, cars, clothes, vacations, gifts—are mentioned. 

Things in the Home 

CR: We lived in a very small house and didn't do a lot of family travel or 
didn't have a lot of extra stuff. The furniture was never in good shape. 
Nothing was ever fixed or kept up because there was never enough 
money. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student shares visible markers of class that are in the home, including her furniture 

and the way things were never 'kept up.' She understands that the lack of ability to 

purchase or upgrade items in the house was related to her parents' income. 
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CL: They didn't really own a home until I was a senior in high school. 
Things like that that...we rented all that time. We were a one-car family. 
(Nursing, Ph.D.) 

This student understands that they were not quite middle-class because they only had one 

car and did not own their home until a lat»er period in her life. 

CS: What kinds of extras were yom looking forward to? 
CM: Well I mean, for instance , our TV broke when I was in grade 
school—second or third grade. A_nd, because we didn't have a lot of extra 
money, they said we just can't gert it fixed right now, or we just can't get 
another one. So, we went five years without a television. (Education, 
Ph.D.) 

This student sees her class background ira terms of the inability to fix broken items in the 

house. 

Dress/Clothing 

SM/EM: I used to work with somebody who was upper middle-class. And 
she just seemed to have the right style; the right type of clothes. They just 
fit a certain way. Her hair, ev^eiything was just perfect. And I just 
thought, 'I will never be that wa^". Because I don't even know how to do 
my hair like that!'... The perfect things that the girls used to have, perfect 
hair... (Education, M.A.) 

This student sees class and gender together as visible and refined. Being middle class was 

to be perfect. 

CC: Physically, you could see it in how the kids dressed-we shopped at K-
mart. If we needed to get sometfliing extremely special, we went to JC 
Penny's -but, I mean, it was K-nnart. And, we did a lot of second-hand 
clothes—brother and sister sort oFstuff. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This smdent sees her class background rerflected in her cheap and used clothes and in the 

Umits of where she was allowed to shop fibr them. 
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MS: Well, I noticed because with all of the trends, the popular kids that 
wore all the trendy designer clothes I started realizing I could not afford. 
When I needed certain things that I knew would have to be saved for as 
opposed to just being able to purchase them. The fact that other kids 
could have allowances. The fact that my mom could not afford to give me 
an allowance. Or the fact that by the time kids started in the ninth grade 
driving, my mom didn't ever have a car, and she still doesn't. The fact that 
people could arrange social events, and could afford to go to them, and I 
couldn't. 
CS: what kind of social events? 
M.: Just going out—to the movies, or the mall, or shopping. Contributing 
to certain gifts for teachers. (Science, Ph.D.) 

This student compares class background with her middle-class peers on several levels. 

She understands the power of designer clothes and trends that she was not able to take 

part in unless she saved money. She also sees that in order to save money, she needed to 

work and did not receive an allowance, like her friends. She did not own a car, and could 

not afford to do social activities outside of school, or to contribute to teachers' gifts. 

Analyzing what is consumed is important in interpreting the visibility of class 

differences. Awareness and comparisons around class differences through (visible) 

consumption becomes much harder at the graduate level. In fact, when I asked, many of 

the women in this study could not guess the class background of their graduate 

colleagues. This lack of knowledge about graduate colleague's class background may be 

linked to the very rules of being a professional—one does not ask income level; and one 

does not need to ask education level. Later, the women in this study reveal the subtle 

symbols that help them guess a colleague's class background—research topics (class 

issues, teen pregnancy, etc.), what students do during spring, Christmas and surruner 

breaks, and where their kids go to school. 
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When comparing themselves upward, these women seem to understand class 

outside of traditional measures of education and occupation. Though income is related to 

their ability to consume, it is the items that are consumed that they compare themselves 

against—not the means by which they consume, nor the symbolic acts inherent in 

consuming. 

We Are Not Like Them: Comparing to the Lower Class. A few of the working 

class students understood that they were working class because they were definitely 

distinct from the lower class. They were able to describe this based on income, comfort, 

employment, and not being on government aid. The comparisons were also dependent on 

visible markers that distinguished them from the lower class, including unkempt houses 

and dirty clothes. 

CS: Earlier you mentioned that when the neighborhood had been rezoned 
you could tell that people from that new school district were more lower 
class (than you). How could you tell? 
BCP: My best friends and I once spent the night with this girl, YW.. .Visibly 
the houses look different and there are more things in the yard. If there is 
not a neighborhood association, then people will have yard sales 
outside....permanently. So I could remember going to Y's house and lots of 
things were very different in her house. My friend and I were shocked by 
the difference. One thing was that her mother was smoking and was very 
Ioud....ver>' unlike either of our mothers or mothers we were familiar with 
from our neighborhood... The furniture and everything in the house looked 
like it was not kept well, or maintained. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student understands that she is not lower class for several reasons. When comparing 

to her friend, her house was unkempt, her furniture did not match and was not well 

maintained. And, she observed a difference in parenting and gender—her friend's mother 

was loud and smoking—something she saw as very different than the mothers in her 

neighborhood. 
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CE: They (those with less money)—the types of clothes, maybe being more 
unkempt. Where you could go to a movie and do some things, they 
couldn't do anything, because they needed to be home taking care of 
younger sisters or brothers so parents could work. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 

This student also mentions that those from a lower class than her were 'unkempt.' She 

also observed their limits in terms of social activities and economic freedom. 

CM: I think it was pretty clear that they (next door neighbors) had less 
money than we had. And it was funny because, you asked about the inside 
of our house, even though it was an old house, my mom took great pride 
in making sure that the inside looked really nice, if you were to walk in. If 
you were to see it from the outside you'd think, 'oh my word, what a 
dump!' If were to walk in, you would think, "wow, they made it look as 
good as it could look. The way they tried to decorate what was there looks 
nice.' And the other two people in the other two houses, they just didn't 
take care of their houses, and that made our house look bad too because 
we're associated with the three. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student also defines those in the lower class as not maintaining their 

property. She notices that this is distinct from her family and that there is a sense of pridLe 

associated with the cleanliness and presentability of her home and the lack of respect for 

property that her neighbors have reflects poorly on her home. 

These women saw their economic conditions and behavior as distinct from th-e 

lower class—specifically because they seemed to have a little more, their parents worked 

and did not go into debt or serious financial trouble. In their comments, they indicate that 

those 'lower' than them had different values. There is tension in these distinctions, a 

judgement about the closeness to dirt and disorder, irresponsibility, and a desire to kee=p 

distance from association with this lower class. "Dirt...is never a unique, isolated evem. 

Where there is dirt, there is a system. Dirt is the by-product of a systematic ordering axLd 



107 

classification of matter.. .This idea of dirt takes us straight into the field of symbolism 

and promises a link-up with more obviously symbolic systems of purity" (Douglas, 1966, 

p. 35). The association of lower class people and dirt reflects a classification system 

already in place for these working class women. They understand their proximity to the 

lower class, and on some level judge and reject this population, as well as see themselves 

above it. They come into graduate education, then, with an understanding of hierarchy 

and a confidence in classification based on elements of social class. 

Defining as Lower Class 

Six of the women identified themselves as definitely lower class. All six of these 

women were ethnic minorities: one Native American, three African American, one Asian, 

and one Hispanic female. 

One student on the very lowest end of economic scale of all interviewees 

describes her lower class status in terms of poverty: 

C: Would you say you were from a working class or lower class 
background? 
AC: Piss poor. That's what we were. I don't even think we were even 
working class. We barely made it on the farm. Piss poor. It was a 
generation's farm. And we slowly lost out to larger farms. And could 
barely make it. We were lucky to have the independence of a well and a 
generator. So v/e didn't have utilities...No plumbing and no bathroom. 
We had a porcelain pot...We were more than blue-collar, we were 
breakdown poverty level. (Niursing, M.S.) 

This student describes her lower class background as below the working class level 

because of what she lacked—mainly utilities. 
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CS: Then I ask people to define themselves as working class or lower 
class. 
DC: Well, my family was definitely lower class. As we were growing up, 
there were six children, and my dad was the only support for the family... 
And he always worked a second job. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student defines her lower-class status in terms of the amount of children in the 

family, and the fact that her father was the sole wage earner and working two jobs. 

CS: Do you identify yourself as a working class or lower class background? 
AT: Growing up, lower class because my mother, she didn't work until 
recently. She hasn't been working very long. So she was a housewife and 
went to school—guess she was trying to find herself. She was on AFDC. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

This student defines her lower class background based on the government aid her family 

received as well as her mother's lack of career direction. 

There are two White students in this study who were on government aid, but 

defined themselves as working class. They distinguished their status on government aid 

as temporary. 

CK: That's one thing that I admire about my mom is as tough as she's had 
it, she always lands on her feet. She's never been in really dire straits. She 
can always somehow manage to survive. 
Cs: You said she was on AFDC earlier right? 
CK: Yeah but they give that to you when one of the spouses dies. I get 
that because I was an underage child whose parent passed away. That 
happens automatically. 
Cs: Okay. 
CK: So that's nothing she applied for. 
(Education, M.A.) 

This student defined herself as working class even though her mother was on 

AFDC for a short period of time. She distinguishes that this is government aid she 

did not apply for, but instead is someone who has 'always landed on her feet.' 
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SM/EM: And that's what really pisses me off about all this talk about 
welfare. My mom was on welfare for a few months. She has always 
worked. Different places, like retail, Fred Myers, grocery, as a secretary. 
Those kinds of jobs. And she's always worked. But. for a few months, 
leaving an abusive man, we were on welfare. And it just makes me so 
mad that people don't want to hear about these welfare moms, don't really 
understand what Ufe is like. (Education, M.A.) 

This student also distinguishes her mother from those on welfare as someone who 

worked really hard and received government aid only for a short period of time. 

These women had more extreme economic conditions and did not describe their 

backgrounds as broadly as those from working class backgrounds. The descriptions of 

their economic conditions were both homogeneous and distant from the middle class. 

Interestingly, their descriptions of their lower class backgrounds were not about dirt, 

disorder, or irresponsibility, but about unemployment, govemment aid and number of 

family members. 
\ 

My initial interest in recruiting women from lower-class backgrounds was to 

include voices about class differences in higher education that were as distinct from 

middle class as possible. Those interviewees that identified themselves as from the lower 

class did indeed have the more critical things to say about their undergraduate and 

graduate experiences when compared to those who described themselves as working 

class. 

'I'm Not Sure" 

By far one of the most surprising elements of this study was the amount of 

women who were unsure about their class backgrounds. I assumed that if they sought me 
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out, and they defined working class or lower class, that they would know for sure! A full 

third of the women (11) were not sure in the beginning of the interview what the 

definitions of lower class and working class were, though they agreed they were eligible 

for the study. 

CS: Would you define yourself as being from a working class or lower 
class background? 
SR: How do you define the two? 
CS: I'm asking you guys to define it. (laughter) 
SR: Oh great! (sarcastic) . Um, I guess it would have to be...so lower class 
is lower than working class? ..ok, so then I would probably put myself in 
working class. 
CS: Why? 
SR: Fm not sure...(Psychology. Ph.D.) 

CS: Okay, and then I've asked people to identify themselves as either 
working class or lower class. 
MS: Lower class. Well, what's the difference? 
CS: You are asking me? Well Fm really having it defined by the person. 
MS.: So, me or my family? 
CS; How you would think you grew up. 
M.: Well, um, lower or working class... (Science, Ph.D.) 

Three women in the study became confused during the interview and admitted 

they were not sure about the definitions of lower class, middle class, or working class. 

C.S.: I asked people to identify themselves as either working class or lower 
class. 
ECP: Working class. 
C.S.: Ok, why? 
KP: Because we never really wanted anything. What else?... I don't 
know...I just never noticed that we didn't have something that I wanted or 
needed and I just seemed the same as everybody else in my classes and 
elementary school... 
C.S.: How come you wouldn't consider yourself middle class? 
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KP; I never thought of that...I guess partly because of values, I guess, 
things that are important to me and my family like education is very 
important; being married before having children. Decisions I think have 
impact on your economic standing. If you v/ere to have a child out of 
wedlock then that would really risk my future. 
C.S.: You think those values are different than middle class values? 
BCP: Different than lower class values. 
C.S.: Well, I was wondering why you don't think that you are middle 
class. 
BCP; Well I do consider I am middle class growing up sorta of lower 
middle/upper lower, middle maybe... I don't know. 
C.S.: You first said working class though. 
KP: Oh, I guess, I kinda think that's the same as middle. Working means 
the same as lower—is that how you are defining it? (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This particular student was the only one in the study whose family became downwardly 

mobile. Her family started out as—what I would consider—middle class, but then lost 

their home due to taking out several mortgages to put their daughter through private high 

school and then her father's unemployment and severe depression. Throughout most of 

her life, her family shielded her from money decisions. She did not know the house was 

mortgaged specifically for her private high school education until she graduated from 

college when the house was lost. This economic instability may have caused her to 

initially define herself as working class, but she does not articulate this. 

CS: But, back to this middle-class, working-class dichotomy, you still say 
that people (in your neighborhood) were in the same boat as being middle-
class? 
SM: See, now I'm getting middle-class and working class all jumbled up. 
I don't know; no, that's a more difficult definition for me. I don't know 
where to draw that distinction. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student originally defined herself as working class. As the interview proceeded. 

however, she had difficulty distinguishing herself from the middle class. 
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In the following lengthy section of this interview, this woman appears to be 

completely confused about class differences. It took me some time to understand what she 

was trying to say. At the completion of this conversation, I am still not sure of her 

distinctions. 

Cs: If you were to guess on how many people in grad school, maybe even 
in undergrad since you had such a small community, came from working-
class backgrounds or lower-class backgrounds, what would you guess? 
CK; (long pause) I really couldn't give you a percentage, but I would 
guestimate that more than half in both. 
Cs: Really? Why? 
CK: Just because the way they talk about having parents who were 
college educated and things like that. So the resources, especially in 
undergrad, people who didn't have to work. 
Cs: It sounds like you're talking about middle-class. 
CK: Maybe middle-upper class. What am I talking about? 
Cs: I was asking about working and lower class. How many would you 
guess? 
CK: Oh, I'm sorry. I would say then less than half is what I'm talking 
about. Less than half. 
Cs: Okay. And how would you know? 
CK: I'm guessing from the way they talk about their families. They have 
professional parents, how these people didn't have to work their way 
through college. 
Cs; Why would they be working class? That sounds like middle-class 
and not... 
CK: Wait! I'm sorry! I'm assuming that because most of the people that 
I've talked to had professional parents and blah blah that less than half 
must have been from working class. I could not pin point for you who 
have been from working class 
Cs: Oh, I see. Okay. You're guessing... 
CK: Based on the preponderance of people who are from professional 
families. 
Cs: Okay 
CK: And I may be totally off base on that. I may be making assumptions 
about people I reaUy don't know. 
Cs: In grad school, same type of thing? 
CK: I would guess so. Maybe even more so in grad school? 
Cs: More working class? 
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CK: No, less working class, probably even more exaggerated version of 
undergrad. I can think of (pause) one person on my team who might be 
working class. (Education, M.A.). 

Additionally, two students contradicted themselves when describing their 

economic backgrounds, 'I mean, we were dirt poor' and later in the interview, 'it wasn't 

like we were dirt poor or anything' (SS, Nursing, Ph.D.). And, this next woman's 

background was so unstable that her economic status was completely in flux —from 

poverty level living in a children's shelter to upper-middle class, so it was difficult for her 

to classify. 

SH: At some points, we were below the poverty level. At some points we 
were okay. And now, above...It got better the older we got. It just 
vacillated so much. It went from fine, fine, fine, to really bad, really bad, 
really bad, to really good, really good, really good, to really bad, really 
bad, really bad. And it was always an up down thing. (Education, M.S.) 

Finally, two women in the smdy declared that they did not like to be labeled as 

any class. This woman described herself initially as middle class. 

CS: So, you wouldn't classify yourself as from a working class or lower 
class. 
CE: I just don't know how to classify. I find classifying difficult. 
CS: Tell me why. 
CE: Just because it is offensive. 
CS: Really! Tell me what is invading that space for you—in the 
definitions. 
CE: Oh. you don't really want this... 
CS: Sure I do! This is my 29^*^ interview, so I think I've heard it all! 
CE: Um, life is about who you are, what you are, how you treat other 
people, how other people treat you, the process of what you go through to 
leam and grow, that gives meaning to yoiu- life. And, classes don't happen 
to give meaning to my life. 
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CS: Interesting. So, the structure of the way people have identified them 
socioeconomically— 
CE: Right. They don't contribute meaning to my life. I'm not saying that 
they are not there. As are races, but my basic human needs are no different 
than anyone of any other social class or race. And, that's why I have 
difficulty describing that. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 

This women refuses to define herself in terms of classes because she says it gives no 

meaning to her life. When I interviewed her a second time, I asked her why she decided 

to be a part of this study. She replied that she knew she fit the parameters of the study 

based on how others qualify social class and agreed to participate to help a fellow 

graduate student. 

CS: I think you said this before, but before talking to me you had never 
identified yourself as from a working-class or lower class background? 
SH.: I never classified myself. 
CS: Before this conversation, really? 
SH.: No, I still don't. No offense. (Laughs) 
CS: No, I take no offense at all. 
S.H: I'm sorry, I don't put labels. I figured the only label I was bom with 
was when I was bom and they said 'girl or boy?' That was it. And they 
gave me a name...I don't believe in labels. I don't label myself anything. 
(Education, M.S.) 

This woman also described herself initially as working class, but had an extremely 

unstable economic and family background, and ultimately did not like to label herself as 

part of any class. 

In both of these cases, my assumptions in the smdy proved wrong. Just because 

somebody agrees to do a study about their working class background does not mean they 

are going to identify as working class, or be aware and convinced about the importance of 

class distinctions. But, it does point to a contemporary class (semi) consciousness and the 

difficulty in discovering how this translates in every day life, as well as the variety of 
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background or be class conscious, they were drawn to this study and felt that class issues 

somehow mattered. 

Stacev's (1990) Brave New Families Found Here 

A reason why some women may not have been sure about their backgrounds may 

be due to the changing nature of their family structure. Out of 34 smdents, 19 came from 

stable two-parent families; most with parents who are still married today. The other 15 

women had changing economic experiences based on their changing family structure. 

Primarily single parents (four mothers and one father) raised five students. The rest of the 

sample (8) had varying and fluid family structures. 

Of this fifteen, there were a variety of unstable experiences. Two women never 

knew their fathers, one's father was in jail, one was murdered, three had fathers that 

became mentally ill, and one's mother committed suicide. Three had left under discrete 

circumstances to escape abusive fathers and stepfathers. Two of these students had 

experiences living in children's shelters. One student's grandparents raised her since her 

mother was a pregnant teenager; and one student's mother became mentally ill. Of the 

twelve students who experienced divorce, three had more than one step dad. Of all the 

students that experienced divorce, the mother had custody of the children. 

These dynamic family structures make it hard to pinpoint specific economic 

snapshots of these families. In fact, the mother's role in acquiring resources for the 

family increased in each situation—whether becoming a new single parent, taking an 
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extra job, relying on grandparents or older siblings, and new husbands and their families. 

It was the mother's actions that blurred class lines for herself and children. Stacey's 

(1990) thesis stands strong—if sociologists had better ways of including women in their 

measurement of SES, they may never been able to define a comprehensible working 

class. 

Only by disregarding women's labor and learning was it ever plausible to 
designate a family unit as working class. In an era when most married 
mothers are employed, when women perform most 'working-class' jobs, 
when most productive labor is unorganized and fails to pay a family wage, 
when marriage links are tenuous and transitory, and when more single 
women than married homemakers are rearing children, conventional 
notions of a normative working-class family fracture into incoherence (p. 
255). 

Summary 

According to the women in this study, there is definitely a working class; the 

working class is the lower middle class; and several are not quite sure how to define 

class. The majority of women in this study identify themselves as working class, but for 

a variety of reasons. Most do not utilize a Marxist definition of class, where they are 

aware of class struggles and understand a worker's relationship to the means of 

production, but instead understand working-class as simply related to work; their parents 

worked (as opposed to being unemployed), worked hard (physical labor and multiple 

jobs), or worked overtime. 

Some are aware of how SES is measured and that they fell above or below a 

certain measure. But within the traditional measures of occupation, income and 

education, the women revealed emotions associated with these economic situations. They 



relayed pride when talking about how hard their parents worked, yet revealed shame and 

concern around issues of their parent's income and education. 

Those who understood their class background as related to their values system 

had some interesting contradictions and further reflects the heterogeneity in this group. 

For instance, it is a working class value to respect authority and not 'rock the boat.' 

However, it is also a working class value to join a union, go on strike and fight for labor 

rights in visible and confrontative ways. 

For the most part, the awareness of class background came with comparing 

visible class markers—especially items consumed with others in their peer groups and 

communities. These students were able to place themselves on a continuum of 

socioeconomic status based on what they could see below them and what they didn't feel 

they were able to access above them. Many of the comments made when comparing to 

the middle class reflected desires of further consumption—another car, a matching set of 

furniture, vacations, bigger homes. Many of the comments made when comparing to the 

lower class reflected judgement of lower class values and behavior, including 

disrespecting property, lack of privacy, irresponsibility, and disruption. It is important to 

note that there is contempt in these lower comparisons—a feeling that these lower class 

or 'white trash' families give these working class families a bad reputation, and lowered 

the value of their neighborhood. In essence, the women in this study evaluated the lower 

class in terms related to purity. 

Similarly, in Howell's study (1973) he finds two different groups of families 

living on the same street (hard living and settled living families) and he finds contempt 



between them—especially coming from the settled living families who named the hard 

living families as 'white trash.' White trash as defined by the settled living families had 

to do mostly with purity—not their education or income. Lifestyle definitions had to do 

with a lack of respect for property, filth, improper public behavior, loudness, and bad 

influence on children. This helps clarify why the women in this study were embarrassed 

by where they lived. In contrast, the settled living families were able to concentrate on 

community oriented concerns, including politics and education. So, within the working 

and lower classes there is tension and heterogeneity of values and behavior. 

Those who were confused about their class backgrounds might be because of a 

variety of factors. Political and sociological definitions are broad, contradictory, and 

confusing. Their family structures were dynamic and changing, as were their parents' 

occupations making it difficult to identify the main support network and to pin down 

income levels. In addition, their current class status as graduate students is distanced from 

working class populations and class struggles. And, finally, maybe in their experience, 

there never was a cohesive, identifiable class culture (Leibow, 1967). 

The women in this study articulate a definition of social class somewhat 

differently than academics. Academics interpret 'working class' in Marxist terms, or in 

other sociological terms. The women who identified as 'working class' in this study 

interpret their social class definition in terms of work. Perhaps contemporarily, in an age 

of dot com millionaires and a large gap between the poor and the rich, 'working class" to 

the women in this study simply means those that have a job and work regularly. This also 

might explain some of their confusion with distinguishing working class from middle 



class. Those interested in studying those from working class backgrounds should consider 

this contemporary definition and continue to use a multi-variable approach to locating 

and studying this population. 
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CHAPTER 6 

The Culture of Graduate School 

"Graduate school, everyone agrees, has a 'culture' all its own" (1997, p. A76), 

writes Patricia Nelson Limerick, a history professor at the University of Colorado at 

Boulder. She uses this example of graduate school as a way to illustrate the problem she 

sees with what she calls the reification of the term culture. She argues that the concept of 

culture is widely accepted without analysis and is used in a static manner. When culture 

is reified it erases "very basic questions about power and economic dominance," stops 

critical inquiry, human agency disappears, and "the culture made me do it" (p. A76) 

becomes a legitimate reason for one's actions and behavior. In this chapter, I attempt to 

identify elements of graduate student culture that are consumed by graduate students in 

order to understand the power and dominance used and passed on in graduate education. 

Conrad, Duren and Haworth (1998) identify a traditional model of graduate 

school culture that includes a 'community of learners' and a •risk-taking' environment. A 

community of learners is where there is a supportive and caring relationship between 

colleagues, faculty and undergraduates; there is a de-emphasized hierarchy between 

faculty and students; and a place where faculty and students become 'co-leamers' in a 

collaborative environment. A risk-taking environment involves faculty encouraging 

students to expand the boundaries of their learning by nurturing a balance of challenge 

and support in the classroom, providing students opportunities to experiment with ideas, 

and by modeling their own risk taking. In this culture, students become transformed, and 



the experiences they fface in graduate school are a 'rite of passage' to pursuing 

professional careers (p. 76). Culture in this view is synergistic, positive, and dynamic. 

Those students who fail in this environment must have \doIated the rules of this amicable 

culture. 

Critical views of academic and graduate culture claim that the academy is 

agonistic—defined as '5)rogrammed contentiousness' or 'ceremonial combat' (Tannen, 

2000); that intellectual dliscussion becomes war-Uke and the ultimate goal is to intimidate 

and silence discussion (ILefkowitz, 1998); that faculty compete and align themselves with 

each other like gangs (I&nox, 1999); that there is a forced culture of conformity brought 

on by shunning controvt ersial research (Schneider, 1999); and finally, that by becoming 

immersed in academic cmlture, one can lose critical consciousness of social issues (hooks, 

1993). Students who faiU in this culture can point to institutional problems and practices. 

In order to unde;rstand how graduate student culture is connected to power and 

economic dominance, I analyze the descriptions of graduate student culture the women in 

this study provide as connected to the mobility process. Specifically, I frame the analysis 

of graduate student cultture as a dynamic, powerful mechanism in social mobility that 

prepares students for th»e professional middle class. In doing this, I try to illustrate the 

contradictory ways in w^hich female graduate students from working class backgrounds 

define and experience cmlture and how it is negotiated during their social mobility. 

In addition to prroviding a necessary certification into the professions, graduate 

education trains students: in various ways to become part of the professional middle class. 

'The university is the historical reproductive apparatus of the PMC (Professional 



Managerial Class)" (Ehrenreichs, 1979, p. 33). In the PMC framework, students are 

trained to be autonomous experts, to have rational knowledge based on their expertise, to 

disperse bourgeoisie ideology, and to belong to professional organizations. Professional 

training ultimately puts intellectuals in an antagonistic reladonship with the working 

class. When looking at the position of graduate students coming from the working class, 

one would expect prominent tensions in this training because of differences in social 

class privilege. 

Graduate Student Culture 

The students in this study were asked two questions to explain graduate student 

culture. First, I asked them to describe graduate student culture, and then asked them to 

describe some of the unwritten rules of graduate school. To illustrate the complex ways 

that these graduate smdents define and experience graduate school culture, I include their 

ideas of how their social class backgrounds inform their graduate experience. 

Graduate students describe culture in contradictory terms—as supportive, 

abstract, and hierarchical. An older group of women, who were also single parents, felt 

that they were not part of the culture. The responses to questions about unwritten rules 

were more critical and discriminating than the responses to the culmre inquiry and 

included: 'don't challenge things,' 'kiss ass,' and 'grades don't matter—something else 

does.' The students illuminate class differences that conflict with their graduate student 

training when discussing the strengths they take from their social class backgrounds, 

especially their work ethic and broad perspective. Finally, two groups, the master's 
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students and those in the sciences, had distinct cultural responses that I note for further 

study. 

Graduate School is Supportive 

Contrary to the anthologies written by academics from working-class 

backgrounds (Tokarczyk and Fay, 1993; Dews and Law 1995), the largest percentage of 

the students in this study talked in supportive terms about graduate school culture. Many 

of the students were actively involved in this supportive environment, sharing 

information with colleagues, participating in study groups, commiserating about difficult 

assignments and faculty members. Most of their positive comments had to do with the 

colleagues in their department and a few about the support of faculty members. 

SV: My experience has been that it is very collaborative, a place where 
you really bond with your fellow classmates. And, get to know each other 
both professionally and personally. My experience is that it hasn't been 
very competitive... it feels like I sort of have a family! It is just a lot more 
tight, collaborative, more interaction with professors (than in undergrad). 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

Her comparison is her experience at the same institution at the undergraduate level. In 

this graduate experience, she does not feel competition and is bonding with her 

colleagues inside and outside of the classroom. This interaction or social assimilation, 

according to Golde (2000), is an important factor in determining doctoral completion. 

TO: I think it's very close knit and it's very supportive. You have a lot of 
people who are experiencing the same thing as you are. For the most part, 
jdthough this isn't always true, the playing field is somewhat leveled...So 
everyone starts out in the same place and they're all sorta of lost and 
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people are very supportive...It's really nice to be around people who think 
like you. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student talks about the importance of being surrounded by people who sue having 

similar experiences and who think similarly. This cohesiveness is one of the first ways 

that graduate students distinguish themselves from family and friends in tite working 

class and establish a network of friends and colleagues who are interested in similar ideas 

and careers. 

CC: I've been looking at research universities, and I think our faculty h«re 
are very caring and provide a lot of opportunities for students. Unlike, I 
think in some graduate level programs that are really about paying your 
dues and being the lowest-ranking person in the department. And, here. I 
really believe that the faculty really try and teach as colleagues—as juntior 
scholars. Not only in our classes, but in the many opportunities that they 
all try to provide through grants and just how they interact with us. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

This is one of only a few students who speak in supportive ways about their faculty 

members. In her experience, faculty members treat students equally and pro-vide them 

with opportunities. Most of the comments in the unwritten rules section are about conflict 

with faculty members. 

CR; The students in the social psych program are very supportive of each 
other and spend a lot of time commiserating. It is a close knit group. It Ls a 
nice group of people... The professors are nice. They're very supporti^ve. 
We have a graduate coordinator who is just the most wonderful person on 
earth, who found money for me this quarter just out of the blue because 
she found out I had taken out a loan and felt bad. Just incredible people... 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

Commiserating with each other is a theme that students talked about frequently. The 

academic work in graduate school is challenging and the social connection that students 
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have with each other seems important in negotiating the strains of their academic 

program. This student was the only one who mentioned the support of a staff member. 

CL: We are a close knit supportive group of men and women. We share 
our ups and downs, support each other and help each other to not have the 
some problem as we did. Those that have passed comps and orals have 
explained how they studied and how they took the initiative during the 
exam so that they felt confident. We share articles we find. Copy ones 
that we inadvertently find related to others research. It's a great group. 
(Nursing, Ph.D.) 

Surviving and helping each other through some of the aspects of the program are 

both formal and informal aspects of graduate programs. Again, the academic 

programming is the basis for the bonding that happens outside of the classroom. In this 

way, graduate students are forming networks and support systems and learning academic 

collaboration—skills they will utilize in their mobility process. 

SS: Our group was fairly cohesive—there were four of us that really stuck 
together all thd' way through and jumped through the major hoops 
together—the prelim exam, writing the defense proposal, really helping 
each other out with those things. And really helped each other out as we 
went through the death of family members, divorces, a lot of those things 
happened while we were in school. I became very close to a handful of 
people and we became very close in terms of understanding each other's 
research, being a support systems and also a critique—critiquing each 
other's work and helping each other with that. It was very collegial 
between us. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 

This student was part of a nursing program, and the ways that her cohort helped her were 

through personal experiences that happened during her graduate career. She was able to 

balance many personal traumatic experiences, raise a family, and complete her doctoral 

degree with the support of this cohort. In this sense, her cohort became part of her 

survival in graduate school. 
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LV: There is a real culture of help that I perceive. I can interrupt anyone. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

This student demonstrates that she feels at the same level as her colleagues. It is her 

ability to interrupt anyone that shows her feelings of equality in the department. 

AC; A supportive culture where everyone is actively searching for an 
education. All are in similar situations, working, family, and in graduate 
school. There is a sense of connectedness because of similar situations. 
(Nursing, M.S.) 

Golde (2000) writes about the importance of assimilation in completing the 

doctoral degree—these women are most likely to be successful and finish their programs 

if they continue to find a supportive environment throughout their graduate education. 

Additionally, some feminist theories may say that these women find graduate school 

supportive because women are intrinsically collaborative (Gilligan, 1982). A study on 

master's students perceptions of graduate school show that collegial relationships aided 

them in leadership and communication skills, and helped them to appreciate a 

collaborative approach to inquiry (Conrad, Duren, and Haworth, 1998). Though 

important to retention theory, these studies do not tend to look at conflict and power 

relations inside and outside of the academy. 

As these graduate students are helping each other survive, they are forming their 

own culture and norms based on their gender, race and class, they are utilizing the 

language of their programs, and becoming more like each other and therefore less 

accessible to those outside the academy. Sharon Traweek found similar phenomena in her 



127 

Study of physicists, "Protection of oral communication encourages the development of a 

closed community. In physics, it is consistent with the group's image of itself as a 

meritocracy: only an informed, worthy member of the community wiU know what is to 

be said and what is to be written" (1988, p. 120). She finds the seemingly neutral 

behavior of bonding and talking among physicists as an action of closure. 

(T)alk accomplishes diverse tasks for physicists: it creates, defines and 
maintains the boundaries of this dispersed but close-knit community; it is 
a device for estabhshing, expressing and manipulating relationships in 
networks...it articulates and firms the shared moral code about the proper 
way to conduct scientific inquiry...Losing access to that gossip as 
punishment for violating certain moral codes effectively prevents the 
physicist from practicing physics (1988, p. 122). 

She effectively points out the implicit power in this behavior when you no longer have 

(or never had) access to bonding or talking to these colleagues. 

Though not many women in my sample spoke about the living in "two-worlds" 

phenomena that the anthologies written by women firom working-class backgrounds 

revealed, they are certainly discovering that they like the people in academe and are 

becoming a part of a larger cohort with similar experiences. Because of these positive— 

and in many cases empowering—experiences, it may be more difficult for students to see 

that their acts of survival are part of a process of mobility that ultimately develops a 

certain power over the working class. 

"Disnevland for the Brain": Graduate School is a Different World 

Students had different ideas about being part of a world they felt was so different 

than the 'real' world. Some saw their participation as strange and different from how 
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they grew up or how they experienced their undergraduate degree programs, others saw it 

as disappointing, not practical, and not what they expected, others found it Fun and were 

pleased with such a different environment. 

SM: ...It does have its own culture...It's odd. It's like Disneyland for the 
brain or something. You know? It's its own little kingdom. 
CS: Axe you saying ±at it's that fiin? (Laughter) 
SM: It's not that it's fun. It's just that it is its own little world unto 
itself...Your family doesn't quite get what you're doing, because they have 
not done it. A lot of people don't get what you're doing. 
CS: ...And so, is that isolating? Or, what does that do— 
SM: I think in some ways it's isolating. In some ways you really ha-ve to 
work to give it value. People just think you're taking classes and reading 
books. But, it's not a real job, or not a real thing. It's just kind off this 
thing that you do. Like you are avoiding the real world. By not havdng a 
9 to 5 job. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student is saying several different things in this response. First, tlhat graduate 

student culture is it's own world, and then that this world is not real, and is disconnected 

from people who live in the other, real world. She specifically defines not only people, 

but also her working-class family—people she used to relate to—they are= in the real 

world, and she is in a world that they don't understand. I read these texts o f a different 

world as the next step in mobility training—first, to assimilate and bond withi your peers, 

than to understand how different and distinct your world is from other worlds of work— 

especially that of the working class. 

JP: It's like a whole other world. You are on a first-name basis witti the 
professors, which is different, because you really feel like you've taken 
this step...So, there was that, which kind of makes you feel that yo»u've 
taken a step in your maturity. Because, now you are that much closier to 
professors. You are also teaching the undergrads. So, that gives you that 
little bit of separation. So, it's like this in between place. You are still 
using the faculty as yoiu: mentors, but you are closer to being their 
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colleagues, and they understand that it's a different relationship. And, then 
the students treat you as the faculty because you are 'up there,' which 
pushes you even closer to them. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This other world she describes is an in-between her undergraduate experience and the 

faculty experience she is striving toward. In essence, she is speaking from mid-place in 

her mobility, and is able to see the power she holds over undergraduates and the new 

mentor and colleague relationship she holds with faculty. She also mentions a step up in 

maturity that is linked to her ability to be equal with her professors. 

Abstract. Not Real 

Other students spoke more explicitly about graduate school being a place that is 

not real, but abstract. 

AT: We are paid to think. Not many people can say that. And we don't do 
much else. We just write down our ideas. We gather data from these 
volunteers. Sometimes we will give them money if we have a grant, but it 
is an elite society. 
CS: In what way? 
AT: We are the keepers of the information. Decide the direction that 
things should go. What new research is necessary, what policies should be 
addressed, I guess, and analyzed. We are the forenmners in so many 
things. And all we are really doing is thinking about them. We are not out 
there getting our hands dirty. We are just observing, and saying, 'that's 
interesting, I think I will study that. And I will tell you what is wrong and 
right about it and what you should do differently, but I am not there doing 
it with you.' (Education, Ph.D.) 

She is explaining a place that is so far from the real world that it is actually removed from 

dirt. She is insightful about the position of power she has in this abstract position over 

other workers. 
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CB: I remember sitting in a seminar class with all the first-year students, 
where the department does the dog and pony show. Somebody comes in 
every week and tells you about their research. And I remember in the 
beginning of the semester looking around the room thinking, 'whoa! This 
is fun! We get to sit here and talk about ideas! This is good.' So there 
was a part of me that really liked that intellectual challenge. It was really 
fun. Just to play with ideas. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student was excited about the abstract nature of graduate school. Ideas were 

something to play with, not toil over. This student worked for years to save money for 

graduate school. This may explain why, to her, graduate school was not 'work,' it was 

fun. 

Graduate School Is Not Practical 

Related to the idea that graduate school is 'not real' is that it is also not practical. 

The students who were most unhappy with the content of their graduate programs were 

all masters" students. Ironically, doctoral students who commented on the differences 

between their undergraduate, masters, and doctoral programs, all said their master's 

degree experience was the most practical! The master's students were also the most blunt 

and outspoken about their negative experiences in graduate school. 

CK: A lot of it seems artificially constructed. I mean, I'm not generating 
the assignments. Yeah, I guess that's what I'm getting at. A lot of it 
seems artificially constructed...I guess what I would have wanted was 
information more relevant to my particular field. It was interesting to read 
educational theories about how people learn, about how children develop 
and such, but I don't feel like that info really prepared me for the 
classroom. (Education, M.A.) 
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Though this student admitted later in the interview that her master's degree has taught her 

to think in different ways and leam new things, she is convinced it was a very- impractical 

degree and definitely would have chosen a different program if she had to do it ail over 

again. 

LW; A lot of times, a lot of it is theoretical and I have a real hard time 
with theory, especially in education where practices in the classroom are 
completely different from theories. It's hard for me to stomach because 
I'm like 'you have no idea.' Especially when I get professors telling me 
one thing and I'm like 'When was the last time you were in a classroom 
with 32 ten year olds? What you're saying sounds so perfect and yet I 
can't do it.' It's not realistic. (Education, M.A.) 

This student directly confronted faculty members in her graduate education about the 

content of the class and the lack of usefulness of this content. These students are angry 

about the higher level of discussion and topics they are expected to write and research 

about. The expectation is that graduate education would help them in the specific 

profession of their choice—as teachers and nurses—not that they would develop 

cognitive and other intangible skills. 

KM: (Graduate student culture is made up of) people who are trying to get 
educated, further educated, that are just jumping through the hoops and 
really not learning the things that they need to be learning. My biggest 
joke is that when I graduate from this program, I will have a graduate 
degree in hoop jumping and copy machine operation and when I'm done, I 
will leam to become a nurse practitioner. (Nursing, M.S.) 

This student flat out dismisses the worth of her master's degree, and sees it merely as 

evidence of a series of hoop-jumping exercises. 

SM/EM: Other teachers I went to, I felt like they were a joke. But we 
ended up getting classes from teachers who were in elementary education. 
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And we were always so angry, because they would only focus on 
elementary stuff. And we had one teacher for classroom management and 
I said, 'Well, how do you deal with a guy who stands out in the back of 
the class and says 'fuck you!'?' And they just laughed it off. 'Ha-Ha, you 
are pretty little...' They just laughed it off. 'Have you ever had a 17-year-
old boy tell you to fuck off? What do you do?' They would always think 
it was funny. ...This one teacher, I was asking him about something and 
he said, 'oh don't worry about that you won't have any boys in your class 
anyway.' And I said, 'that's not true because, right now I'm doing student 
teaching, and 50 percent of my kids are boys. So, tell me again, how do I 
deal with this boy?' (Education, M.A.) 

This student demonstrates several ftustrating aspects of her graduate experience. The 

lessons were not practical because she felt the faculty were incompetent, their focus was 

on a different major in education, they had not been practitioners for quite some time, her 

comments were not taken seriously, and she was given quite sexist responses. 

Master's students' frustration may be linked to the critique of master's education 

in the United States that calls for revisions of programs to reflect better training for non-

academic positions, and more practical professional experiences (Kirk and Todd-

Mancillas 1991; LaPidas, 1998). Master's students are on the lower end of the 

department hierarchy and may feel more slighted in their education. They can feel that 

they are not valued on the same level as Ph.D. students. "More often than not, the 

master's degree continues to be characterized as an impoverished relative of the doctorate 

and unmistakably 'second-class'" (Conrad, Duren, and Haworth, 1998, p. 75). Similar to 

part-time graduate students, master's students may not be immersed in certain aspects of 

department and campus life, including informal academic discussions outside of the 

classroom, comparing notes with students, and getting involved in the graduate student 

culture (Taylor, 1993, p.23). 



The frustration these students feel may also be a reflection of partial training. 

These students are not quite committed to a career in the academic profession, compared 

to doctoral students, but prefer to further their education and secure better jobs. An 

indicator of a fully and successfully trained individual might be that learning the abstract 

function of graduate school is an integral part of mobility. If these students are 

consuming education and expecting to get an output, then "consumption is...a stage in a 

process of communication, that is, an act of deciphering, decoding, which presupposes 

practical or explicit mastery of a cipher or code" (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 2). Masters students 

are at the first stages of consuming education—so, they will have a harder time 

deciphering the theory, jargon and culture of their graduate programs. They will be 

ultimately successful when they can decode the abstractions and translate them into 

useful and meaningful ways, and then repeat them back as abstractions. Perhaps it is a 

crude form of intellectual development if they merely understand that there are certain 

codes being used and spoken. It is the next stage—processing and reciprocating 

communication in this code—that ensures their position among the academic elite. This 

stage ultimately occurs when one is immersed in their graduate programs, as full time 

doctoral students. 

As master's students from working class backgrounds, they may feel even more 

slighted. Since they are already sensitive to class and hierarchical differences, they may 

feel even more jaded than those from middle class backgrounds because of the amount of 

money and work they (and their families) have put into their education. 

Finally, most of the students in this study come from the fields of Education and 
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Nursing, which are lower-status academic fields. Students may be feeling the effects of 

academic prestige—that is, they may be experiencing a college, department and/or 

faculty members that are not valued as highly as others in the institution. In essence, they 

may have a negative experience because of the effects of downsizing, budget cuts, 

retrenchment and other issues faced by low-status departments (Slaughter, 1993, 1997). 

Noticing Hierarchy. Race and Gender in the Culture 

Status/ Hierarchy 

Several students spoke about the culture of graduate school in terms of what they 

saw as hierarchies or differences in faculty workloads and obtaining grant money, and 

how people are treated. Very few students saw themselves as a member of the powerful 

hierarchy. They tended to speak about being on the lower end of the hierarchy. 

KG: Everyone has their own litde lab groups, like you're allowed at 
meetings you have, and there's definitely a hierarchy of where they are and 
so part of the issue for me is that Fm at such the low end of the hierarchy. 
So it's hard to kind of move up within the hierarchy of resources and— 
CS: What about the culture of grad school allowed that to happen though? 
KG: Culture of grad school? Money. It's all about who has the money 
and who doesn't. It's grants, grad students; like I said. There's a hierarchy, 
but if one of the professors has a research award or something she doesn't 
even have to teach. She's funded for five years with a lot of money; and 
she has a lot of money to support students. She's got post docs, and that 
makes a big difference having that. Having your advisor who has post 
docs and who even has grad smdents—versus my professor doesn't have 
post docs. She just has grad students and she doesn't have that many. 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student discovers that grant money, number of post docs, and number of graduate 

students determine where a faculty member lies on the hierarchy in her department. She 
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also notices that graduate students are valued by where they are placed in this hierarchy. 

LW: There's the doctoral students who have their thing, and there's us 
who are, you know, we're getting our masters in education. People...a lot 
of the graduate, doctoral and research students look down on us cause 
they're just like 'why are they here? They're not doing research, they're 
not at our level' whatever. So there's ... 
CS: A stratification... 
LW: Oh yeah. Definitely. Were definitely at the bottom. And I don't know 
what goes on in other aspects of the program cause we just do our own 
thing. (Education, M.A.) 

Th.is student sees a hierarchy in degree programs in her field and notices her inferior 

position on this scale. The master's students are not valued because they are not doing 

doctoral level activities, like research. 

AC: If I'm involved with a group of doctors, I am still intimidated. I still 
feel inferior. 
CS: You? Bold you? Bold, type A you? 
A: I know. One less hurdle to get over. It's emotional. It's not rational. 
When you rationaUze it out, physicians have spent their entire life in 
school, so they are emotionally retarded...But, because they have gone 
through all that -their dedication, their intelUgent, I still feel inferior to 
them. It's almost like a marriage, you know? With a nurse being the wife 
and the doctor being the husband, and they have this little fight—picking 
and nicking because they are treated subserviently—except in the 
university environment, that is a little different. (Nursing, M.S.) 

This student articulated a distinct phenomenon in the college of Nursing that needs to be 

studied further. (Anne Witz 1992 reviews the historical and patriarchal relationship 

between doctors and nurses in detail). Though this smdent comments that in the 

university environment you may not be treated as subserviently as you would outside of 

the university environment, there is still a status difference between doctors and nurses. 
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So, regardless of their graduate education, a nurse can always expect to still feel inferior 

to a doctor. 

DC: But of the many women who had gone through the Spencer program, 
supposedly honed and socialized to reach the top of the academic world, 
the women had trouble finding tenure. It took them longer to find tenure. 
And they were not moving around... it wasn't like they were hopping 
universities. And basically the report said the preference is still to the 
white males. Because there are not that many minority Spencers anyway. 
There are not that many minority students to begin wi±. (Education, 
Ph.D.) 

As a Spencer fellow, this student notices a distinct hierarchy related to race and gender. 

Women and minority professors still struggled in spite of being selected and trained into 

this elite program. To a certain extent, this student also comments on the myth of merit. 

She is one of a few students that brought up race as a salient topic related to graduate 

student culture. 

DD: I don't know what education folks are like, but nursing folks can be 
uptight. They get pretty uptight. 
CS^Why? 
DD: Unformnately, part of it is a woman's profession that they're pretty 
isolated. I don't know. There's something about kind of taking it out on 
your kids, or taking it out on the fledglings. 
CS: Interesting. Like a hazing program? 
DD: Kind of like. The students talk about 'well our nurses say the nurses 
are eating their young.' Do we not help each other? They're critical of 
the new students or the new hire. 
CS: Why this competition? 
DD: I think that it's...you know that crab in a barrel idea? You have all 
the crabs in the barrel, and it's so slippery inside that every once in a 
while, a crab just gets to the top, and what should happen? But another 
crab will grab it and pull it back down instead of pushing it, helping it free 
itself or bring back recruits. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 
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This student's comment about nursing points to the isolation of women in a profession 

and the resulting culture. This student illuminates the professional closure women enact 

on each other (the crabs in the barrel) as they become socially mobile in their graduate 

programs. A more extensive cultural smdy of nursing graduate students may illuminate 

why this is so. 

SM: I think that there is not always a lot of respect for the people who are 
doing the student affairs stuff. And then, one of the unwritten rules is, if 
you are a master's student, steer clear of Professor X! She is not too keen 
on that. It's a necessary evil. 
CS: So, if you are a master's student and in student personnel, you are just 
SOL (shit out of luck)! 
SM: Yeah, you are like the bottom of the food chain. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student talks about a faculty member that treats certain students differendy based on 

the career and degree program they choose within the department. She also brings up a 

topic discussed in the unwritten rules section of this chapter: that you are in graduate 

school to be like your faculty members. If you are heading into a different profession, or 

are not pursuing a doctoral degree, you are less likely to be trained in their image, and 

they loose interest in you. 

Race and Gender 

There were a few students who made comments related to race or gender that 

came up when asked about the culture and unwritten rules of graduate school. Views on 

race and gender came out more directly when I asked students about their views on 

affirmative acdon. 
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KP: Don't be too girly. 
CS: What do you mean? 
BCP: Don't be too... well, for women, these are the things I have noticed. 
This is something I have talked to the second and third-year students 
about. People don't take you seriously if they think you are trying to be 
too attractive. If you are trying to do you're hair or your clothes in a 
certain way. (Laughter) There seems to be sort of an unspoken agreement, 
that you can just come to school, looking any crazy way, looking however 
you look. There is an assumption that you are more serious if you don't 
take the time to fix your hair, or fix your lipstick. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student is being directly trained on how to present her physical self. If she follows 

these rules, she is more likely to be taken seriously as a smdent. In this case, her 

appearance is directly Unked to academic success. 

DC: The majority of the professors here are women, but who are the guys 
in administration? The guys. White guys; the guys. That kind of 
socialization, that kind of culture, that is not who I can be. (Education, 
Ph.D.) 

This student mentions both race and gender. She is noticing where her career may be 

headed by whom she is surrounded by. She understands that there is a race and gendered 

socialization she is receiving in graduate school. 

SM: And I had one teacher, this pissed me off. He talked about agriculture 
education. We were in his class because it was all sort of vocational. He 
was teaching us teaching methods for vocational educators. We have these 
guys and men who were all Ag-guys (agriculture). Teaching animal 
husbandry and all of the smff. And they would always call us 'home ecky-
Becky'. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student talks about the culture being determined not only by a different field in 

education but one that is dominated by male faculty and students. They make distinct 

condescending and sexist remarks about those in teaching and teacher education and 



139 

ridiculed this position as females teaching 'Home Economics.' 

These students point to an environment and culture that is sexist and reflects a 

curriculum and culturte that values white, male and middle-class knowledge. Though 

some of these comine:nts are subtle, they point to a lack of female and minority role 

models, and an expe«ctation about gender that points toward appearance instead of 

intellect. 

Texts of Immersion 

A group of students described graduate student culture in terms of how immersed 

they have become in tineir programs. All of the students in the sciences responded along 

these lines as well as nnost of the students in lab-heavy psychology fields (Behavioral and 

Neural Science and ClEnical Neuro-Psychology). 

MS: In the scLences, it's very difficult. Because you work really long 
hours. So if you ask any graduate student, that is probably the first thing 
they will say im the sciences. That you work really long hours and that 
you are a slave- You work at least 12 hours a day and you have to come in 
on weekends, and that is very much expected of you. Very much 
expected. It is -well known that when you come into graduate school in the 
sciences that you are giving up a lot of your social life, or that you should. 
People working very hard, people work on weekends, people not having 
too much time for outside obligations or outside enjoyment. (Science, 
Ph.D.) 

This student talks about long hours, submission and lack of autonomy ("slave"), the 

commonality of this understanding, and a hint toward the importance of playing by these 

rules. 
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JP: As far as just lifestyle, knowing that sometimes you have to put 
endless hours into the lab. And, sometimes, I'U just take a day, and say, 
'you know, I don't have anything to do on campus today, and I was in all 
weekend, I'm not going in; and, just go and do something crazy. And, I'm 
thinking of this while I'm doing it and there is so much I could be doing. 
That's the thing—you never stop having something to do. (Psychology, 
Ph.D.) 

She talks about the power of this culture of immersion. Though she has the autonomy to 

not be present at the lab at all times, she is preoccupied by her responsibilities when she 

is not there. 

TG: You are so busy and you get so consumed with school that most of 
your conversations are centered around school because it overwhelms you. 
If there were more time to talk about other things....And then your life 
becomes sorta of centered around school so all the gossiping and things 
you do are all centered around this new school focused life. There's less an 
opportunity for reflection.... (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This smdent explains immersion as happening outside of the lab and classroom as well. 

Importantly, she also talks about the inability to reflect on this as it is happening. 

EY: I think definitely a lot of work (describes the culture of graduate 
school). A lot of long hours...There are days when I have to come in, 
even during Christmas break, or else I'm here all summer, but because I 
have to come in and feed my cells, things like that. And you can't just 
leave them be for a weekend. And everybody understands that. That's 
part of being a biology graduate student or even just working in this field; 
as a post doc. And that's what you have to do. I mean, sometimes you 
have to stop your life because you have to do this particular experiment. 
(Science, Ph.D.) 

This student talks about several things in this response: the wide understanding of this 

culture in her field, having to stop her life outside of the academy, and that academic 

work actually depends on her. In this sample, the training in the sciences is described as 
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more extreme than the training experienced by women from the other disciplines. It 

seems as if the result of this training is to realize one important world—the world of 

science—and does not allow for a student to interact externally to this culture. 

JB: We have no life (laughter)... Most evenings I'm really tired. Since 
comps actually, probably within the last three weeks, I've actually gone 
out on weekends. Like Friday night and Saturday night. That's rare. 
Usually I go home on Friday night and I'm so happy to be home and just 
watch TV and go to sleep. (Health Sciences, M.S.) 

ExJiaustion and lack of a social life are commonly understood as part of the science 

culture. Culture, as described in these texts of immersion, is distinct from other programs 

in that those who must 'have a life' outside of the academy due to family or work 

responsibilities most likely would never enter into the sciences or some of these science-

heavy psychology fields. Incidentally, none of the women in this section had children and 

ail were between the ages of 24 and 29 at the time of the interview. This immersion may 

be why those in the life and physical sciences have a lower attrition rate (29-30%) than 

those in the humanities and social sciences (41-50%) (Hodgson and Simoni, 1995). 

Ironically, to 'have no life' or to be immersed is to be privileged. 

These texts of immersion help illuminate several parts of the process of 

mobility—the seclusion of the process and the resulting dependence on others who have 

been there, the ability to understand the process only along these lines, and the resulting 

tendency to reproduce this process. That is, the need to connect with others that have 

gone through a similar process, and the hard work associated with the culture justifies 

extraction from the real world and elevation of their ciurent existence. 
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I Am Not Part of the Culture. Because... 

The women who felt least part of graduate student culture were older than the 

other students in their class, had families, or had to work in order to support themselves 

throughout their graduate careers. Because of these demographics, they could not 

participate in the day-to-day bonding or collaboration (their interpretation of culture) that 

they saw many students participating in together. 

CR; You know, I don't really get to be that involved in graduate student 
culture. I was a single parent and older than the other students. Then after 
a year or so, I started dating my husband and then we got involved in a 
relationship and so I was really off doing my own thing a lot of the time 
and not really getting to be a graduate student the way I had planned to be. 
I really thought I was gonna just really get into it. 
CS: Get into it how? 
CR: Hang out with the graduate students, lead the graduate student 
Hfe...Just really concentrate on what I was doing, except for taking care of 
my son. When I was getting my bachelors degree I wasn't able to be a 
student really. I was working too hard on other things. I didn't get to hang 
out with the students. I had hoped to do that as a graduate student and it 
didn't turn out that way. So as far as I can see, being a graduate student is 
a lot of fun for them, but I don't know what it's all about. They hang out at 
other people's houses and party a lot and get high sometimes. That's about 
what I can see. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student had a desire to be part of the fun of graduate student social life, but had. 

multiple obligations that kept her from being involved. She is one of several students in. 

this position that feel they were able to succeed without completely assimilating into the 

social network of graduate school. Though she describes a culture much more laid baclc 

and liberal than the previous science majors, she still felt like she was missing art 

important part of graduate school. 
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LD: I haven't had a typical graduate experience in the traditional sense. 
Not full-time. I didn't move through on the right time schedule. 
CS: So, that might give you more insights into the culture of graduate 
school. 
L.: Yeah, maybe. But then I'm also on the periphery of the day-to-day 
stuff. In other words, I don't know what I would feel Uke to just be a 
graduate student with a full load and have those anxieties, and feelings of 
stress, and a ton of papers. I've always had to juggle work, parenting 
responsibilities, and studies. And my studies have always been the lowest 
priority. Necessarily. I had a standpoint to support my kids and myself. I 
had to be a parent. There is no question about that. So graduate stuff 
always got pushed to the bottom. And I was never happy about it. 
CS: So, do you feel that graduate school aUows for people to juggle? 
L.: No. You do it in spite of the culture. The grad school experience is 
really not meant for people with families. Or work responsibilities. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

This student in Education did not prioritize her graduate studies as a result of her 

obligations. She sees graduate school as not allowing for women in her position to 

succeed. So. women may belong in graduate school, but only those without familial 

responsibilities. As a Stanford graduate who had aspirations to attend medical school, she 

discovered that it was not enough for her to be intelligent and academically able, she had 

to be committed on another level. Since she is not able to give more time or effort to 

outside of the classroom activities, she concludes that those in her position simply do not 

belong in graduate school. 

CB: The social cultiure was, I was married when I first got here and all I 
did was work. So it was less of an issue. When I went through the 
divorce, it was a little bit harder. Because people go out to Hawaii for 
vacations, or Mexico, or they fly home. That is just not an option. So I 
was a bit lonely, in that way. Plus, I was a lot older than many of the 
graduate students. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student mentions her marriage, age, and her social class background as a reason for 

not being part of the graduate student culture. She was not able to travel with other 
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graduate students who planned things together over semester breaks; and when others 

were traveling home for the holidays, she worked. Being older and less wealthy than her 

colleagues made her feel isolated, and later in the interview, she mentioned that the types 

of activities the graduates students did together (their choice of bars, choice in live music) 

was 'younger' than what she preferred. 

CJ: I don't think I'm a typical grad student. So, everyone was talking 
about how tired you are and all these things, and I thought I was a typical 
grad student because, I thought everyone had a job. Because you can't 
afford grad school without a job. But, maybe because of the job I have, it 
sets school apart. So, I don't think I fit in to the typical grad student. 
Because, I don't do anything with them outside of class. (Education, 
Ph.D.) 

Another student who works full time and is trying to complete a doctoral degree does so 

without feeling like a graduate student. Retention theory would say these students have a 

hard time completing their doctoral programs because they are missing out on the social 

networking. 

LV: There is just this whole other world of people who just come to take 
classes and leave. And that's kind of frustrating I think for the professors 
because they feel like people won't succeed. They won't finish their 
degree and it's true in some cases. There are people that are taking 7, 8 
years and getting extensions. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student conunents on the fact that part-time enrollment is possible, but frustrating to 

faculty members. They may display a lack of commitment to the intellectual and 

academic culture expected by faculty. Any evidence that a student is not completely 

committed to academic work or headed toward a faculty or academic position may be 



seen as being anti-intellectual or harmful to the intellectual reputation of the department 

or college (Leatherman, 1997). 

Part-time students may be missing important elements of training, including 

networking opportunities and bonding with other classmates. These students and their 

colleagues may be more conscious about how they are different in their departments, but 

less conscious about how this lack of training impacts their survival in their graduate 

programs or in their future in the professional/intellectual class. Given the emphasis on 

families and (at least) part time work, women and students from working class 

backgrounds are more likely to be part time graduate students. As such, it is less likely 

that they would be enrolled in a high-status academic field as in the sciences. A 

longitudinal study may clarify the effect of part-time stams on female working class 

graduate students. 

Unwritten Rules 

I was interested in finding out written as well as the unwritten rules when 

determining the culture of graduate school. Unwritten rules help the outsiders interpret 

the culture they are heading into more readily—a possible survival tactic, and a rich way 

of describing the contradictions inherent in a culture. The anthologies written by women 

from working-class backgrounds led me to beUeve that working class women in the 

academy would have critical things to say about the academy related to social class. 
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When the question alone about graduate student culture did not seem to elicit a critical 

response, I added the 'unwritten rules" question to get at this critical analysis. 

Unwritten rules also disclose the agents and actors within the culture that sustain, 

reveal, and (when followed) reproduce the middle-class culture and habitus of higher 

education. Students discover how faculty members and advisors reinforce these rules and 

the consequences for not following them. 

Graduate students can expect certain academic experiences while in graduate 

school: more schoolwork, more examinations, more research, more writing, and then new 

skills—teaching, working collaboratively with professors, writing grants, and presenting 

at conferences. The unwritten rules describe phenomena not based on merit that are 

expected of graduate students. Bourdieu (1984), academics from working class 

backgrounds (Tokarczyk and Fay, 1993, Dews and Law, 1995) and those studying first-

generation students explain that knowledge along these lines is demarcated along class 

lines. That is to say that those from the more privileged classes are prepared with this 

knowledge prior to entering higher education. So though few women in this study 

identify unwritten rules specific to social class, their class background, values and 

expectations clash with the unwritten rules they identify as central to academic success. 

Women in this study did have some difficulty answering this question. On a few 

occasions, I had to give an example from another interview, but used a fairly neutral one. 

"For instance, another person I interviewed said she figured out that you really don't have 

to read everything on the syllabus—you can skim and stiU get by in class"—some 

disagreed with this example, but came up with their own after I provided this one. 



In response to the unwritten rules questions students talked most about the myth 

of meritocracy, not challenging faculty knowledge or common practices in the 

department, and 'kissing ass' as an important part of your ultimate success in graduate 

school. What I did not expect in this analysis was how powerful these unwritten rules are 

in transforming these students and their bodies, and how integral they are in the mobility 

process. 

Grades Don't Matter...Something Else Does 

Students were seemingly most confused by the discovery that it no longer matters 

how hard you work, or how intelligent you are, there are other things outside of 

academics that you need to leam in order to be academically successful. Some of the 

graduate students in this study have figured out what this 'something' is, others are still 

struggling with the concept that hard work and intelligence alone will not give you 

academic success. Implicit in this observation is how powerful faculty members are in 

determining student success outside of this grading process. Although no students 

mentioned this, it is common knowledge in graduate school that you cannot receive lower 

than a 'B' grade in any class; so, the 'grades' these students are referring to must be 

straight 'A's.' In essence then, straight A's don't matter in graduate school, something 

else does (this is in part because everyone receives A's; but working class women 

discover this only after being in graduate school for some time). 

DC: Attending the lectures, supplying the papers and all that is not the 
hard part. Adapting to their (faculty) culture, their expectations about to 
how it is suppose to be has been the hard part for me. 
CS: Because it is not blatant? You have to leam it along the way? 
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DC: I guess because of who I am. I don't come from a white, middle-
class background with parents or relatives who have gone before me that 
could instruct me in the life... 
CS: The rules of the game? 
DC: Yeah, exactly. That's what has taken me so long... to find my 
balance here. Part of their expectation would not have been a problem 
except it came with all this other stuff that completely through me off 
balance and has taken me awhile to step back and understand what was 
going on around me. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student has discovered that the academic training she is receiving in her department 

is actually only one of several lessons to be learned in her graduate education. This 

discovery process takes time and is painful. She feels capable academically, but is 

surprised by the expectations that are outside of her academic abilities. 

JC: It's fairly ambiguous I think the rules and certain things they expect of 
you. 
CS: Oh, really? Like what? 
JC: Well, now grades don't matter. But it's hard to get in that mind set 
when you were an undergrad and that's all that mattered and now it's more 
researched oriented, which is nice. It's just hard to adjust to that. 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student had to get used to the importance of completing a research experiment 

successfully rather than getting a good grade. 

EY: I think I was a little naive when I came to grad school, thinking that 
as long as I did good science, I would do well. However, I see that things 
don't usually operate this way. Getting feedback from professors and 
advice from other grad students really makes a difference. (Science, 
Ph.D.) 

This student realizes that she will no longer be rewarded doing independent good work. 

she needs to work in collaboration with her other lab mates and her advisors to 
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understand if she is doing well in her program. Those who work in isolation will have a 

difficult time being academically successful. 

SH: The unwritten rule—this is what I would say is—whatever the 
grading scale is, ignore it, because they will grade you on personal bias. In 
(my dept) it's like that. You can get an 'A' in the class and still end up 
with a 'B' because the professor doesn't like you. And, it's just like 
that...If they don't like you, you are not going to get an A. (Education, 
M.S.) 

This student acknowledges the ineffectiveness of the grading scale, and advises instead to 

concentrate on getting to know your professor and gaining their approval in order to be 

successful. 

LD: It is a series of hoops. It (graduate school) has its own rituals. 
CS: Like what? 
LD.: Well, we all know orals, and writtens. I mean, it's not enough for you 
to pass your classes to demonstrate your proficiency. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This smdent points out a somewhat accepted ritual in graduate school—oral and written 

examinations. In essence she is saying that if you receive straight A's in aU of your 

classes, you can still fail by doing poorly in other aspects of graduate school. 

C.S.: what about (unwritten rules) in the classroom? 
S.R.: Classes are so easy in grad school that— 
C.S.: What do you mean they are so easy in grad school? 
S.R.: I just mean that, I can't say that they're easy because people 
obviously work really hard, but grad school, at least in Psychology, is not 
class focused at all. It's all what research you're doing; then with clinical 
it's what clinical work you're doing. Classes are probably the least 
important issue you have to worry about. 
C.S.: That seems like an unwritten rule. 
S.R.: Yeah, that's definitely an unwritten rule. Definitely. (Psychology, 
Ph.D.) 

This is probably the most surprising unwritten rule offered by the women interviewed in 



my sample. Not only do you not need to get straight A's in your classes in order to be 

successful, it is important that you concentrate least on your class work! Students soon 

leam that there is an entirely different set of rules that they need to play in order to be 

successful. Some students adopt these rules, and others resist. But, nevertheless, it is 

difficult for many of them to de-couple the ideas of academic success and merit. 

Transforming Merit 

These students now articulate what is needed to be successful beyond grades. 

These guidelines include restraining themselves, understanding the power of a single 

faculty member, and the importance of 'kissing ass.' 

Don't Challenge Things: Restraint and Silence in the Academy. Unlike the 

assumed marketplace of ideas, according to these smdents, higher education proves to be 

an academic community ruled by pretentious egos and powerful faculty members. 

Graduate smdents who expect to come into this environment to leam, try new ideas out, 

use their personal experiences, and challenge experts will find themselves in an 

uncoinfortable position almost immediately. I analyze graduate student expression in this 

context as Traweek (1988) describes in her study of physicists: 

I have looked at emotional expression as socially produced, socially 
constructed, not as private, individual, idiosyncratic interior states 
alone...I examine what are considered acceptable ways of expressing 
sensations and feelings, and what are considered unacceptable ways. I 
look at how those states are cultivated, or underscored, or suppressed and 
what kinds of emotions are encouraged and discouraged (p. 104). 
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Many of the examples in this chapter point to physical restraint on these women's 

bodies—biting their tongues, holding back their voices, avoiding any communication 

with faculty members. The results of this physical training are very powerful. In his 

analysis of the power of discipline and punishment over the human body, Foucault 

observes, "A body is docile that may be subjected, used, transformed and improved" 

(1977, p. 136). Similarly, Donna Haraway states that, "...bodies are maps of power and 

identity" (1997, p. 524). Control over individual human bodies therefore has a powerful 

effect. Foucault notes that the discipUne changes in the eighteenth century were powerful 

because they treated the body "...individually: of exercising upon it a subtle coercion, of 

obtaining holds upon it at the level of the mechanism itself; movements, gestures, 

attitudes, rapidity: an infinitesimal power over the active body" (1977, p. 137). 

Graduate students in this sample soon find out, by their own actions or by 

watching their colleagues take risks, that there are tentative lines around what can be 

challenged and whom you can speak out to in the department. The consequences for not 

learning or not playing by these rules includes losing faculty members on committees, 

receiving lower grades in classes, being shunned by others in the department, failing oral 

examinations, and not advancing in their degree programs. 

BCM; Well, if you want to get through, never ask questions, never question 
the system. Just put your head down and do the work. If you have to, 
make them (faculty) like you. 
CS: (Laughter) What makes them like you, though? What are some of 
those guidelines? 
KM.: Not challenging the authority. Not challenging the knowledge base 
or presenting different ideas firom what is being presented in the class. 
(Nursing, M.S.) 
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Getting faculty members to 'like' you is common advice offered by students. Though 

there are not exact guidelines offered on how to do this (although, later, there are a 

significant number of those who advise one to 'kiss ass'), there are guidelines on hovir to 

make sure you don't get yourself in trouble—a prevention model. 

SH: Oh, and don't challenge professors in the class. That is what I've 
seen. I saw a girl challenge our professor last semester on a test that he 
had given and he ripped her apart in the hallway. And, he said, 'fine, I'm 
not on your committee anymore.' Just because she called him on a bad 
question on the test. And, it was a bad question theoretically, but I would 
have never called him on it—because I liked getting an 'A' in the class. 
(Education, M.S.) 

Three consequences faced the smdent who challenged her professor: he verbally attacked 

her, she lost a committee member, and she is now at risk for a lower grade in the class. 

Her example served a more powerful purpose, to demonstrate to members in the class not 

to challenge this particular professor or they may face similar consequences. 

RM; (listed in an email) Follow directions; Ask questions, but only the 
right ones; Don't try to do things too differently. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student lists vague unwritten rules that she has learned along the way. One would 

have a hard time deciding how to act given these rules—what exactly are the 'right' 

questions? What happens if I ask the wrong one? 

CR: (listed in an email) 
1. Understand the goals of the school and/or the department and be careful if 

you voice goals that aren't consistent with them. For instance, UX is very 
research-oriented, and you have to be careful about liking teaching too 
much without balancing it by being an enthusiastic researcher. Also, I don't 
feel free to discuss all possible career options with my advisor, because 
some of them involve coming very close to walking away from my training. 
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I might be able to talk about this to other students, but then again I can't 
guarantee it won't somehow get mentioned in some other context. 

2. Even if asked an honest opinion, be extremely careful about what you say 
about faculty. I once, in anger, expressed my frustration with a professor 
(and, trust me, it was well-deserved). I found that he had heard about it 
when my advisor asked me if this other professor and I had had a problem, 
and told me in a very diplomatic way that I had blundered in letting my 
feelings become knowTi. (She also suggested that I patch it up, so I 
apologized.) Now if asked for an opinion, I try to balance the good with the 
bad, and to allow the person I'm speaking with to read between the lines. 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student mentions several ways in which she has learned the importance of restraining 

your emotions, feelings and in many cases, your voice. This student becomes successfully 

trained and now allows the person she is conflict with to 'read between the lines.' This 

indirect communication is a changed behavior on her part, and she finds it more successful 

than her previous use of her voice. She demonstrates the ways in which graduate student 

training works on all aspects of the physical being and is transcribed onto the body. This is 

one of the most powerful ways in which graduate student culture transforms a female from 

a working-class background. "University taught me to become a self-poUcing subject, 

committed to relentless self-surveillance; rehearsing how to pronounce words before I said 

them, modifying my accent, teaching myself to eat 'properly,' watching and copying the 

middle classes, remaining passive and silent if I was not sure" (Reay, 1998, p. 16). The 

behaviors one leams in graduate school, then, are distincdy refined and distincdy middle 

class, and are reinforced through punishment, repetition, and reward. 

3. Never, never, never let anyone know you place family above career. (Psychology, 

Ph.D.) 
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Finally, this student mentions an incredibly important unwritten rule about disclosing the 

value of family. One should always display a level of commitment about their degree 

programs and their field of study that is on par with their advisors. And, although many 

faculty members have famiUes, they are all operating under this rule that it does not belong 

in the academy. 

DC: Here your personal anecdotes are irrelevant. What they want to know 
is how well you can recite the literature. I have had feedback from a 
particular professor related to that because classroom discussion helps 
feed into their assessment of you. And that was her evaluation, 'you know, 
we need to hear less of your personal anecdotes and more of your 
understanding of the literature involved.' So there is a certain level of 
critical analysis that they want to see reflected in your oral presentations in 
classroom. I was not quite sure why my professional experiences weren't 
valuable, but I accepted that ... there is not an expectation that I am 
meeting. And so, as a good little student, I went out to try to understand 
what that expectation was and to meet it. And it was only after that I've 
had time to process some of those earlier experiences that I see how they 
fit into the grander scheme. There was this certain socialization or certain 
programming that they were about and how fortunate that I'm older that I 
can go with the flow but not actually have them mess with my mind or my 
sense of self. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This is a powerful account of negotiating the unwritten rule of keeping personal 

experiences outside of the classroom. Though her contributions were not about social 

class, they were about practical information from previous employment. Though this is 

an unwritten rule, it became part of a written evaluation. As a sanction, the professor 

links offering personal information to an academic detriment, or a lack of understanding 

the literature. She concludes that she was able to understand the expectations without it 

'messing' with her mind and sense of self. So, the danger of not understanding these ndes 
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is both physical and psychological. 

LW: I should be able to say, 'wait a minute,' you know, and constantly 
question and challenge the authority. That's just my nature and I'm sure 
my students v/ill do it with me and I expect them to do it with me to an 
extent. But if I'm doing something that's wrong or that's not promoting 
learning then I would hope that they would teU me. Or if I have an idea in 
my head of the way things are and someone else has a different idea they 
should be able to share that with me and I should accept it. And that's 
something that I don't think happens a lot here. I think its sort of a, 'this is 
the way that I see it, and you better see it the way that I see it, too.' It's 
really unspoken. It's very subtle, very manipulative. But it's there. 
(Education, M.A.) 

This student sees a direct connection between questioning authority and learning. When 

she is not able to question a theory or a practice that a professor relays, her learning is not 

being promoted. She sees the unspoken character of this rule to be extremely powerful. 

The manner and ways in which one uses her expressions has been argued as 

classed. "Bourgeois values in the classroom create a barrier, blocking the possibility of 

confrontation and conflict, warding off dissent. Students are often silenced by means of 

their acceptance of class values that teach them to maintain order at aU costs" (hooks, 

1994, p. 178-179). Further, this silence can transform a student. "Initially, this reform of 

affect takes place in the upper classes, within whom increasingly refined manners and 

habits—initially a mechanism of class distinction—are progressively restructuring 

standards of privacy, disgust, shame, and embarrassment" (Kipnis, 1992, p. 377). If these 

students successfully repress and restrain their emotions, not only are they ranked by their 

good behavior, they are another step closer to the professional class. Mosse (1985) writes 

that the middle classes, "perceived their way of life as based upon frugality, devotion to 
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duty, and restraint of the passions, as superior to that of the 'lazy' lower classes" (p.5). 

So, not only are they closer to the professional class if they are restraining their 

expression and emotion, but they are viewed as superior to the lower classes. 

Successful training is powerful, and becomes inscribed on the body in subtle 

ways. "Culture is not inculcated as so much cognitive information (e.g. knowledge, 

values, beliefs), but rather, it is learned with the body and is incorporated into ways of 

doing things (e.g. standing, speaking, eating.) (Snook, 1990, p. 206). Though graduate 

students are learning to grow and develop cognitively, they are also incorporating the 

physical behaviors of the middle class during their graduate training. 

The Importance of Kissing Ass. Along similar Unes of "don't challenge things' is 

the importance of 'kissing ass' in graduate school. Kissing ass, a phrase in this context 

that has to do with deference to faculty members, also has an impact on the human body. 

Graduate students' deferent behaviors show the power dynamics between faculty and 

students that occur daily. 

In Judith RolUns' study (1985) on the relationship between domestic workers and 

their employers, she explains the definition and dynamics of deference. 

Erving Goffman has defined deference as a type of ceremonial activity 
'which fimctions as a symbolic means by which appreciation is regularly 
conveyed to a recipient.' {D}eference is more commonly thought of... 
"as something a subordinate owes to his superordinate." What is 
imponant about deferential behavior between non-equals is that it 
confirms the inequaUty and each party's position in the relationship to the 
other (p. 157-158) 

This is the type of behavior the graduate students describe in this section as 'kissing ass.' 

This section highlights the additional behaviors and actions one must perform in order to 



be successfuffl in the acadeniy. Again, merit as it is previously thought of is becoming 

redefined. 

Lione l Lewis (1975) talks about the myth of merit in the academy in his analysis 

of letters of recommendation of students heading into graduate school. He sees that 

"Academic amd nonacademic qualities are often not delineated; in many assessments they 

are blended im people's minds and seems to be of equal relevance" (1975, p. 80). From 

his research, Ihe sees that "considerable emphasis is placed on characteristics that would 

guarantee sm»ooth surface relationships" (1975, p. 80). He gathers from this analysis that 

"It is altogetlner possible for one to be too aggressive, but it is highly unlikely that one 

could be too submissive" (1975, p. 83). In this study, kissing ass is seen as an important 

part of helpimg a graduate student to get a professor to like them, and in some cases 

determine graides. 

KM: ( An unwritten rule is) the kissing of butt that you have to do in order 
to get through class work; to pass class work. For the most part, it seems 
to me= that tliey (faculty members) base very little on what you are 
produccing academically as much as, or more so, based on how you are 
able too get the instructor to like you. I have one particular class that I 
droppeed and I'm taking again next semester because the woman and I do 
not gest along...Some of the other faculty have said, that this is a person 
that thiey have no control over. That she basically does what she wants. 
CS: W'/hen you take it again, are you taking it with her? 
K.: Tlnere is nothing else. So, yeah. What my classmate keeps telling me 
is, 'okiay we are going to have a side session on how to kiss her butt, and 
get yO'U through that class.' (Nursing, M.S.) 

This student irecognizes the myth of merit and the importance of getting an instructor to 

like you so that you can complete a program successfully. She is advised that she actually 

needs a class - on how to 'kiss butt'! Her fellow classmates are the ones concerned that she 
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is not learning this, and will not make it through her program if she resists. This 

illustrates both her strong support network and the pervasive understanding students have 

of this strategy on how to be successful. 

SH: BCiss aU the professors' asses. Don't let personal opinion even come 
into your education. And, they might tell you up and down that you are 
free to vary, and free to have your own opinions and pursue those 
opinions, but understand that that comes with a very strict leash. It's not. 
You are free to vary as long as you vary within their limitations. 
(Education, M.S.) 

This student notices the lack of freedom to vary in opinion from your professors and a 

lack of freedom to have your own thoughts. Here we see a significant amount of restraint 

around expression related to academic content. The answer this student offers is to 'kiss 

ass.' There are several ways to accomplish this task. As Rollins quotes in her study, 

"Goffman has stated that deference behaviors, as all ceremonial acts, are quite varied in 

character: they may be linguistic, gestural, spatial, task-embedded (related to the attitude 

and manner with which the individual performs tasks), or part of the communications 

structure (who initiates speech, speaks more frequently, receives more attention, et 

cetera). And deference may take the form of avoidance rituals or presentation rituals" 

(1985, p. 158). The importance of these non-meritorious rituals is that they are translated 

into academic worth by professors. 

"[T]hose to whom the middle class aptitude for articulateness and ready 

conviviality comes easily, those with the most estimable pedigree, those whose attitudes 

and behavior are moderate rather than in the extreme—in other words, those who are not 

disreputably distinguishable from others—can expect to be more readily accepted in 



academic circles than are others." (Lewis, 1975, p. 123). These characteristics are seen 

most frequently in faculty letters of recommendations—much needed for their next career 

goal, and are classed. If you are articulate, have a high pedigree, are moderate and 

indistinguishable from others, you are more likely to be accepted in the academic culture. 

Working class women in graduate school leam that they must adopt these behaviors, or 

leam to resist them in ways that ensure their academic success. 

Working-Class Strengths: In Conflict with Graduate Student Culture 

Finally, I ask the women what they bring from their working class and lower-class 

backgrounds that directly contribute to their success in higher education—especially in 

graduate school. Ironically, they see their working class strengths as both contributing to 

their success and in conflict with traditional graduate student training. 

Though many of the women in this study offered weaknesses associated with their 

working class backgrounds, including poor schooling and a weak vocabulary (Jencks, 

1972), many of them had positive things to say about their upbringing. They believe their 

strengths to be their work ethic as well as their broad Ufe perspective. 

Work Ethic: 'If you are not bleeding, than vou can still go on\ Contrary to what 

they see as an academic culture that values something other than hard work, the women 

in this sample had a conmion belief that their work ethic from their working class 

background helped them get ahead in school and stay successful in graduate school. 

CS: What would you say are the strengths from your working-class 
background in graduate school? 
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K.M.: That ability to put my head down and dig my heels in and sa.y, 
basically you are going to have to kick me out if you want me out because 
I'm not leaving. Keep trying. 
CS: (Laughter). You think this is a working-class value? 
K.M.: Yes. (Nursing, M.S.) 

This student describes a persistence that she ties to her working-class background that she 

feels will get her through her graduate program. She is also referring to the weeding-out 

process in graduate school, and how she will remain in her program regardless of any 

attempts by faculty or institutional practices that try to test her worth. 

CC: My parents—my dad in particular would say—don't do it unless you 
are going to do a good job at it. So, I can't — I can't, I can't turn it in a 
shoddy project. I can't turn in a shoddy paper. It doesn't mean it is perfect, 
but I have to at least really put my best effort into it. So, for me I think it 
carries through. It's a different kind of work, obviously, because the work 
I'm doing here is based on ideas, and it is based on concepts and its based 
on values and hope. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student talks about how her working-class work ethic translates into the different 

work ethic in higher education. When she finishes a project or paper, she attempts to 

make it her best work. 

CK: As for grad school, I think that the 'do what it takes' attitude is what 
got me through, although...the 'do what it takes' attitude was actually 
more applicable to my undergrad work. It gave me the energy to work 
three jobs at a time and go to school. I was so determined to get that 
bachelor's. Everyone in my family was counting on me. (Education, 
M.A.) 

This student sees this 'do what it takes' value as a part of her class background as well as 

a necessary motivator to become a symbol of success in her family. 

DC: Always a sense that you work to your full potential. So it would be a 
failure to be lazy. And that's part of the problem that's gotten me into 
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trouble health-wise is because if you are not bleeding, than you can still go 
on. I saw my dad, he had a back problem and should have had surgery, 
but didn't. Very high work ethic. Always take pride in what you do. Half-
assed work was not acceptable. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student describes several characteristics of a high work ethic—not handing in half-

assed work, working until you finish the job—regardless of the pain, and taking pride in 

the work you accomplish. In higher education, it is rare that you would be 'bleeding' 

from working too hard, so she feels her working-class work ethic translates very well into 

her graduate work. 

Their strong work ethic is seen as a contributor to their success when 

accomplishing the large volume of work expected at the graduate level. However, this 

work ethic is in direct conflict with 'kissing ass" in order to succeed in graduate school. 

Since this strong work ethic is central to their identity, perhaps as they attain upward 

mobility as a result of their graduate education there is danger that it might be lost. "[Tin 

the middle class there is another anxiety (in addition to the fear of falling): a fear of inner 

weakness, of growing soft, of failing to strive, of losing discipUne and will. Even the 

affluence that is so often the goal of all this striving becomes a threat, for it holds out ±e 

possibiUty of hedonism and self-indulgence" (Ehrenreich, 1989, p. 15). Losing their 

identity as hard workers may result in them buying into the myths of equal opportunity 

and individual ability. 

Different Perspective. Many students beUeve that their working and lower-class 

experiences bring a broader perspective to higher education. This broader perspective 

includes an understanding of life outside of the academy, a practical understanding of 
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some research projects discussed in the classroom, and an understanding and access to 

people of different races, nationalities and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

SM/EM: I'm more willing to talk about it. Maybe from an empowered 
place that I can share things with people. And maybe be a little self-
righteous at times. About class issues... So I guess saying this, and seeing 
how hard my family has worked. And just seeing this very unequal 
perspective. Ajid I get really mad at people who don't recognize class 
perspectives or they think it's something else. I guess I just want everyone 
to know. (Education, M.A.) 

This student recognizes that there is ignorance around class issues in graduate education 

and she finds it imperative to bring the issue up and talk about it from her perspective, or 

it may not be brought up at all. 

CJ: (Describing an argument with a fellow graduate student in a class) He 
said, 'what makes you think you are so special that you can come to 
school because of athletics?' And, I was like, 'Usten here, I can guarantee 
you that if I didn't get an athletic scholarship, I was not coming to 
college.' And, he goes, "well, you could have worked for it.' You don't 
understand, when you are coming from an environment where you either 
go this way or you go this way—^you don't work a job to go to school. 
Because you know you'll never work enough to pay it off... Coming from 
the inner city. You have to encourage people who have a certain ability. 
Encourage them to use it to get an education that way. I was just so 
furious. I was just going to slap him across his face. I was like, 'I'm not 
putting you down for working how many jobs you had to work to get 
through school.' Different strokes for different folks. But, when you come 
from the inner city, you are not going to hold 3 jobs to go to school. 
Because you don't see the long-term goal that way. Very few people do. I 
can't say that for all. But, not many do—or understand...(Education, 
Ph.D.) 

This student describes in detail a different perspective she brought up about race, class 

and athletic scholarships in a class discussion. She explains the behavior of those in the 

lower class as not planning long term. She also explains that she may not have had the 
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opportunity to attend college if she did not have an athletic scholarship. As a Ph.D. 

student, she becomes the product of contested outreach like affirmative action, athletic 

scholarships, and financial aid. She tries to argue to her feUow classmate that these 

programs are useful. She mentions that it is somewhat of a duty of those who come from 

lower-class backgrounds—to educate those in higher education. 

SH: I get really offended when the professor is an ass like. Dr. X he'll be 
in a bad mood and be mean and I'll say something to him. I'll say, 'you 
know we all have lives outside here too.' And that's what I bring. I bring a 
sense of I'm not just a grad student, there's other stuff to. And, I'm not 
going to let you tell me that if my mom had a stroke, 'oh wait, here, you 
have a test next week you need to stay here and do that.' You know what 
I mean? I'm not going to let you change my priorities for me. It pisses a 
lot of professors off. But, in the same regard it's my life. I don't think I 
was put on this earth to make other people happy. (Education, M.S.) 

This student feels she offers her sense of a broader perspective on life priorities to the 

academy. She demonstrates a lack of a public/private division, (a bourgeois goal) and 

how she cannot separate this in her own life. 

DC: When I meet with my families (in her research study), they are all 
lower income, by definition, that is how they qualify, so I can relate to 
what they have and where they are. But I also see some of them using me 
as a role model or a sounding board. So what I will do with discussions 
about the fannily is 1) always preserving their integrity and pride and not 
treating them just like they are research subjects. And I talk about that in 
the research group and I demand that in terms of how we treat the 
family...Part of it is they (the families) feel very intimidated by us from 
UX. So they don't know how to say 'this is a problem for me' without 
feeUng like they are complaining or that they don't have the right to do 
that. And so part of what I try to do is to empower them by sajdng, 'here 
is my phone number. If you have questions along the way feel free to call 
me.' And sometimes it is just a referral for child care or social services 
questions. My feeling is that is not my role as a researcher, but it is my 
role as a Latina who is in a position of privilege. (Education, Ph.D.) 
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This student offers two important ways that her background has helped her in graduate 

school. First, she has influence over her research group and demands certain \»vays of 

respecting the lower-income famiUes that they are required to study; Secondly, shce works 

with the families beyond the role of researcher and helps them with issues they are too 

intimidated to bring up to other graduate researchers. She violates the invisible line 

between community and academe, and points to her lower class background as to why 

this is important to her. 

KG: ...In my stress and ethnic minority classes right now, Fm like 'ohi 
god, they think I'm horrible, but I just have to say this because they're; 
missing the point," because we were just talking about what it's like to go
to a clinic. Well you know, I know what it's like. I had to go to these: 
clinics. I know how awful it is. So it's not a theoretical thing. I know what: 
you're talking about. Which is kind of hard because people who haven't, 
they're like 'well you know when you go, what happens?' Trying to ask. 
these questions because they're trying to get their hands around some of" 
these things. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student understands tliat her classmates lack an understanding of what poor 

minorities experience in health clinics and are depending on theory to answer questions 

related to their experiences. She feels that she must inform them of her p»ractical 

experience or they would 'miss the point' or not leam from what was offered in thte class. 

She points out the lack of understanding about race and class in graduate student 

curriculum and training, and inserts her knowledge to inform her colleagues—sooiething 

she feels they are not getting from the theory, the professors, or each other. 
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Many of the women in this section talk about how they have a different 

perspective than those in the academy and the ways in which they have utilized this 

perspective in educating others. They understand that their perspective is related to their 

social class background and they are met with a variety of reactions including hostility 

and indifference, and are sometimes met gratefully for adding a learning opportunity to 

the discussion. 

When Habitus Prevails: Those Who Don't Offer Their Broader Perspective 

Unfortunately, several students mentioned that though they value their different 

and broader perspective, they are embarrassed or ashamed to disclose their personal 

experience or their personal opinions are not welcome or solicited in their graduate 

programs. These experiences illuminate a depiction of graduate student culture that is 

class ignorant and reinforce a hierarchy of expertise between student and faculty member. 

C: Was there ever a time in your graduate education where you can 
identify where you had to tell somebody, or a group of people that you 
were from a working-class or poor background? 
AC: No. I have never. The issue has come up in group, but not personally, 
and I don't offer that information. You don't wash your clothes out on the 
streets. We were taught 'keep your dirty laundry inside.' And, I don't. I 
don't see any need to do that. Because people will—their responses, I 
don't care for. (Nursing, M.S.) 

This student mentions that she does not bring up her perspective for two reasons—first 

because she understands class issues as 'dirty laundi-y,' and second that she does not like 

the way people have responded to her in the past when she has participated on a personal 

level. 
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CS: Have you ever relayed your personal background in these discussions 
as to why you think certain things? 
CB: Probably not. (pause) I have been more comfortable talking about 
socioeconomic status in a general stance rather than personalized it. 
Because it seems like personalizing it does two things—one is it 
diminishes the impact of what you are saying because people think of it as, 
"she is just 'X'. She is talking from just 'X'.' If you were talking about 
personal experiences with depression while you're studying depression, 
you can make your point and people can hear better if you don't 
personalized it. The other issue is, I'm not sure I want everybody to know 
that personal information. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student has learned to firame her personal experiences in theory or general comments 

rather than personalize them. She cloaks the information and has learned that if you 

personalize comments in the academy, they are valued less. Part of her graduate school 

training has taught her not to share her personal perspective even though it may inform 

the discussion. 

C.S.: So you've never really had a chance to offer what your background 
is? 
S.R.: No...I have to say Fm pretty quiet about it... I don't really...I don't 
know why I don't actually now that you mention it...I think it would be 
relevant, at least with some of the clinical work we've done. 
C.S.: Why would you think it would be relevant, in what way? 
S.R.: Just because...! think if you come from a middle class or an upper 
class background you don't really have a good perception of what...why 
these particular people you are working with clinically have these sorts of 
problems, and why survival-based things are much more important than 
clinical-psychology type things. You just want to leam to survive first 
before you work out why you're depressed. I think its hard for a person 
that comes from an upper-class background to understand what it means to 
have to have four jobs, and have three kids and all that sort of thing. 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student realizes that her perspective would actually be meaningful in her graduate 

classes, but she has never offered. She doesn't find a reason for why she is quiet about 
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her background. From what others have mentioned in this section, it may be because she 

does not feel like her comments belong in the academic setting, or she may not be willing 

to disclose her socioeconomic background to her colleagues. She demonstrates the reflex 

of restraint learned in graduate school—a reflex that simultaneously denies her working 

class knowledge and reinforces class ignorance in the classroom. 

Most of those that have not participated on a personal level in graduate school feel 

that either their experience does not belong in discussions, or that it needs to be disguised 

as legitimate theory or research in order to be palatable to those in the academy. Still, 

those who do not share their experiences silently feel that they have strength in their 

broad perspective since they feel that they have more real life experience than their 

classmates. 

Summary 

The women in this study described complex and contradictory feelings and 

experiences about their graduate student training. They have described a culture that is 

supportive, yet unfair; an environment that both supports and hinders learning; rules that 

are powerful and oppressive, and ignore or directly conflict with working class values 

and experiences. 

Some students demonstrate that it is possible to be outside of this culmre/training 

and still remain in and complete their programs successfully. However, none of the 

students who saw themselves outside of the culture were in the highly ranked sciences or 

science heavy psychology fields. Golde (2000) concludes in her study that the, "absence 
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of academic integration contributes more to doctoral student attrition than absence of 

social integration" (p. 222). So, though it is not essential to be embedded in the culture 

of a lower-status department (such as Education) to complete a degree, essential aspects 

of professional class training will be missing. However, it does not seem to be an option 

to eru-oll in a high-ranked department (such as Genetics) part time. 

These students observe a hierarchy in their programs and institutions based on a 

range of factors that one must figure out, including race, gender and mannerisms. Though 

many of these students have a difficult time 'figuring out' what is going on in the 

academy and how students are judged, they soon realize that in order to be successful, 

you have to do things outside of traditional meritorious acts of hard work and good 

grades. 

LD: There is a language and an inside knowledge that you have to acquire 
or you cannot survive. 
CS: Non-survival would mean what? You would be axed? 
LD.: You would be axed, or you would drop out on your own... 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

Many of these students at some point in their programs struggled with merit. 

Merit becomes something else—it is not just good grades and hard work—it becomes 

networking with colleagues, following the rules of the department, and restraining 

manners and emotions. They leam that an integral part of merit is showing deference to 

faculty members. They advise it to each other, and they teach each other through 

supportive networks about this deference. Merit becomes measiurable behavior that is 

inscribed on the human body in infinitesimal ways—to the point where deference 

becomes a reflex. 
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It is essential in order to fit into the professional middle class, and to ensure that 

you reproduce the class, that you reinvent the concept of merit. Those from working class 

backgrounds see success in different terms and struggle with transforming their ideas of 

merit into political strategies such as 'kissing ass/ Reinventing merit may be one of the 

most significant and powerful acts of professional closure since it involves a long and 

tedious process of discovery and defines personal worth.. 

Those who do not understand the culture and unwritten rules of graduate school, 

or who choose not to abide by them, are disruptive. "Many of them (upper and middle-

class students) equate loud talk or interruptions with rude and threatening behavior" 

(hooks, 1994, p. 187). Disruption, the way the women in this study describe it, resembles 

learning—class participation, questioning faculty, voicing disagreements, and 

employment outside the department. Punishment for disrupting the culture comes in the 

form of lower grades, bad reputations, and thwarting completion of significant steps in 

the degree-awarding process. Punishment also becomes inscribed on the body—silence, 

restraint, and avoidance became normal behaviors in the face of dissonance. 

The strengths these women disclose as helpful to their graduate education 

include their work ethic and their broad perspective on life. The women beHeve that 

these strengths distinguish them from those both in the middle class and above, as well 

as from their non-college-educated working-class peers. The women in this study find 

that though they don't always offer their broader perspective—perhaps because of the 

cultural training—they do continue to be proud of their work ethic. This work ethic is not 

punished, but rather, not rewarded. Regardless of this lack of recognition, they feel it is 
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important and adds to their academic success, as well as distinguishes them from middle 

class and upper class students in a way that reveals pride in their social class background. 



CHAPTER? 

How Mobility Feels 

I have argued that these women become professional middle class in part by their 

cultural training in graduate school. Successful indoctrination of the culture of graduate 

school is when their mannerisms, behavior, and physical bodies change in response to 

power and when they understand and then reinvent (or re-code) the rules of merit. 

Having identified where and when it happens, I now try and understand how 

mobility feels. Elizabeth Higginbotham (1988) has noticed a lack of analysis of 

individual mobility in studies. Most studies on social mobility "have not examined 

subjective experiences of mobility—how it feels, and what are the personal costs" (p. 10). 

I pursue this to acknowledge that individual mobility occurs with sacrifice and loss as 

well as gain. Ryan and Sackrey (1996) acknowledge this tension in upward mobility as 

well. ''Central to this movement (from one cultural network to another) is not only that 

social promotion involves engaging new circumstances and new cultural networks, but 

that the old and new ones are antagonistic and conflictual...this is the key to 

comprehending the contradictory experience of upward mobility" (p. 103). More 

explicitly, those moving from the working class into the middle class are also moving 

into a position "of working-class subordination to a position of control over the working 

class" (Higginbotham and Weber, 1992). These mobility experiences illuminate a more 

complex role that higher education plays when designed as the 'vehicle for social 

mobility,' especially when family and fnends are included in the analysis of the mobility 

process. 



I learned in my pilot interviews that to ask the question directly, "how does your 

upward social mobility feeH" is a sure way not to get an answer! In this wave of 

interviews, I asked the women instead to identify the moment at which they knew they 

were no longer working class. Although I was assuming one instant, I was also hoping to 

gather stories and multiple ways of articulating the mobility experience. 

Other ways that I address feelings of mobility is through these women's 

relationship with their parents, family members, and friends from their working-class 

backgrounds and homes. I understood that the mobility these women experienced might 

have affected others around them. "Three major themes are seen to characterize the 

mobility experiences of White women and people of color. They are: the simultaneous 

experiences of multiple forms of oppression (class, race, and gender); the significance of 

affiliations with family, conununity, and the race; and unique personal costs and 

struggles" (Higginbotham, 1988, Abstract). Though about half of these women felt that 

their families were proud of them for their academic achievements, almost every student 

in this sample admitted that their family had no understanding of graduate school. Several 

had families who questioned their decisions to continue their education—some explicitly 

stating that it was a waste of time. This analysis not only helps to illustrate the emotions 

and feelings involved in these distinct separate moments of separation, but also the gap 

and tension between intellectuals and the working class. 

The analysis of these questions reveals the complex feelings and contradictions 

involved in upward social mobility. 
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Moments of Mobility 

To have these women assess and articulate their mobility, I asked them the 

question, "At what moment did you know you would be better off status-wise or 

financially than how you grew up?" or, "At what point did you realize you were no 

longer working class?" Since so many women had difficulty defining their class 

background, this was a test of class-consciousness—an admission that they had indeed 

moved up from somewhere on the social economic scale. Most of the women were able 

to articulate some moment or a period in their life when they understood that they were in 

a higher social class than their family. They revealed that their acquisition of more money 

and security, their bachelor's degrees, and their ability to purchase things (consume) were 

the indicators that they were better off than how they grew up. The experiences they 

mentioned and the access to comfort, security and abiUty to consume were tied directly to 

their educational attainment and accomplishments. However, approximately 20% 

revealed that they did not think they were better off —or ever would be—than their 

parents. 

More Money. The majority of students understood they were no longer working 

class because of their access to more money. Some had graduate stipends that were 

comparable to their parents salaries while they were growing up, some understood that 

their potential to make more money in the future was great, and some were currently 

giving money back to their families. 
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DC: It was probably after I graduated from college...during my first full-
time position...I somehow saw my dad's retirement papers and his annual 
salary was approximately what I was starting with. And, that was because 
of the bachelor's degree. It was a conflict for me to feel that I was making 
more money than my father—because I felt that he had worked so hard 
and had done so much for us and surely he was worth more than these 
people had been giving him all this time. That has always stayed with me. 
That is when it all came home. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This smdent understands in this moment that her education provided her the opportunity 

of a salary and position that were higher than her father's, that salary was tied to worth, 

and that she was not so sure that this was a fair system of compensation. She is struck 

with the power of an educational degree as well as a sense of guilt for raising above her 

hard-working family. 

MS: Probably it was in graduate school and my boj^riend left the 
program. He left with a master's and works in a pharmacology company. 
He is actually making quite a bit of money. And that was probably the first 
time I realized that even if I stopped now I could get a job that would 
ensure that I would be very comfortable. And, I would be a lot better off 
than when I was growing up. (Science, Ph.D.) 

This student in Microbiology and Immunology and Molecular Genetics is pleasantly 

surprised when she realizes that she does not need to complete her education to make a 

better living than her family. Her experience and training in the sciences is enough to 

provide her with a position in the industry that would make her a lot of money. 

CM: Probably in Higher Ed 601 
CS: Seriously? 
CM: Seriously! I just didn't know anything about this. I didn't know about 
salary ranges. We read a couple of articles, and it said the average salary 
range for someone with a Ph.D., and I'm like, 'WOAH!' And, it is not a 
lot. You and I both know it is not a lot, but for me, it's a lot. (Education, 
Ph.D.) 
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This student is also pleasantly surprised when she realizes her potential worth in a 

graduate-level introduction to higher ecSucation class. She also understands that in the 

broadest picture of professional salaries, a Ph.D. in Education is not the highest, but it is 

still higher than what her parents were ab»le to attain. 

JB: Being able to give them (family members) money—extra money—and 
being able to make my mom's can: payments for her. Being able to help my 
dad out when he needed it. He couldn't always pay the bills. I think the 
money thing really did it. (Health Sciences, M.S.) 

This student realizes that she is in a betteir place economically when she is able to provide 

her parents with money from her graduarte stipend. She also introduces a common theme 

found in this study of women giving back to their families financially once in graduate 

school. 

SM: I might be able to swing it a*id be all right. Not always have to worry 
about money. But, you know part of me says, 'you know what? That is not 
really important.' As long as I have a comfortable place to live and I can 
take a vacation once in a while. I think it's much more important that I 
enjoy what I do. (Education, Ph.ED.) 

This student understands that at this point in her life, she will not always have to worry 

about money. She also reveals that its caDreifort and leisure that are important to her, not 

having a lot of money. 

It is not enough to have more momey to be upwardly social mobile, just as it is not 

enough to classify SES by income alone. However, these saidents understand an increase 

in money as an important part of comparing their social achievement with family 

members. 
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Giving Back 

Though this is not an explicitly understood moment of mobility, several students 

mentioned that they are giving back money to their families—in the form of direct cash 

as well as savings plans ('nest eggs') for younger members of the family. 

SH: I was paying for part of my sister's wedding cuz obviously my mom 
couldn't afford to help her. So, I decided to take the place of that and paid 
for—I basically paid for all the stuff a parent should. And, then so, I 
worked two jobs to help her. I working about 50 hours a week at 
Rosemont, and 20 hours a week here, and then full time grad school. 
(Education, M.S.) 

This smdent assumes the responsibility of a parent by paying for part of her sister's 

wedding. She is able to do this because of her professional position at a school, and from 

her graduate stipend. 

SM/EM: But I feel a big responsibility now that the more money I make. 
and I think my husband is the same way...We feel a big responsibility to 
support our families. So someday when we're both making a lot of money. 
we are going to send our parents regular checks, we are going to help them 
out. It is really important to us. (Education, M.A.) 

This student is anticipating in her future that she and her husband will make enough 

money to support their families. 

TO: I sorta look at it also in the context that whatever I make will be to 
help them (grandparents) for as long as they are still living. My family is 
very important to me. (Education, Ph.D.) 

Though this smdent is not currently giving money, she has a long-term plan of giving 
back to her family. 
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MS: Its always been this running dialogue between my mom and I that I 
will be making money one day and supporting her, and showing her a life 
she's never had. (Science, Ph.D.) 

This student anticipates a time that her mother can experience pleasure and leisure— 

something she has never had. 

Mostly all of the students who were currendy giving back to their families or that 

have plans to were under the age of 30, and were from various racial backgrounds. This 

data contradicts that of Higginbotham and Weber (1992) who found that upwardly 

mobile white working class women were least likely to feel that they owed their family 

when compared to upwardly mobile black working-class women and middle-class white 

women (p. 430). 

Education. The next most popular response to the mobility inquiry regarded 

women students' educational attainment—mosdy bachelor's degrees. Similar to subjects 

in Coleman and Rainwater's (1978) study, 'They seemed eager to credit education as 

crucial to their status gains, giving their schooling central attention in the story of how 

their lives had become easier and better than their parents" (p. 230). The students in my 

sample simply understood that they had an opportunity their parents did not have and 

understood that higher education opened doors and provided opportunities for them. 

BCP: My mom recently told me of her disappointment in not receiving a 
promotion. 'You have to have a college degree,' she said...The difference 
in pay is nearly triple. She was particularly upset because she had met the 
same goals that managers must meet to gain promotion...! knew that I 
could walk off the street tomorrow and get that job. It is completely unfair. 
It makes me sick. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 
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This student comes to the realization that because of her education, she is more valuable 

in the job market than her mother. She has an adverse reaction to this because she 

understands both her mother's worth and the value of extensive experience. 

CD: Probably sophomore year when I got a grant to do a research project 
through the Humanities program. And I was amazed. I was like, 'people 
actually get grants to write papers?' It was unbeknownst to me. I think I 
realized there that I was getting the opportunity they (parents) did not get 
at all. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student starts to understand her worth and her educational opportunities at the 

undergraduate level. As a first-generation student, she has not been exposed to many of 

the tangible benefits of intangible (academic) work. 

AT: I had an 'aha!' moment here in graduate school just realizing how 
flexible people's time is and how little work. And, some professors, you 
rarely see them. And, I thought, 'I can't leave. Now, I cannot leave 
academia. I have to stay. Somehow.' To go from this to a 9-5 job, I'm not 
going to be happy. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student understands that some of the benefits of a higher education include more 

autonomy and what she perceives as less work. 

MS: When I was in college, I knew that if —when I finish college—even if 
I didn't finish graduate school, I already had a better life than I did 
previously. (Science, Ph.D.) 

This student understands that even a brief relationship with graduate school provides her 

with more opportunities and a better life than if she didn't have any exposure to higher 

education. 

The findings in this analysis direcdy agree with those authors who argue for equal 

access and opportunity to attend college so that those who attend and succeed will have 
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more economic opportunities and live a better life (London, 1992, Padron 1992, Levine 

and Nidiffer, 1996). These students also fulfilled their parents' wish that they would 

attend college. Many of these parents don't understand the value of a graduate education, 

but are proud that their daughters could have an opportunity to receive a college 

education. 

Overall, the feelings associated with their increase in money and their 

accomplishments in higher education are positive. Students are pleasantly surprised, they 

feel more secure, and look forward to their future. They feel conflicted only when they 

understand that their economic worth is greater than that of their parents. 

Consumption. Some students mention their ability and freedom to consume as an 

indicator of their mobility. Of course, this involves having more resources and money, 

but the ability to consume reveals a contrast with what they were able to provide or 

accumulate prior to their education. 

DD: (In graduate school) I didn't have to worry so much about the pot of 
spaghetti—that it must last a week. As a student (undergraduate) I really 
felt that poverty thing. 
CS: So there was a moment that you went to the store that you could put 
some stuff in the cart. 
DD: Yeah I Yeah! Right! I could buy something that my mom would 
usually gasp at and I would put it in my basket. And bought more of them. 
What the heU, I like it. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 

This student understands a change in her mobility from undergraduate to graduate school 

that relates to food consumption. She also understands that this change in her 

consumption would be met with disappointment from her mother. She concludes that she 

has the freedom to do it anyway—a freedom she feels she has worked for and deserves. 
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SM/EM: Food was really carefully planned at my house. I couldn't just go 
and make spaghetti, because there was a plan for that—for those noodles. 
You can't just have anything you want -when you come home. There might 
be a plan for those potatoes...! figured that since going to college, I would 
get a good job, make good money, and not have to struggle like my 
parents did. (Education, M.A.) 

This student also understands her gained status as one related to the consumption of food. 

She sees the rationing of food as related to class struggle and sees her education as a way 

of moving away from this. 

TO: Now that I'm part of graduate school and working so much—things 
like being able to buy clothes that I want, being able to buy something 
nice for my mother or grandparents, being able to buy a computer. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

This smdent sees her mobility as tied to her ability to purchase items for herself and her 

family. Her jobs related to her graduate education are providing her with enough money 

and freedom to purchase these items. 

These students identify ability and economic freedom to purchase more things as 

an economic step up. Coleman and Rainwater (1978) found similar results in their smdy 

of social mobility, "Over and over, four points were made as proof of the improved 

status: a higher-paying job, a better house and neighborhood, more money available for 

education of the children, and more for recreation—for travel, vacations, and going out to 

eat" (p. 229). All evident markers for increased social mobility in their suidy were 

consumable—products, homes, and vacations. In my study, so much of the consumption 

mentioned regarded food. One working class author commented, "If I ate seconds, maybe 

I was eating my sister's dress" (Black, 1995, p. 17). Food rationing seems to be the most 
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impressionable sign reflecting the scarcity of money in their families. Therefore, not 

having to ration food becomes one of the most impressionable signs of success. 

Don't Think I am or Ever Will Be 

There are a small but significant number of students who did not think they were 

currently better off status-wise or financially than their parents. Most of these students' 

parents became socially mobile without a higher education because they invested well, 

had a good retirement package, and/or did not accumulate debt. 

LV: I haven't decided that (I have moved up) at all...Actually, when I 
think about where my siblings are now, we're all in our thirties, and I 
would almost say that education is inversely related to financially where 
everyone is at. My brother didn't finish college...and, financially, I don't 
know what his bank account situation is, but he has a house, they have two 
cars, and he has a really nice house. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student compares her situation with a sibling that does not have an education, and 

deduces that her education actually got in the way of her upward social mobility. She 

highlights items her brother is able to consume as a comparison for her status. 

CC: They (my parents) invested extremely well. So, while they are not 
rich, they are very comfortably secure...And, their retirement—don't 
anticipate reaching that level. I'm going to come out of here with debts. 
I'm going to come out of here making about the same as when I left. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

This student also sees her investment in a graduate degree as being inversely related to 

her financial situation, especially because of her student loan and credit card debts. She 

compares her worth with her pjurents in terms of money. 
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Two students who mentioned that they were not better off than how they grew up 

mentioned that the values they learned growing up poor were some of the most important 

things they have ever learned. 

CE: No. Fm not better off than how I grew up. 
CS: Ok, why? 
CE: Because I value my years on the farm. Of being poor. Of learning 
about the earth... There are very, ver>' many valuable things and 
experiences that have contributed to my life; I would never have been the 
person I am today if I had not had them. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 

This student appears to place a lower value on status and money when compared to 

lessons learned from her working-class background. This is an important comment that 

reveals pride in working-class values. 

SH: I don't think I'm any better off now than when I grew up. I thinlc that 
if I had not grown up the way I grew up, I might be a shit-head snot like 
half the grad students I know. (Education, M.S.) 

Similarly, this student is referring to an attitude that is different from those in the 

academy. She also is referring to values and behavior and sees an advatatage to her 

working-class background. 

A couple of students did not feel completely convinced that they had arrived into 

a higher economic bracket because diey felt fraudulent. 

DD: Sometimes I feel I don't deserve certain things...! don't feel like I've 
arrived...Sometimes I think, 'if they (colleagues in academia) only Iknew 
what I thought about'...They'd see. I don't know if other people have that 
imposter syndrome. (Nursing, Ph.D.) 
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This student feels like she has not yet arrived into a higher socioeconomic class because 

she still feels like she is working class. She is concerned that others would reject her if 

they knew how different she was from them. Implicit in this is that she has not yet been 

•found out' and has been able to 'pass' as belonging in the academy and in the 

professional middle class. 

SM/EM: As far as middle class, I probably pretty much put myself there. 
But some days I really don't feel that way. I feel like my hair doesn't do 
the right thing; my clothes don't do the right thing... I used to work with 
somebody who was upper middle-class. And she just seemed to have the 
right style. The right type of clothes. They just fit a certain way. Her 
hair, everything was just perfect. And I just thought, I will never be that 
way...I've always had acne. People with money don't have acne. 
(Education, M.A.) 

I highlight this student's quote again to show how she sees her placement in ±e middle 

class as not fixed, but variable depending on how she feels and appears. Similarly to 

feeling like an imposter, this student talks about not doing the 'right thing'—the middle 

class thing—with her body and clothes. She reveals that there is middle class way of 

behaving and appearing that she recognizes, but cannot always imitate. 

Students that felt they had gained a higher status than their parents had various 

reasons for feeling this way. Some parents had become socially mobile through investing, 

growing their small businesses, or saving money. Others felt that their working-class 

backgrounds were more valuable than the professional training they received. Finally, 

others felt that though they had the symbols of upward mobility—better jobs, and a 

higher education—they were missing something from truly appearing and being middle 

class. 
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These women were told that education is imperative to moving up—a guarantee 

that they would be better off than their parents. To some of these women, education was 

not a path to a better life, but rather, more debt, high opportunity costs, and a less than 

favorable training ground. All of the students that felt that they had not achieved mobility 

or were unsure about their mobility were from the low-status fields of Education and 

Nursing. Though my sample from the sciences and lab-heavy Psychology fields is small, 

the students in these fields felt that they had clearly achieved social mobility as a result of 

their graduate programs. 

Relationships with Familv During Mobilitv: Svmbols of Class Antagonisms 

I asked the students to describe the way their parents or family members 

responded to their decision to attend graduate school to determine the ways in which their 

family interpreted their upward mobility. I also asked them how they communicated to 

family about graduate school experiences and their research topics. In their responses, the 

women disclosed a communication gap between themselves and their families that 

revealed a complex aspect of their mobility process. Most parents did not understand the 

existence or purpose of graduate school, and required multiple explanations of their 

daughter's pursuits. Many of the women in this study felt like they had to change the way 

they talked to their family members and friends at home who remained in the working 

class in order to be understood, or in order to fit back into their previous setting. 

Doesn't Understand, or Misunderstands. The majority of the women's parents, 

family members, and friends who remained in the working class do not understand what 
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graduate school is, or why one would choose to enroll. Those family and friends who are 

supportive of the decision to attend graduate school misunderstand the activities or 

ultimate career path of the women I interviewed. 

KP.: My mother made a comment that she never knew that it worked that 
way. She thought that if you were willing to pay for the education that 
they would go and take you. My dad was the proud father. He was just 
saying 'with all things that you have done! They should take you! All the 
interesting places you have been!' you should take my daughter. 
(Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student is referring to the multiple times she applied and was rejected from a certain 

graduate program. Her mother and father did not understand the level of academic 

excellence and experience needed in order to be accepted into a graduate program. Her 

mother describes a similar admission process to community colleges. Her father is 

referring to her travel experience and an undergraduate degree in Biology that allowed 

her to do marine biology research in Florida. 

CM: I had explained every httle—yeah, I had to explain everything. It's 
so funny, the whole understanding thing, no kidding, my mom is in town 
right now, and, just two days ago, she said, 'now, I feel stupid asking this 
but, what is a dissertation?" (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student has a parent who is supportive of her decision to pursue a graduate degree, 

but doesn't understand the steps involved in obtaining this degree. Like many students in 

this study, she finds herself having to describe or translate the process, details, and 

terminology involved in receiving a doctorate degree. As she translates, she is 

simultaneously giving her experience meaning and substance. 
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CB: They don't ask a lot of questions, so I don't have to answer much. 
And even when they do ask questions, and I give the answers, a couple of 
months later they will be talking and I will realize that they have not 
understood a word that I said. 
CS: Can you give me an example? 
CB: Well with my father, I can give an example of my husband's 
research—that is the one that comes to mind. We have told them that he 
studies depression and the treatment of acupuncture for depression. And, 
he did spots on television, and they actually saw the spots on television. 
We've actually talked about some of his other psychophysiology suiff. 
Several months later, he's talking to a friend saying that my husband is 
head of epileptic research at the University Medical Center. How he got 
from 'A' to 'B' I don't know. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student talks about the way that her father misinterpreted her husband's academic 

role. This may not only reveal the lack of understanding of academic merit and structure, 

but also a lack of need or interest in specializing. So, according to this parent, if you work 

at a university in psychology, you can work in any area or department related to health. 

That this is a ridiculous leap of logic to this student reveals the importance to 

professionals of specializing terms and roles and the extensive training in language it 

takes to understand these specializations. 

DC: When it came time to doing the Ph.D., I sat down with them (her 
parents) a couple of times to talk about what I do; and it is stiU in their 
minds that I am taking classes. So, after the classes 1 tried to explain to 
them where you go in terms of research. And to them, it was just the job 
that I was working at. And one time last year, mom says, 'write down for 
me what it is that you are doing over there. And what your degree is 
going to be because people ask me all the time and I don't know what to 
tell them.' So I initiallv I had said when I finished mv degree I will be 
able to be a professor at the university. So, that was the easiest thing for 
them to understand. That was concrete enough for them to understand. 
They said, 'Oh, this is good!' (Education, Ph.D.) 
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This student made several attempts to explain the process of her graduate degree to her 

parents. She was finally able to explain it to them by describing her ultimate career goal 

without using specialized language. 

TG: So my mom really tries to understand, although in all fairness to her I 
do a lot of stuff on the more biological side with humans—immune system 
functioning and endocrine functioning, so it's much more complex. Unless 
you have the background in biology, you can't really understand. So, in all 
fairness to her there's not much of way she could really understand—^but I 
never even get to that level of detail with most of my family. School is 
school to them—you take tests, you read books, and you study and that's 
it. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

This student describes her parents as understanding the concept of school in terms of 

taking tests, writing papers, and getting grades. But, they struggle with the idea of 

research and tend to see it as a job separate from their academic progress. This student 

admits that the sciences are difficult to understand in general and impUes that even if her 

parents were coUege educated, they would have difficulty understanding her research. 

For the most part, the women in this section had parents who were supportive of their 

decisions to attend graduate school, even though they did not understand the purpose or 

their daughters' career goals. The students reveal that their parents lack a whole level of 

sophistication when it comes to understanding how graduate school relates to 

professional entry. Parents more familiar with the academy may have been able to offer 

them suggestions that strengthened their graduate school application and experiences in 

order to further their academic goals. 

Changes Language. In order to communicate with parents, avoid conflict, or in 

order to appear not too intelligent, these women find themselves changing the way they 
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talk when around family and friends from home. They notice that even their sense of 

humor has changed. "A middle-class child goes from the language of home to the 

language of school without disruption...Working-class children wherever they grow 

up...will not be able to move from the language of home to the language of school 

without disruption " (Zandy, 1995, p. 5). 

SM/EM: Being really into school, my conversation changes, my words 
change when I go back. The things I talk about change. And, it is 
embarrassing to me sometimes—when my husband let my family know 
that we watch foreign films, for example, because I don't want them to 
know. I don't want them to make judgments. Or, I don't want to feel that 
separation—that barrier between us. (Education, M.A.) 

This student reveals important reasons for why she changes her language around her 

family: she is embarrassed, she doesn't want to be judged, and she doesn't want to feel 

separated from them. Her comment on foreign films illustrates a cultural difference in 

consumption that would be visible to her family. But, it also illustrates the culture of a 

higher class—a class that her family may recognize as oppressive, and she does not want 

to admit or reveal this as she becomes socially mobile. Bourdieu (1984) sees this process 

of acquiring new language, mannerisms, and other cultural cues as a natural part of 

learning the (classed) habitus underlying higher education systems. "Hence the students 

become more like each other, and less like their diverse backgrounds" (Harker, 1990, p. 

91-92). 

AT: My cousin and my sister mentioned that they don't know what I do. 
And I didn't realize that until they said it...my main issues was, 'what kind 
of communication is or is not going on that you don't know what I do?' I 
was a bit shocked. 'How long have you existed like this? And why haven't 
you asked me? Why is this the first time I am hearing that you don't know 
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what Fm doing?' 
C: Do you think part of it was that they don't understand or that they are 
intimidated? 
AT: No. I felt Uke it was communicating that I was doing my own thing 
and that I had removed myself or distanced myself from the family. 
(Education, Ph.D.) 

This student attempts to bridge the communication gap with her family members. She is 

shocked by their lack of understanding, maybe in part because she has not realized that 

she has changed or become socially mobile. Her expectation is that they should take the 

initiative to approach her when they do not understand something. 

A couple of students fell silent when trying to communicate their academic 

interests or experiences with their family members. 

CM: I've never been one that's talked about, well, with the exception of 
this, my achievements in school. Part of the reason is, I don't want my 
parents to feel bad, I know that sounds really strange. 
CS: Why would they feel bad? 
CM: There have been a couple of occasions when I was at Bradley, and 
maybe because it was my attitude, or my pride, that my mom would say 
something like, 'just because you have this degree or just because you are 
in college, you think you know more?' And, after hearing just a couple of 
those comments, it really made me be careful. I don't share a lot. I don't 
talk about my grades. I don't talk about my CPA. Or, how well I did in 
this class; I just don't do that. (Education, Ph.D.) 

This student would rather be silent tlian risk losing her parents respect and approval. She 

received a message from them early on that she was appearing like a 'show off for being 

educated. Her mother infers that she is becoming Uke all college smdents and is 

attempting to reinsert her parental power over her. She becomes threatened by her 

daughter's upward mobility. "What this transformation (entering a higher social class 

than their parents) invites the child to do is to desert his past, to leave it and the parents 
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who have sacrificed for him all behind. And if he does diat, if he becomes a man of a 

rank where he can command the respect of anyone, isn't he in a way betraying them, by 

having risen above them?" (Sennett and Cobb, 1972, p. 130-131). 

CD: (When I go home) we taUc about Nogales things. Who's married to 
who? Who divorced who? We don't talk about academics, we don't talk 
about what jobs they have. It's kind of never discussed. 
CS: Do you make attempts to hide your educational perspective or some 
of your insights when you are home? 
CD; Yeah. Just because - its not relevant for them. It's foreign, and it's 
boring. It's not anything that is part of their daily lives. 
CS: How do you know its not relevant, or boring? 
CD: Because it's assumed that you go to college and school but, it's not a 
topic of conversation. You just — you don't sit there and have a good 
conversation about, 'well, this theory...' it's not part of their daily lives. 
Their daily Uves is going to church, going to work, doing the family 
parties, the quinceneros, weddings, what's going on with Mexican 
politics, its more daily environmental stuff them it has to do with 
academics and part of me is like 'Why I'm going to bore them with that?' 
And, they don't ask, either. They just go, 'are you going to school? Oh. 
that's good, mija that's it. (Education, M.A.) 

This student does not see a connection in the interests of the academic world and the 

working-class Mexican world or the language that is used in these two spheres. She 

frames her academic experiences as 'boring' to her family (not practical), but also 

describes it as 'foreign' (not part of their every day lives). She therefore chooses to keep 

her experiences and interests to herself when she is around her family—a behavior that 

other students in this sample have talked about as creating barriers. 

The parents of these students may feel intimidated by their daughters' new 

academic speech. "Classic speech has the honorific virtue of dignity; it commands 

attention and respect as being the accredited method of communication under the leisure-

class scheme of life, because it carries a pointed suggestion of the industrial exemption of 
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the speaker" (Veblen, 1899, p. 400). So, not only may the parents understand that this 

new language is a symbol of non-productive labor, but of power, and may be having 

difficulty accepting a subordinate economic role to their daughters. Their parents also 

may view higher education as not relevant to the "real world.' 

Waste of Time. Some parents both misunderstand graduate school and also flat 

out devalued it. 

CC: My dad just doesn't get it. Even a year ago when I was home either 
for Christmas or for the summer, he said something like "Ehhhh, all that 
education, you shoulda majored in business, don't you think? So you 
could just be out there running businesses and corporations." I will make 
less than my brother-in-law who only graduated from high school. My 
brother-in-law is in some kind of aspect of the construction industry and 
he will make more than me the rest of my life. Even though I've spent all 
these years in school. So, my dad doesn't get that. Because he came out of 
construction, so 'why would you take out loans and go through all these 
things just so that basically you can make minimum wage?' (Education, 
Ph.D.) 

This student demonstrates that her father understands the oppormnity costs involved in 

obtaining a graduate education and wishes that his daughter would have a lucrative career 

after all the time and money invested in her graduate education. "Disadvantaged families 

tend to make choices which do not capitalise on the initial 'success'...These option 

choices are not necessarily made out of ignorance of the range of possible options, but 

may be due to family opting for known 'security' which for many families is a synonym 

for 'success'" (Harker, 1990, p. 91). This student also understands that she is being 

compared to a member in her family (a male) with only a high-school education, and her 

worth becomes about amount of money she makes, not her education or potential. Her 
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father may be reacting to her career goals specifically in Education, a low paying field, 

and may have felt differently if she were in a more lucrative field like business or 

science. 

SM/EM: When my husband decided to get his Ph.D., he had been working 
in Washington State for $26,000 a year at this job at a university. And I 
think that they (her parents) thought that we had it made. Twenty-six 
thousand dollars was more than my dad ever made. But when my husband 
decided to go back and get his Ph.D., suddenly there was this feeling that 
he was going to use me. That he is just prolonging his adolescence by 
staying in school. They really didn't see his point by getting a Ph.D. 'You 
are already making $26,000, my God! That's a really good amount. Why 
would you go back to school again? What a waste." (Education, M.A.) 

This student sees her family as caring more about amount of salary than graduate 

education, and that further schooling is a waste of time and money. They also disclose a 

feeling that remaining in school is a sign of irresponsibility—of prolonging adolescence. 

And, finally, that this perceived irresponsibility is going to negatively impact their 

daughter. Padron (1992) offers an explanation for why parents might feel conflicted 

about their children's academic success, "Parents and siblings can often be non-

supportive and obstructionist...Even more worrisome...are the numbers of parents who 

are indifferent or even antagonistic toward the educational system...Almost always, the 

school system failed these parents when they were students...these parents are most 

difficult to reach and can diminish their children's aspirations and opportunities" (p. 73?). 

Though these flippant and disrespectful remarks may reveal that the parent's 

don't understand or value the higher education system, or that they desire their daughters 

to make more money, they could cilso be attacking the institution and what it symbolizes 

for them. "The university is. after all, the core institution of the professional middle 



193 

class—employer of its intelleictual elite and producer of the next generation of nuddle-

class, professional personnel. Attack the university and you attack the heart of—and 

surely the womb—of the class- itself (Ehrenreich, 1989, p. 58). This personal attack from 

family members leaves these women stuck in a place of pride and embarrassment. 

Get Married or Have Kids Instead. A few parents were disappointed in their 

daughters' decision to attend graduate school because they saw this as getting in the way 

of marriage. Marriage and famiily is an expected goal for a woman in many families. 

TG: They want to knoow when Fm going to be married and when Fm 
going to have kids. Thiose are milestones to them—and when am I going 
to start my life and whten am I going to get a job? Jobs, kids and marriage 
are the things they undeerstand. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 

When families are frustrated with their daughters' choices to attend graduate school, at 

least two things may be wocrking in their desire for marriage and families—blatant 

stereotypical expectations for women, or a desire to keep their daughters from being so 

far removed from them. 

SH: And, I didn't waJk (go through graduation ceremonies) because I 
didn't want to bother thiem, and I won't walk with my master's either. 
CS: Really? 
SH: No. My older sistier made it very clear that her wedding was more 
important than me graduating. So, Fm just like, man, I don't want to deal 
with it. (Education, M.S.) 

This student discloses a value dn her family that holds marriage above education. Though 

she is the first person in her family to attend and graduate college, she felt that the 

message was clear that her sist»er's marriage was more important. 
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Summary 

In this chapter, I have tried to isolate the feelings associated with mobility through 

descriptions of economic shift or, 'moments of mobility' and through relationships with 

family members. The women in this study revealed contradictory feelings around their 

mobility and especially in their relationships with family members. 

Mostly positive feelings were associated with their 'moments of mobility.' These 

were times when they realized that they had more money and more ability to consume 

and that these opportunities were available to them because of their educational 

accomplishments. Students revealed negative feeUngs about their mobility when they 

understood that they had become worth more (in economic terms) than their parents. 

Then, there are a small number of students who did not feel that they had become more 

socially mobile than their parents, and were frustrated and disappointed that they had 

been led to believe that a higher education would offer them this opportunity. All of these 

students were from the low status fields of Education and Nursing. Therefore, 

institutional stratification does seem to matter in terms of social mobility. In other words, 

a graduate degree in a lower status field may not powerful enough in determining 

increased social status for these working and lower class women. 

The women's relationships with their family reveal both the difficulties involved 

in upward social mobility as well as the conflicts inherent between the working class and 

professional class. Though about half of these students had supportive parents, these 

parents did not understand the purpose of graduate school or their daughters' reasons for 

pursuing a graduate degree. This lack of understanding also reveals a lack of ability to 
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help their daughters with difficulty in graduate school, including the admissions process, 

stress of succeeding in graduate school, and with advice on solving conflicts with 

professors or colleagues. 

Other families revealed a desire to have their daughters close to home, or to be 

married and have children. Higginbotham (1988) finds similar family expectations 

marked by race and gender, "White men's socialization prepares everyone, including 

parents, to expect social distance to accompany their son's upward mobility, but this may 

not be part of a daughter's experience. In fact, working-class daughters may be expected 

to maintain close family ties even when they are mobile, and they are more likely than 

sons to be called on by family members to deal with 'family problems'" (p.31, citing 

Steinitz and Solomon, 1986). Similarly, Bertaux and Thompson (1997) found that strong 

family ties among the working class often became an obstacle to upward mobility for 

their children. 

A significant tension with family is revealed with the way these students change 

their language around family members. Their acquisition of a new vocabulary and way of 

communicating can lead to feelings of disengagement from family members, or, as 

described by Brookfield and Preskill (1999) 'cultural suicide.' "Cultural suicide describes 

the process whereby families, peer groups, and communities exclude from their midst 

students whom they see as changing in front of their eyes as a result of their engaging in 

learning. The student who was formerly seen by Mends and intimates as 'speaking like 

us' is now seen as adopting an artificial and arrogant form of speech" (p. 148). 
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This analysis suggests that parents may be threatened by their child's mobility 

even after sacrificing so much to ensure that it would happen. Sennett and Cobb (1972) 

see the parents" act of sacrificing (working long hours and multiple jobs to save money, 

to make ends meet, and to provide some resources for college) as taking part in an 

unspoken 'contract.' "But it is in fact only a pseudo-mutrual relationship: the sacrificer 

does not ask his family whether they want him to sacrifice; the very power of this 'one

way' contract lies in the fact that one person has wholly usurped the act of giving, and so 

prevented the others from asserting countervailing personal! rights" (p. 127). Through this 

sacrifice, the children are expected to have a better educatdon, better peers, more respect 

and dignity, and a better chance for economic success. Ironically, their children are 

expected to turn out unlike them. In this expectation, the j>arents reveal their class anger, 

despair, and shame. In upward social mobility, then, 'famiily as an obstacle' is perhaps a 

construct more related to social inequalities than lack of un*lerstanding, jealousy or pride. 
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CHAPTERS 

Conclusion 

This study utilized a quantitative and qualitative methodology to research the 

experiences of working class and lower class women in graduate school. The quantitative 

analysis in this study attempted to identify the number and location of working class 

graduate students in higher education in the United States. A proxy for social class, father 

and mother's education, in the 1995 Survey of Eai-ned Doctorates was used to determine 

social class. Further, the narrowest definition of first-generation college students, parents 

who graduated with a high school education or less, was used to estimate the percent of 

working class graduate students by institution and field. 

In 1995, 24% all U.S. doctoral students were found to be first-generation college 

students. That is, almost a quarter of the graduate students who graduated with a 

doctorate in 1995 are the first in their families to attend college. This study is not able to 

identify the percentage of those first-generation students who dropped out of their 

graduate programs, or to identify if this population has changed significandy over time. 

There is some indication, however, that this population in graduate school is decreasing. 

According to the NRC (1988), in 1978, 58% of doctoral recipients were first-generation 

college students (this definition includes parents with 1-3 years of college). In 1988, 48% 

of doctoral recipients were first-generation college students, and in 1995, approximately 

41%* of doctoral recipients were first-generation according to National Research 

Council's (NRC) definition (*this calculation has not been confirmed with NRC). There 

is no indication that the decreasing percentage of first-generation students is due to an 
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increase in educational attainment in the parents of these students or a decrease in the 

number of first-generation students attaining doctoral degrees. 

It was hypothesized that most first-generation students in graduate school would 

be found in lower status institutions. In this study, the lower-status institutions included 

Research n or Doctoral n institutions. First-generation students were found mostly in 

Research I institutions, but represented at lower percentages (60.1%) in Research I 

institutions than non-first generation students (73.1%). When testing this in a regression, 

the low variance indicated low prediction power for race, gender and parents' education 

on institutional enrollment. These results confirm Ethington and Smart's (1986) study 

that did not find social class to be a factor in graduate school attendance. However, 

Ethington and Smart's (1986) study did conclude that social class had an indirect effect 

on graduate school attendance since it has such a strong effect on undergraduate school 

experience. 

Most (35.2%) of these first-generation students are found in the field of 

Education—both male and female; but more first-generation female students were 

located in Education than first generation male students. It was hypothesized that female 

graduate students from working class backgrounds would be found in lower status fields, 

like Education, for several reasons. Lower-status fields are those that are not close to the 

corporate, research and high-end professional markets and are connected to the social 

welfare function of the state (Slaughter, 1997, p. 19). Marginal groups including 

working-class students, women, and minorities are tracked into lower-status fields at an 



early age by both their non-college-educated parents and their high school counselors 

(Miller and Kastberg, 1995). 

The qualitative analysis in this study focused on working class and lower class 

female graduate students and their experiences in their academic department. "While 

undergraduate persistence and attrition research focuses on how well a student is 

integrated into overall campus life and its subcultures, the academic department is the 

relevant community for doctoral students" (Golde, 2000, p. 200-201). 

The literature indicates that the academy is an unwelcoming and hostile place for 

working class academics, but in this study, this was not always the case. Those 

contributing to the literature include mostly faculty members from working class 

backgrounds in English and the Humanities and tend to be politically left. When looking 

at a broader representation of academic fields and political inclinations, however, there 

appears to be more ambiguity and ambivalence about their experience in the academy 

than anger, resentment or consciousness about class tensions. For instance, the majority 

of the students in this study say that graduate school is supportive, yet they disclose 

contradictory (unwritten) rules that many of them struggle with, and ultimately follow. 

The literature also indicates that higher education is a place where faculty 

members from the working class can insert their knowledge and pursue new knowledge 

about class issues. In this study, it was indicated that the ability to insert knowledge 

regarding their class experiences was not always possible at the graduate level in most 

departments. Graduate students are not encouraged to insert their knowledge—in fact. 
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quite the contrary—a passive consumption of education is valued. Restraint amd silence is 

experienced more than opportunities to discuss background or insert political change. 

Summary of Research Questions 

In this section, I collapse my research questions and respond with findings in tzhis study. 

Research Questions Related to Articulating Class Definitions and Class-Consciousness 

How do graduate students articulate class? Are low socioeconomic (SiES) women 

graduate students conscious of class differences in the academy? If so, dcs they have 

similar feelings of alienation and imposter syndromes as cited in the literature? 

A unique aspect of this study was allowing the women to self-define into the 

study. I did not measure any demographics related to social class of the woimen in this 

study, but rather utilized their definitions of class to qualify them for the s:nady. Their 

definitions of social class lead to an analysis of contemporary definitions of so-cial class. 

The experiences of the women in this study were heterogeneous—they were not 

generally victims or fighters. They expressed complex class identities and arrabivalences. 

They grappled with their working class roles. They also tended to see their s ituations as 

individual—not related to a broad patterns based on their class. 

"In the analytical vocabulary of contemporary sociology, 'class' refers to a 

specific social location and causality, a specific pattern of groupness, and a specific form 

of identification" (Pakulski and Waters, 1996, p.2). But, this is not what 'class' meant to 

these women. Working class had more to do with the word 'working' tham the word 



'class.' Defining class involved descriptions of how their parents worked overtime, 

worked hard, worked more than one job, and were never unemployed. That is, their 

definitions tended to hinge on the act of working not in the social, cultural, or economic 

grouping of class. Other ways that these students defined and articulated class included 

standard SES measures, items consumed, and with comparisons above and below them. 

When comparing below, they frame their differences in terms of purity; that is, they are 

different from those in the lower class because of the disruption, disorganization, 

disrespect and dirt present in the lower class. When articulating their position above the 

lower class, they reveal that they come into graduate education with an understanding of 

hierarchy and a confidence in social classification systems based on a Puritan ethic and a 

belief in meritocracy. 

Most students in this study admitted that they have never disclosed their class 

background before the interview, or that they did not articulate their feelings about class 

issues very often. Again, since they tend to see their class backgrounds related to their 

own individual family situation and not ded to a broader economic or political system, it 

makes sense that they would not be comfortable sharing their social class background 

experiences or values very often. 

The findings in this study are contrary to the Radcliffe College and Smith College 

studies of female working class undergraduates where the students revealed a degree of 

class-consciousness. Those in the Radcliffe College study (Cohen, 1998) felt that their 

class background caused them to be iU prepared for college and resulted in low self-

esteem. Those in the Smith College study (Stewart and Ostrove, 1993) became more 
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aware of class differences as they enrolled in Women's studies and Sociology classes that 

discussed social class issues. Over time, they stated that their classmates were "class 

ignorant' and that professors were passive and ineffective in countering this ignorance. In 

both of these studies, female undergraduates from working class backgrounds reveal 

awareness of class issues in the academy that effects their academic performance, self-

esteem, and confidence in the meritorious function of the academy. The women in my 

study were not as articulate when discussing the ways in which their social class 

informed their upward social mobility and their graduate experiences. 

Research Questions Related to the Process of Mobility in Graduate School 

What does mobility look like, and when does mobility happen? Is passing or perfonning 

class an essential part of this? Are these women aware of this status change and when it 

occurs? What pan does higher education/graduate education play in this mobility and in 

class-consciousness? What are the conflicts inherent in passing? How do students 

negotiate these conflicts? 

Mobility happens during their acquisition of a higher education and during the 

graduate training process, usually when students are interpreting, assimilating and 

maintaining the grad.uate student culture. Passing and performing class is part of 

consuming the graduate culture. Passing over time becomes tlie consumption of culture. 

It is rare that someone continues to 'fake it' and retain a working class identity. Most do 

not negotiate or challenge the process of mobility. '*(T)he cultural industry, by producing 

a culture marked by 'standardization, stereotype, conservatism, mendacity, manipulated 
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consumer goods' has worked to depoliticize the working class—limited its horizon to 

political and economic goals that could be realized within the oppressive and exploitative 

framework of capitalistic society" (Storey, 1998, p. 106). Those that are politically left 

find several barriers to challenging or changing the system. It is the act of passively 

consuming education that may result in a despondent and apathetic population of 

graduate students from the working class. 

Mobility is most evident when the language and behaviors of these students 

change, when they develop new and collegia! relationships with faculty members and 

others from the professional middle class, and then ultimately, when they train other 

graduate students in this model. Their perception of when mobility happens is related to 

their increase in income and ability to consume. They attribute their ability to consume to 

their education and as the main marker for their mobility. 

Higher education plays a role in disbursing middle class cultural information. So, 

not only does higher education award a much needed certificate, but an understanding of 

how to act and behave in order to be a member of the professional middle class. 

Research Questions Related to Relationships with Familv/Communitv 

What is the relationship between individual mobility and family/community? What is the 

connection with family and community when mobility 'happens'? Does the student or the 

family/community members see it/feel it first? Do these students feel as if they are living 

in 'two worlds'? If so, what is the benefit/ what is the cost? 
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The relationship between upwardly mobile working class women and their 

families is complex. Though parents are supportive, they do not understand graduate 

school and how it impacts their daughter's career goals. These parents lack cultural 

capital and sophistication that may have assisted their daughters during their educational 

careers. Some parents see graduate education as a high opportunity cost, as a waste of 

time, or as getting in the way of having a family. Many of the daughters in Education and 

Nursing had parents who appeared non-supportive of their decision to attend graduate 

school. Therefore, these parents may be reacting not to graduate education per se, but the 

decision to invest time and finances into low status fields and non-lucrative careers. 

Language changes are most evident to family members and to the students as a sign of 

upward mobility. SDadents make conscious efforts to change the way they talk, 'dumb 

down" their talk, or explain at a very basic level to their parents what they are 

studying/researching. The language changes reveal tensions experienced with the family 

and reflect a microcosm of tensions felt and experienced between the working class and 

the professional middle class. These students don't articulate living in 'two worlds,' but, 

describe a tension where they are both pleased with their academic success and yet feel 

conflicted about some aspects of their mobility. 

Research Questions Related to Class and the Role of Higher Education in Mobilitv 

How are the rituals, expectations, and the culture of graduate education classed? Are 

their class antagonisms present in higher education? If so, what are the insights of these 

women regarding the role of higher education / graduate education / professionalization 
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in mobility? 

Graduate rituals and training are classed in that they are culturally coded. Though 

higher education is viewed as a true meritocracy, what these students leam is that it is not 

merely good work and smart people that make it through these rituals and expectations 

smoothly. Rather, it is those that are most successful at decoding the process. 

The class antagonisms experienced by this population relate mostly to the 

unwritten rules section of this study. Students experience intense conflict around these 

unwritten rules, though they do not necessarily articulate these rules as classed. However, 

they did see things like 'kissing ass' as a non-meritorious act that conflicts with their 

work ethic. Things they are most proud of about in regards to their social class 

background include their work ethic (in direct conflict with merit) and their broad 

perspective (which they are not allowed to share). Though they have a sense of pride 

related to their class background, they leam that to express this would directly impact 

their success in the academy. 

The students articulated expectations and training in graduate school that require 

small but regular physical changes in response to power. Though this study does not 

investigate this as a gendered concept, perhaps the working class woman in the academy 

must be considerably changed. 

CR: They discuss each of the graduate students on a regular basis, so even 
faculty members you don't come into direct contact with know of you and 
your strengths and weaknesses. That includes things you'd never think 
they would notice. When I dropped one line of research because it didn't 
seem productive and moved to another, I heard that it had given me a 
reputation for being mature and able to make strategic decisions. I can't 
say that it's true, but it made me aware of the degree to which I was being 
watched and evaluated. (Psychology, Ph.D.) 
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If the working class female body represents an "embarrassing body, one continually 

defying the strictures of bourgeois manners and mores...a body threatening to erupt at 

any moment" (Kipnis, 1992, p. 375), her presence in the academy must be controlled, 

monitored and surveilled. Further smdies should compare the experiences of working 

class men and women to initiate a gendered analysis. Though there is not a homogenous 

working class female, perhaps there is a standard image of a bourgeois female (as in the 

student's quote, mature, able to make strategic decisions) that impacts the behaviors and 

expression of female graduate students from working class backgrounds. 

Research Questions Related to Resistance 

Do they see themselves resisting the process of becoming a professional? How do they 

characterize their resistance? What are the forms of resistance for these students? 

These students do resist some practices of the department that conflict with their 

goals, for example, working outside of the department. However, they do not resist in 

revolutionary ways. Though the literature revealed that those who identify as working 

class are also politically active in the academy in some way (teaching about social class, 

belonging to unions, making efforts to positively effect the lives of their working-class 

students, regularly bring social class issues to the fore in classroom discussions and with 

colleagues, and writing and researching issues about class (Shepard, McMillan and Tate, 

1998)) these are mostly faculty members. What is evident in this study is that identifying 

as working class (identity politics) does not always lead to an oppositional politicized 
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identity (Mohanty, 1991, p.33). 

Effectiveness of Frameworks 

Marxist theory best described the antagonistic relationships between social classes 

reflected in some of the women's descriptions of working class ('we are not lower class' 

and 'we are not middle class') as well as explaining the tensions experienced in their 

families as they became part of the professional middle class. However, most experiences 

in this study reflected a structure closer to the Professional Managerial Class (PMC) 

rather than a dichotomous Marxist class system. The class tensions these women feel are 

"far from the yawning gulf between capitalists and workers that figures so prominently in 

Marxist rhetoric. The class struggle is...a muted struggle in tones of gray" (Turner, 1992, 

p. 39). PMC proved to be an excellent framework in this study for understanding the 

tension inherent in moving into a position of power over the working class. 

Cultural reproduction theory helps explain the non-academic and complex 

decoding of rituals, language, and merit that must occur in order for graduate students to 

be academically successful. In order to truly enter and remain in the professional middle 

class, these graduate smdents must continue to use their cultural capital, as well as pass it 

on to the next generation of students. "The manner in which culture has been acquired 

lives on in the manner of using it" (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 2). 

Foucault's (1977) theory on discipline helps explain the ways in which physical 

training translates into cultural reproduction. Over time, graduate training turns into a 

series of reflexes. These reflexes become refined. Family members who have 
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seen/experienced it in the professional middle class notice this refinement. "Great purity 

of speech is presumptive evidence of several successive lives spent in other than vulgarly 

useful occupations'" (Veblen, 1967, p. 399). Language change is the first indicator that 

these women may be involved in unproductive labor—a conflict for their working class 

family members. 

The acquisition of these various types of cultural capital is an act of dominance— 

or results in dominance over the working class. "The real political function which he 

(Bourdieu) sees symbolic systems as fulfiUing is their attempt to legitimate domination 

by the imposition of the 'correct' and 'legitimate' definition of the social 

world...Bourdieu sees (this imposition of the social world) as the...symbolic violence of 

the dominant over the dominated, i.e. education, relationships in the workplace, social 

organisations, even in conceptions of good taste and beauty" (Harker, Mahar & Wilkes, 

1990, p.5). Their mobihty, though seen as individual, has political implications that 

effects the working class. In their mobihty, they silently and symboUcally attain power 

over their family and community members through education, language and social 

definitions that are 'legitimate.' In this training, they de-legitimize working class hves. 

Consumption 

The consumption these students describe as a marker of their social mobihty 

illuminates interesting class confUcts. "In the technical division, social reproduction is 

impUcit in the structure of work. In the social division, it is more consciously evident in 

the content of what we physically and psychically consume (Walker, 1979, p. XVm) (my 
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emphasis). The behaviors and actions of members of the professional middle class are 

essential in sustaining social reproduction through psychic and physical consumption. 

For workers to keep working, all of society must work within the general 
contours of capitalism. Doctors, psychologists, and lawyers.-.hollywood 
producers, advertising designers...all help to shape a social reality whose 
values, culture and social institutions resonate with the racist, sexist and 
class based structures of power upon which our society is built. ..the whole 
ensemble of social architects tends to create passive, present-blinded 
individuals. Lacking self-confidence and critical awareness, people are 
geared to the consumption of goods and services whose very consumption 
tends to reproduce itself on an ever greater scale of future addiction 
(Walker, 1979, p. XVni). 

Those in this study from the working class heading into the middle class, then, have an 

inherent conflict. When they find themselves in positions to psychically consume middle 

class culture, as in the graduate training mechanism of 'kissing ass,' they see a conflict 

with their social class work ethic. Though most students in this study talked in positive 

ways about their financial abihty to physically consume items and goods, they did not 

talk in such positive ways about psychically consuming professional middle class culture 

(including new language and rules, such as restraint, silence and kissing ass). 

Feminist theory helps inform how aspects of cultural consumption are gendered 

as well as how cultural consumption related to education is marked on the body. Though 

only a few women in this study articulated gender in ways that informed their graduate 

experience, feminist and poststructuralist theory help to illuminate the power of gender in 

their experiences. "Neither the body nor thoughts and feelings have meaning outside of 

their discursive articulation, but the ways in which discomrses constitute the minds and 

bodies of individuals is always part of a wider network of power relations, often with 

institutional bases" (Weedon, 1997, p.105). The institution of higher education declares a 
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commitment to equality, though it remains gender segregated by academic field, in 

employment opportunities, and in compensation. Gender and power are working in the 

institution of higher education in a larger context than the women in this study are able to 

articulate. 

Feminist theory also helps inform how consumption may be linked to escaping 

working class hardships "in the form of material stepping stones of our escape: clothes, 

shoes, make-up" (Steedman, 1986, p. 16). Women without access to the upper class can 

feel good about consuming, "because the cut and fall of a skirt and good leather shoes 

can take you across the river and to the other side" (Steedman, 1986, p. 16). Another 

study found that blue-collar women paid close attention to their appearance, especially 

with clothes and accessories, during their upward mobility (Miller and Kastberg, 1995). 

These women now have the economic power and freedom to consume, and this leads to 

(mis) perceptions of economic and political freedom. "The structural and institutional 

oppression of women disappears behind the belief that if I, as rational sovereign subject, 

freely choose my way of life on the basis of my individual rational consciousness which 

gives me knowledge of the world, then I am not oppressed" (Weedon, 1997, p. 81). 

Consumption of goods, then, also works as an obstacle to class-consciousness as well as 

to depoliticize those from the working class. 

Race, class and gender theory help interpret the analysis of the students' 

relationships with and expectations of family, as well as understand the difficulties of 

women unifying across these many other identities. 



Further Thoughts on Class-Consciousness 

"Newer forms of consciousness formation...imply that consciousness of gender 

inequality is a result of communication with others and is not necessarily self-evident" 

(Hraba and Yarbrough, 1983, p. 118). If women are not talking about class in higher 

education with other colleagues or smdying social class issues, their class-consciousness 

may be under developed. Speaking and learning about class is one of the most effective 

ways of promoting class-consciousness (Weedon, 1997), yet the women in this study 

disclose that they are not encouraged in the academy to discuss their class experiences. 

The heterogeneity of this sample demonstrates a lack of agreement or articulation 

on a working class culture. Yet, on some level, regardless of their ability to articulate 

their class background, they were drawn to this study and felt that class issues somehow-

mattered. They may have been intrigued by a study that highlights class backgrounds in 

higher education and may have felt that they were special. They discussed that they are 

rarely able to reflect on or feel openly proud about their background. 

Though they do not appear to think about class issues very often, most are aware 

that their class background has changed. They know this because they have a stark class 

contrast with their families and can see and feel the difference between their class and 

another on a regular basis. Steedman (1986) argues that class-consciousness is a 

psychological development that is learned in childhood, where children start to notice 

social detail and social distinction (p.35). So, though the women in this sample may not 

have an operating Marxist class-consciousness, their own consumption may be an 

obstacle to their class consciousness, and their work in the academy with fairly safe and 



non-laborious working conditions may actually prevent them from developing a 

heightened sense of class consciousness, they have aU experienced their parents' struggle 

with class issues on some level (financially, culturally, or with authority figures) 

throughout their lives. Class-consciousness in this graduate student population is revealed 

in class tensions brought out in unwritten rules of the academy as well as in tensions with 

family members (initiated as they pursued their graduate education). 

Limits/Avenues for Further Study 

Race was analyzed marginally in this study mostly because 'race' is a multi-

layered concept that is reflected in a volume of literature on discrimination and upward 

mobility of ethnic minorities in the United States. The population of minority graduate 

students has increased. Minorities attaining doctorates reached an all time high in 1996, 

constituting 13% of earned doctorates in the U.S. (Magner, 1997) and issues they face are 

important to study. Each minority group has a different historical basis that informs their 

current discrimination. For example, the National Research Council (1988, p.21) notes 

that Hispanics show the largest proportion of parents with only a grammar school 

education (17%), and American Indians showed the largest proportion with only a high 

school education (42%). Women of color in graduate school are at lower numbers than 

white women (NRC, 1988, p. 17) as well as in lower numbers than men of color (except 

for Black women, NRC, 1988, p. 18). The analysis of the experiences of women of color 

in higher education reveal the multiple challenges they face as a result of their gender and 



213 

race, as well as the challenges of being the first-generation in their family to obtain a 

degree in higher education (Higginbotham and Cannon, 1988). 

"Women of color face the most restricted set of options for upward mobility of 

any race/gender group" (Higginbotham and Cannon, 1988, p. 19). Further, Mohanty 

(1991) notes that white women always have more access to white men, where women of 

color have relationships to white men that are usually mediated by state institutions (p. 

11). Higginbotham and Cannon (1988) talk about how white working class men have 

been able to obtain job security, income and benefits that enable to provide well for their 

families. Further study on the unique experiences of women of color in graduate school, 

as well as the pressure they feel in representing success for their race should be done to 

better inform mobility literature related to graduate education. 

Issues related to family, age, personal experience, and appearance all illuminate 

gender stereotypes and constraints experienced by these women. However, stronger and 

more complex questions leading to gender experiences were needed in my interview 

protocol. "To be feminized means to be made extremely vulnerable; able to be 

disassembled, reassembled exploited as a reserve labor force; seen less as workers than as 

servers; subjected to time arrangements on and off the paid job that make a mockery of a 

limited work day; leading an e.xistence that always borders on being obscene, out of 

place, and reducible to sex" (Haraway, 1997, p. 516). Women in this study did not 

articulate these constraints and oppressions. It may have been because I didn't ask the 

right questions, or they have not realized or experienced gender discrimination in the 

academy. Also, a weakness in my feminist/Marxist firamework is that it does not frame 
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gender in terms of sex or sexual oppression, but rather as an economic exploitation. This 

leaves capital as the primary oppressor for women and men as the secondary oppressor 

and leaves out an analysis of patriarchy as part of the capitalistic system (Tong, 1989, 

p.63). Whatever the reasons, the fact remains that these women do not view gender as an 

obstacle or problem in their pursuit of a graduate education or career path. 

Women in different academic disciplines experience different cultiures. Further 

study should be done on women from working class backgrounds in specific fields to 

understand how their experiences and insights differ from those from middle class and 

above in the same fields. 

Further study on graduate students from lower class backgrounds should be 

continued. Though these students did tend to express a more critical view of higher 

education, there were only six in this study that identified from a lower class background. 

Finally, this study indicates that mobility via higher education, especially graduate 

education, does in fact occur. The question this study brings up as a result of the 

quantitative analysis, is, though working class and lower class students (proxied by first 

generation students) constitute a significant population (24%) of doctoral students, is this 

percent significant of the mobility occurring in working and lower class population? Is 

this indication of mobility enough mobility for the working and lower classes via higher 

education? Further studies should include ways of more inclusively testing mobility in 

the working and lower classes via higher education that include accurate definitions of 

social class, and that include populations in professional schools and terminal master's 

programs. 
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APPENDIX I 

Interview Respondents by Major, Race, and Age 
School 
UX 

Student Major Race Age 

LC Education W 36 

2. C Education W 29 

3. J Psychology W 27 

4. K Psychology H 25 

5. S Psychology W (Italian) 27 

6. J Psychology W 28 

7. T Psychology W 25 

8. M Biology AsianAV 24 

9. R Education W 35 

10. E Biology Asian 29 

11. L Education Black/ 27 
White 

12. C Psychology W 36 

13. L Education W 37 

14. D Education H 45 

15. A Education B 26 

16. T Education W Approximately 25 



APPENDIX I—continued 
School—UY 
Student Major Race Age 

Education M 26 
18. C 
19. S Education W 27 

20. C Health Sciences/ Nursing W 52 

21.S Health Sciences/ Nursing M 51 

22. S Education W 29 
23. C Education W 26 

24. C Education B 27 

25. C Health Sciences/ Nursing W 57 

26. L Education A 43 

27. S Education W 26 

28. S Health Sciences/ Nursing W 43 

29. D Health Sciences/ Nursing B 44 

30. C Psychology W 30 

31. J Health Sciences/ Speech and NA 26 
Hearing 

32. C Psychology W 41 

33. K Health Sciences/ Nursing W 36 

34. K Psychology w 31 

35. A Health Sciences/ Nursing NA/ 50 
W 
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APPENDIX I—continued 

Total N=34 

Race 
65% White (N=22) 
12% Hispanic (N=4) 
12% Black (N=4) 
9% Asian (N=3) 
6% Native American (N=2) 

Degree of Study 
Education Fields 44% (N=15) 
Psychology 26.5% (N=9) 
Health Sciences 23.5% (N=8) 
Biology 6% (N=2) 
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APPENDIX TWO 

Graduate Student Interview Protocol 

• Demographic info—age, ethnicity/race, level in program, department, and number of 
years in program 

• Run through of email solicitation: first-generation? Get parent's background; which 
would they identify as working class or lower-class? 

• Types of jobs parents had 
• Part of the country they grew up in, number of siblings and birth order 
• Describe community you grew up in—any opportunity for community to get together 

annually or traditionally? 
• Describe home and surrounding environment—including backyard 
• Describe room—things on walls, collections, share bedroom? 
• Would you describe where you lived as a safe community? 
• Describe school system 
• Were you a good student? 
• Parent's early involvement in school and early messages about school. 
• How would you compare yourself with group of friends in terms of SES? (higher or 

lower and how could you tell?) 
• When first worked and what type of jobs? 
• Good student in high school? Honors program, A.P. classes? 
• Scale of SES in high school and how did you know if people were lower or higher 

than them? 
• Early messages about money and work 
• When did get messages about college and from whom? 
• What colleges did you apply to? And, where did they end up going? 
• How did you finance your education? 
• What major did you start with? 
• Did you live on campus? 
• What activities did you do in college 
• What work did you do during college and during your summers in college 
• How long did it take to complete degree? 
• Did parents attend graduation—siblings? 
• When did you start thinking about graduate school? 
• Where applied? 
• Parent's reactions? 
• How funded? 
• How did you do on GRE's? 
• Is SES ever brought up in graduate classes, curriculum, research, discussions? 
• If so, ever an opportunity to discuss your background? If so, how did it feel? 
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APPENDIX TWO—Continued 

• On the flip, ever attempt to hide background? 
• How many others would you guess are from a working class or lower-class 

backgrounds? How would you know? How would you know if they never talked 
about it? 

• Describe the culture of graduate school 
• What would you say are some of the unwritten rules of graduate school? 
• Describe culture of faculty 
• What are the strengths you take with you from your background? 
• Affirmative action questions—^How do you feel about the annihilation of race, and 

then how do you feel about targeting lower-SES students in lieu of race? 
• Given messages about work growing up, is graduate school hard work? 
• Have you ever thought of quitting? 
• What is research topic/dissertation topic? 
• Do you discuss with parents? Change language to come here or go there? 
• At what point did you realize you would be better off than when you grew up? 
• What is your strongest identity? 
• Any questions about the interview or my research? 
• Will you please email me reflections and suggestions about the interview? 
• Is it ok to send you the transcript when done and get your feedback on it? 
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