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ABSTRACT 

In this study, I investigated a university as an identity formation site. In 

particular, I analyzed the formation of social class identity and its relationship to social 

class reproduction. Social class reproduction theory, with identity formation and 

retention theories, were utilized to help explain the findings. The primary source of data 

for this qualitative study consisted of semi-structured interviews. In addition, I employed 

surveys and observational data collection techniques. The sample consisted of a group of 

12 students from an upper-middle class background and 14 students from a lower-middle 

class background attending the same university. Data primarily consisted of the students' 

perceptions of their experiences during high school and while they were attending the 

university. The relative perceptions, expectations, and aspirations of the students" college 

experiences were discussed in light of social class reproduction theor>'. I found relatively 

few white male students from lower-middle class attending the university. The 

aspirations and expectations of the upper-middle class students were much higher than 

those of the lower-middle class students, even though the grade point average of the two 

groups was the same. Evidence suggested socizil class standing prior to eru"ollment, as 

well as experiences at the university, contributed to social class identity formation, 

aspirations, expectations, and potential professional outcomes after graduation. Old 

theories were challenged and new theories were proposed to inform the relationship 

between identity formation, aspirations, and outcomes in the university setting. 

JLi 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Background 

"In the popular mind, school is the great equalizer: By providing a level 

playing field where the low and the mighty compete on an equal basis, schooling 

renders social inequality superfluous" (MacLeod, 1995, p. 11). As MacLeod went on 

to point out, social class reproduction theorists maintain that the educational systems 

often serve to do the exact opposite by maintaining the socio-economic status quo. 

However, in our national culture, education is believed to "level the playing field." If 

you are willing to work hard, get the grades and credentials, you can achieve success 

limited only by your desire (i.e., anyone willing to pay the price can achieve the 

"American Dream"). This national rational myth is often referred to as the 

"achievement ideology" (MacLeod, 1995, p. 262). 

Inherent in the achievement ideology is the notion that you get what you 

deserve. People who buy into this ideology, are encouraged to work hard. If they do, 

they will achieve success. If they do not work hard, they will not achieve success but 

have no one to blame but themselves. Or, they may choose not to work hard and be 

happy or disgruntled with whatever level in the social strata they find themselves. In 

any case, each individual is responsible for his or her own outcomes. The system is 

fair and those who are willing to do the work will reap the rewards, while those who 

are not willing, will suffer the consequences. 
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In theory, this philosophy is beneficial for society because, in effect, everyone 

is encouraged to take personal responsibility. The idea is that the population will 

stratify itself according to ability and desire. This insures that everyone takes his or her 

appropriate place in society, thus maintaining a sense of social order and stability. That 

is, in an unbiased, meritocratic system, the best and brightest will find their way to the 

top, while the unmotivated and those with lesser abilities will find themselves toward 

the bottom. Those who are capable of becoming doctors and high paid professionals 

will do so. Those whose aspirations and talents limit them to more menial work will 

end up in menial jobs. Ideally, those on the top realize they cannot enjoy their position 

in society without the throngs beneath them. Through philanthropic action, those at the 

top do what they can to insure those beneath enjoy a decent standard of living. 

Everyone realizes the interdependent nature of members in a society, respects each 

others' roles, and accepts his or her position in the comfort of knowing the system is 

fair and everyone achieves according to his or her own merits. 

A possible problem with this ideology is that the system really is biased. It is 

possible the system is biased in terms of gender, race, sexual orientation, and a host of 

other ascribed characteristics. One variable I focus on in this study is that of social 

class. Similar to race and gender, social inequity due to social class may seem obvious 

to many who have considered and observed inequities within our socio-economic 

system. However, given our achievement ideology, the acknowledged connection 

between social class and future opportunity may be minimized by the popular mind. 



In recent history, race and gender have been identified in the popular mind as 

barriers to equal opportunity. The intent of affirmative action programs was to 

counteract prejudices ingrained in our social norms and cultures that have prevented 

equality of opportunity for certain groups within our society. Ironically, there has been 

an even more recent backlash to affirmative action programs based on the notion that 

such programs are themselves discriminatory. I feel it is important that variables such 

as race and gender continue to be studied in the context of social inequity. However, 

this is not my aim in this study. 

Instead, 1 focus on what I feel is another basic discriminatory issue. With the 

controversy raging over gender and racial issues, it seems social class standing is not 

being considered fully, at least in the popular mind, as a factor that impedes equal 

opportunity in this coiontry. Then again, why should it? That is the name of the game: 

To get ahead of the next guy or keep up with the proverbial "Jones's." After all, every 

poor person, if he or she has the talent and desire, can work hard and achieve the 

American Dream. Those who do not have as much talent can achieve success through 

hard work by going to school and securing the necessary credentials. Some may 

concede that being bom a minority or a woman (or both) may make it harder, but few 

would say being bom poor is any excuse. Americans are obsessed with the "rags to 

riches" story that is continuously reflected and reinforced in our popular literature, 

television, and movies. It is this possibility that makes this country unique. Anyone, 
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even the financially destitute, can achieve the American Dream, as long as he or she is 

willing to "pay the dues." 

I would agree the American Dream has come true for some and will probably 

come true for many others in the future. However, these numbers are minuscule in 

respect to the vast majority of the population. One's social class provides substantial 

structural and cultural barriers that limit one's ability to achieve this dream (Jencks & 

Riesman, 1968). For instance, some individuals possess material resources that enable 

their children access to the best educational resources. Those without money have to 

settle for lower quality education. This puts them at a disadvantage in their educational 

experiences and, thus, limits their future opportunities (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; 

Bowles & Gintis, 1976). In addition, there is the inequity of "cultural capital" 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Lareau, 1987). Simply put, children of the upper classes 

grow-up in environments learning the language, cultural norms, and values that are 

rewarded in the educational system. Those raised in lower social classes are not 

exposed to this cultural capital at an early age and, consequently, are at a disadvantage 

as they try and move through the system in competition with those from the upper 

social classes. 

Whether or not this is a problem, depends on where you are standing. The 

achievement ideology that imbues our national culture serves the best interest of the 

upper classes (Ehrenreich, 1989; Olin-Wright, 1994). As long as the social systems 

value the upper class culture, the children of the upper and lower classes will have a 



greater likelihood of reproducing their respective classes when they move into 

adulthood (Jencks, 1979; Lareau, 1987). The children of the upper class will always 

have the advantage within the system and the system (as it is currently constructed) can 

only support a limited number of upper class. Moreover, the members of the upper 

classes are not eager to make social class standing an issue. The way the system is 

now, the upper classes are not held accountable for their position in society. In the 

context of the achievement ideology, the assumption is that they earned their place. 

Privileges handed to people based on their race or gender have been accepted in 

the past, but have met with more and more resistance in the last few decades. 

Affirmative action programs have been initiated to help provide equity for those who 

historically have experienced discrimination. However, as I stated earlier, a kind of 

backlash is well under way that challenges this attempt at providing retroactive equity. 

"Reverse discrimination" is the battle cry for many who do not directly benefit from 

affirmative action programs. Ironically, being arbitrarily handed social class privileges 

at birth is accepted in the popular mind, while being extended a "leg-up" because of 

your race or gender, is increasingly being considered discrimination. In a way, it is 

okay to receive an advantage based on your last name, but it is believed unfair to get 

help based on your skin color or gender (even when systemic biases against your skin 

color or gender may start you out at a significant disadvantage). Such inconsistencies 

in social equity thinking, it seems, have escaped real scrutiny from the popular mind in 

this country. Even though the lower income groups of this country share a common 
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economic condition, for the most part, they seem to identify themselves more along 

racial lines. There seems to be little evidence of a lower class consciousness (that 

transcends race and gender characteristics) working toward the needs of the lower 

classes as a collective. To some social theorists, this may not come as much of a 

surprise. As Olin-Wright (1994) observed: 

The logic of the social system itself afiBrms their (upper class) interest quite 
apart from the conscious strategies and internal organization of political 
approaches. Operation of the system as a whole universalizes certain class 
(upper class) interests (p. 102). 

From one perspective, this may not be such a big deal. The system seems to 

work and if the lower classes do not have a problem with it then why make an issue out 

of it? Jencks and Riesman (1968) suggest there is a "tacit consensus" (p. 97) between 

the upper and lower classes that allows the parents to pass on certain advantages to 

their offspring granted them by their social standing. Perhaps the feeling is that it is 

irmate in the human animal to want the best for its young. The question that presents 

itself is whether what is best for the children of the upper class, is best for society? 

Thomas Jefferson, during his time of jwlitical influence in this country, felt an artificial 

aristocracy was the worst thing that could happen to this country. The very possibility 

encouraged him to establish the University of Virginia to provide children, who were 

not from the upper class, access to higher education (Parker, 1972). Jefferson was 

concerned that if the children of the rich were just handed the leadership roles, the 

country would suffer and eventually crumble due to incompetence. Unfortunately, 
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Jefferson overlooked equity and access issues for women and minorities and, therefore, 

fell well short of a true notion of equity. However, he was somewhat forward thinking 

for his time and his fear of an "artificial aristocracy" is pertinent to this study. 

Short of an artificial aristocracy, Jencks and Riesman (1968) concluded, social 

safety nets for the children of the rich may provide a sense of stability to this country 

by preventing the children of the rich from falling too far below their parents' social 

standing. They suggested the pain of falling is far more damaging than the pain of 

being denied entry to the upper class. Later, Ehrenreich (1989) did an excellent job 

investigating this concept through the eyes of the professional middle class. Many 

points of view on social inequity can be argued convincingly. Regardless, the inherent 

inequality between social classes still stands in seeming contradiction to the 

achievement ideology. 

Statement of the Problem 

As a purveyor of the achievement ideology, our educational system holds a 

very important place in our socio-economic structures. In the popular mind, our higher 

educational system is viewed as the mechanism for providing equality of opportunity 

within our socio-economic system. Many believe that the way to improving one's life 

conditions is through an advanced degree. There is a body of research that focuses on 

the relationship between various types of higher educational institutions and life 

outcomes (reviewed in Chapter II). However, the university setting, itself, has enjoyed 

a protected status. Many might agree that attending a trade school or community 



college may not provide the same sort of life opportunities as attending a four year 

college or university (Clark, 1960, 1980; Dougherty, 1992; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1991). But few would challenge the notion that once a person has enrolled at a 

university, the playing field has been completely equalized and any one person has just 

as much chance as another to achieve success. 

In this study, I challenge this rational myth. Based on Weber's (1958) notion of 

life chances, I investigate the relative life chances of students fi-om lower- and 

upper-middle class backgrounds within a single university setting. According to the 

achievement ideology, they should have equal life chances at obtaining similar levels 

of success and stature within the socio-economic strata. Their social class backgrounds 

should not make a difference at this level of the credentialing process. One would 

predict that students fi-om both social strata would have similar aspirations and 

expectations for their futures. Of course, those with higher grade points or those in 

majors that lead to higher income occupations might have relatively higher 

expectations. But, in general, once in the egalitarian arms of the university, the effects 

of social class background should be negligible. 

My research questions are based on the following hypothetical, but all too real 

situation: Two students are paying the same price for the same degree fi-om the same 

university, but one student expects to graduate into an upper-middle class lifestyle 

while the other student expects much less return on his or her educational investment. 

The only apparent difference between these two students is the fact that the former 
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student comes from an upper-middle class background and the latter comes from a 

lower-middle class background. 

Resgargh Qugstions 

In this paper, I investigate the relationship between one's socio-economic 

background (also referred to as "social class") and his educational experience within a 

single university setting (I use the term "his" because the sample includes only male 

participants). In particular, I try to understand the role of social class issues in forming 

self-perceptions within the university setting. I refer to self-perceptions in the context 

of the university setting as "social class identity." In other words, social class identity 

simply is how an individual sees himself or herself within the socio-economic strata. 

This identity formation is based on smdents' perceptions of their own talents, their 

socio-economic background and where they see themselves in relation to others in their 

peer group. 

Research Question #1: How do social class identity fomiation and this university, as 
an identity formation site, interact? 

In trying to imderstand identity formation in the context of the university, it is 

also necessary to understand how students view the system, as well as their perceptions 

of their ability to succeed within the system. In particular, their relative beliefs in the 

achievement ideology may help to explain their expectations and aspirations for the 

future. It would be expected that those who did not buy into the achievement ideology 

might have lower expectations than those that did buy into it. However, the degree to 
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which the students bought into the achievement ideology did not always correspond 

with their expectations and aspirations. For example, a student in my sample might 

believe that anyone can get ahead in the United States if he or she is willing to work 

hard. But then, the same student might make statements about how his social class 

background limits his ability to achieve a certain level of success. Such inconsistencies 

provided a springboard for deeper exploration of the complexities of social class 

identity formation in the university setting. Therefore, questions concerning the degree 

to which the students bought into the achievement ideology and how this influenced 

social class identity formation were essential to the study. 

Research Question #2: How does achievement ideology impact or interact with the 
social class identity formation of these students within the university setting? 

Finally, 1 wish to understand how social class identity formation and social 

class reproduction correlate. Unfortunately, I was not able to conduct an analysis over 

time that would have included outcomes for the two groups of students. Instead, I 

drew from the findings of MacLeod (1995) and others who realized the strong 

connection between aspirations and outcomes. Analyzing student aspirations and 

expectations in the context of their socio-economic backgrounds allowed me to connect 

social class identity formation to social class reproductive mechanisms in society. My 

final question was aimed at discovering new insights about the relationship between 

social class identity and social class reproduction. 

Research Question #3: How does social class identity formation inform social class 
reproduction within the university setting? 



These research questions are somewhat unique in that they focus on issues of 

social class reproduction within the university setting - a setting generally exempt from 

such scrutiny. The formation of social class identity within the university setting can 

contribute to the understanding of how social class reproduction mechanisms function 

throughout our society - not just in obvious arenas, but inside the very institution that 

is thought to protect the ideals of equality of opportunity and mobility through 

meritocracy. Through an investigation of social reproductive mechanisms within the 

highest level of our "meritocratic" system of stratification, the complexities of social 

class and social class reproduction become apparent. 

Purpose of the Studv 

I expect this research to raise questions about the socializing role of our 

colleges and universities. In particular, I hope to imderstand more about the role of 

social class variables in our educational system within the university context. Students 

who attend universities may have very different experiences and different expected 

rates of return for their educational investment that are directly tied to their social class 

backgrounds. Bringing attention to the effects of social class, within the sanctity of the 

university environment, may help to reveal more about the nature of social class within 

our achievement ideology. Ultimately, with deeper understanding of the complexities 

of social class, we might, as a society, address some of our lingering social problems in 

a more realistic and productive manner. 
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Research Methods 

I conducted a case study of the perspectives of lower-middle class (LMC) and 

upper-middle class (Fraternity) students at a large public university. "Mesearch 

University" is situated at the center of a metropolitan area of the southwestern United 

States. My student status at this university provided access to most of the means 

necessary to conduct this study. I chose a "building theory from case study" 

methodological approach (Eisenhardt, 1989) to best serve my objectives. 

In this study, I drew from over four years of my experiences and observations 

within this campus environment to provide a backdrop to the students' perceptions of 

their college experiences. In addition, my own familiarity with the environment and 

institutional processes provided a common groimd with the participants. Shared 

instimtional experiences helped to ease anxieties particular to interview settings and 

increased access to pertinent information. 

I was interested in the students' interpretation of their own experiences. 

Therefore, interviews were my main source of data. I also utilized a survey that 

provided quantitative data pertinent to the research questions. Even though a low 

response rate rendered the data insufficient for traditional statistical interpretation. 

Statistical Analysis Software (SAS) correlations and frequencies provided direction in 

developing the interview questions and preliminary theoretical constructs. 

The building theory approach provided the means to organize a methodology 

for utilizing my data set most effectively. Eisenhardt (1989) draws from various 
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qualitative methodologies developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), Miles and 

Huberman (1984), and Yin (1984) and designs an approach to building theory that 

embraces, rather than avoids, the unpredictable events in qualitative research. This 

methodology allowed for the redirection of my study and reformulation of my research 

questions as some avenues to data were closed and others opened. In essence, this 

methodology allowed me to complete this study where other less pro-active 

methodologies would have encouraged me to abandon it. 

The Samplg 

1 agree with Ehrenreich (1989) when she suggests that how much you can leam 

about a group depends upon how much they have in common. It is true that there is a 

wide range of perspectives across individuals who comprise the middle class. Drawing 

lines within the middle class that supposedly place them in one social class or another 

is very difficult. The theory is that a group identified should share enough experiences 

that may define some sort of common outlook toward the world (Ehrenreich, 1989). 

The LMC students were somewhat diverse in financial background, behavior, and 

beliefs. For this LMC sample, many of the students had unique or exceptional 

characteristics. However, they did share enough similarities in lifestyle and experience 

that they could be considered members of an identifiable and separate group of students 

sharing similar social status within the university community. All of the LMC students 

felt they were near the bottom of the socio-economic strata in the university setting. 

They all were dealing with various degrees and combinations of economic and social 
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isolation as part of their college experience. They all defined their experience against 

wliat they perceived to be the experiences of the upper-middle class students of the 

university. 

The Fraternity sample contained students with a variety of backgroimds as well. 

A couple of the students came from families \\iiere the parents had come from lower-

or middle-middle class beginnings, but had managed to work themselves into the 

upper-middle class. Others came from families where the parents had grown-up in 

upper-middle class lifestyles. Even so, the Fraternity students also shared enough 

similar characteristics to be considered part of an identifiable and separate group of 

students within the university community. Not surprisingly, as a group, they were 

more homogeneous than the LMC students. For instance, most of them had very 

similar political values and beliefs (a variable in which the LMC students varied). 

Moreover, the factor that set them apart from the LMC sample was their relative 

position of privilege within the campus community. They all enjoyed a lifestyle very 

different from the LMC students that included far greater involvement in campus 

related activities and far greater time and money relegated to their discretion. 

The Data 

The data of this study are organized around the students' perspective on their 

own experiences. In order to form a data base to answer my research questions, I 

directed my questions to address four particular areas: (a) perceptions of high school 

experience, (b) p)erceptions of college experience, (c) aspirations and expectations for 
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their professional and personal futures, and (d) the students' awareness of, and attitudes 

toward, social class issues in the university setting. Other aspects of their life, such as 

how they spent their time and their philosophical values and beliefs, were investigated 

to help flesh out these four basic areas. 

Obtaining data was both the limiting factor and driving force behind this study. 

Limitations to accessing students who fit the desired demographic profile forced 

repeated redirection of the focus of the study. I had a plan. But, as someone once 

professed, "The best way to get God to laugh is to make a plan" (in this case, God had a 

good laugh). A thorough description of the evolution of my sample, as well as the 

study itself, is presented in the "Methods" section of this document. The following is a 

brief overview of how the final usable data set was obtained. 

Preliminary survey data were gathered in-person outside the OfF-Campus 

Student Center in the student union. From this information, I was able to design a 

survey for a mass mailing. This first survey proved invaluable in designing a 

questionnaire that I felt could get to the heart of my research questions. I was able to 

interview five students who completed this preliminary survey. The information 

gained in these initial five interviews allowed me to work through the rough spots of 

my interviewing technique. Moreover, I was able to start toying with themes and 

constructs. These early themes and constructs provided direction and helped to identify 

the kinds of information that were going to be relevant and not relevant for the 

interview process (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). 
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Working with the school registrar, I was able to obtain a mailing list of students 

who fit demographic criteria that would increase the probability of locating students 

who would qualify for my sample. Basically, for the mass mailing, 200 surveys were 

sent to white male students who were enrolled in the university full-time, lived in town 

with their permanent address matching their local address (this was done to increase the 

chance that they were living at home for financial reasons), graduated from local high 

schools that were known to serve "low income" or "mixed income" neighborhoods, and 

did not live in zip codes that obviously belonged to high income sections of the city. 

The surveys provided the basic demographic information that I could use to 

screen for my initial sample. Those who passed this screening were asked to interview. 

Those who agreed to interview were subjected to a secondary screening process to 

insure they fit the sample criteria. Tape recordings of the interviews were transcribed 

and the resulting text became the principle data set. Inforaiation from the surveys and 

observations of the students made during the interviews and, in the case of the 

Fraternity sample, at their fraternity house, were used as secondary sources of data for 

triangulation and substantiation. 

Theoretical Framework 

Social reproduction theory was the principal frame of reference for this study 

(Bourdieu, 1977a, 1977b; Bowles & Gintis, 1976; MacLeod, 1995; Weber, 1970; 

Weis, 1990). However, constructs from multiple theoretical frameworks were used 

wherever and whenever it became necessary, during my analysis, to gain a fresh and 
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enlightening perspective. In fact, in my view, one of the strengths of this research 

effort is that I consistently interpreted data from a variety of theoretical perspectives. 

For instance, in addition to social reproduction theory, I drew from student retention 

theory (Tinto, 1975,1988) and psycho-social theories relating to human development 

and identity formation (Bandura, 1995; Chickering, 1960; Shavelson, Hubner, & 

Stanton, 1976). Through the use of multiple constructs and perspectives, I was able to 

make connections across theoretical perspectives and gain a deeper understanding of 

what was occurring for these students. As a result, 1 was able to find new ways to 

utilize existing theories and eventually develop new theory. 

The University 

Mesearch University is a large public land grant, research I institution located 

in the southwestern United States. The university enrolls about 35,000 students 

(around 26,000 undergraduates and around 8,500 graduate and professional school 

students) a year. There is about a 50/50 ratio of men to women and, in 1996, a 25% 

minority population (2.4% Black, 12.5% Hispanic, 5% Asian or Pacific Islander, 1.9% 

American Indian or Alaskan Native). 

I chose Mesearch University for several reasons. First, and foremost, it was 

convenient. One of the most valuable lessons I learned from this research experience 

was the importance of making the logistics of my study as simple as possible. Like 

many graduate students, I had a limited budget to fund this project. Conducting my 

research in another city or state at another university would have resulted in travel. 
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room and board expenses that would have been difficult to man^e. Second, I was 

attending Mesearch while doing my research. So, I had access to the student 

populations I desired. At one time I had considered another university that was out of 

state. But, given the difBculties I experienced at Mesearch, I do not think this study 

would have come to fruition anywhere else. 

Finally, this university is a large, land grant institution. I needed such an 

institution for my study to increase the probability of finding lower-middle class 

students among the student body. Even though it was difficult finding lower-middle 

class students who attended this university, finding an adequate number of students to 

fit the lower-middle class profile would have been even more arduous at a private elite 

university. 

Limitations of the Smdv 

This study uses some but not all of the recommended techniques in building 

theory from case study methodology (Eisenhardt, 1989). For instance, building theory 

methodology (hereafter BTM) recommends multiple investigators. However, in my 

situation, this was not a viable option. Even so, there is some support that a sole 

investigator may enhance the ability to establish cormections and identify patterns 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In addition, I could have used more methods of data 

collection to help triangxilate the interview data. For instance, I would have liked to 

have talked to parents and collected observational data of the students in their natural 

day-to-day environments, such as their homes, work sites, or hangouts. Unfortunately, 
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these data were not accessible given the constraints of this study's design. Since I was 

investigating student perceptions, it was not necessary to have these other sources of 

data. However, it would have greatly enhanced the reliability of statements and my 

understanding of the students' perceptions. 

The biggest limitation of this study is also the biggest finding of this study: 

There were very few students at the university who could be considered from "working 

class" backgrounds. Even when I loosened the sample criteria to include lower-middle 

class students, I found there were very few lower-middle class students, who fit the 

other sample criteria, attending this large public institution. In effect, it was difficult to 

secure a large sample. 1 did, however, manage to interview 14 lower-middle class 

(LMC) students and 12 upper-middle class (Fraternity) students to represent the 

viewpoints of the two social strata. 

Participation in this study was voluntary. 1 know this biased the data set to 

some extent based on comments some of the students made about other students they 

knew who chose not to participate. For instance, Hal (LMC student) said he had a 

friend who received my survey in the mail and said he just cut out the stamp (on the 

self-addressed envelope I included to return the survey) and threw the survey in the 

garbage. Hal told me the reason he volunteered was not for the $10 (I paid the 

participants), but "to help me out." Some of the participants were reluctant (at least on 

the surface) to take the $10. They said they just wanted to help me out because 1 

sounded like 1 could use it from the letter 1 sent with the survey. I suspect, from these 
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sorts of responses, that the group of LMC students I interviewed were not 

representative of the entire population. To get a more complete picture of the 

lower-middle class perspective, I needed to talk to the students who just lased my stamp 

and/or just threw the survey in the trash. I had one student who took the time to return 

a completely blank survey in the envelope I provided. I cannot predict the nature of the 

differences. But, I must allow that the points of view of others who did not agree to 

participate may have been different than many of those in my sample. 

Similarly, the Fraternity students were self-selected. Moreover, all but one in 

the Fraternity sample were from the same fraternity and many were in leadership 

positions (or aspiring to leadership positions) within the fraternity system. I know this 

had an impact on how many of the questions were answered and the nature of the 

information offered. I was unable to talk to any freshman fraternity students. Some 

were sophomores, but most were juniors and seniors. Based on other interactions with 

fraternity members, I feel those in the freshman pledge class would have provided a 

perspective somewhat different than those I interviewed. 

Most of the LMC students were first and second year with a few juniors and 

seniors, while the Fraternity student sample was heavy with upper classmen. 

Therefore, there were some real limitations to the conclusions I could draw from 

comparisons between data sets. Fortunately, this study was not statistical in nature and 

the data was adequate to assist in accomplishing my exploratory objectives. My goal 



simply was to identify, develop, and challenge new and existing theoretical constructs 

from the student perspectives presented in the interviews. 

Organization of the Smdv 

This study is organized into five chapters. In Chapter II, I conduct a review of 

the relevant literature on social class reproduction in the United States. I draw from 

many theoretical perspectives, but primarily utilize the work done by MacLeod (1995). 

MacLeod managed to synthesize some of the social class reproduction theory in a way 

that was particularly useful for addressing my research questions. In addition, I 

provide an overview of the literature coimecting social class reproduction and our 

educational system. In this overview, I place my study within the existing literature 

and demonstrate how this research fills a gap in this body of literature. 

In Chapter III, I provide an extensive overview of my methodology. My 

methodological joumey could be considered a study in and of itself The trials and 

tribulations of qualitative research are documented with a narrative slant that integrates 

events with my thoughts, actions, and reactions throughout the process. It is my hope 

that this approach provides a deeper understanding of the evolution of this study and, 

just maybe, provides the reader with an accurate example of what is involved in 

conducting qualitative research. From what I have read in the literature prior to this 

experience, I came across nothing that would have prepared me for this research 

experience. 
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In Chapter IV, I present my analysis of the data. Throughout the analysis, 

themes from the data are interpreted in light of current theory and, as a result, new 

theory is proposed. I investigate student perceptions of their pre-college experiences, 

as well as, current college experiences. Student expectations and aspirations are then 

interpreted in context of their values, beliefs, experiences, and the literature exploring 

social class reproduction. 

In Chapter V, I summarize my findings. I comment on the issues that I found 

to be most important and concede that another person conducting this study may have 

come to different conclusions. I hope my conclusions make sense to the reader but 

concede that, when all is said and done, this study on perspectives is shaped by my own 

interpretations. Finally, 1 close with recommendations for the future concerning 

various issues that arose during the analysis, as well as social class reproduction 

research in general. 
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CHAPTER n 

Review of the Relevant Literature 

Overview of the Theoretical Frameworks 

The purpose of this study is to understand how students from lower-middle class are 

experiencing a large public research institution. In particular, I was looking for evidence of 

social class reproduction within a university setting. To accomplish this, I focused on 

student perceptions to explore social class identity formation and the university as an 

identity formation site. 

Since this was the first time (to my knowledge) anyone has investigated social class 

reproduction within the boundaries of a single university setting, I drew on various literature 

and theories to guide my research. In addition to social class reproduction theories, I 

utilized multiple theoretical constructs from a variety of theoretical perspectives. Staying 

true to the spirit of the building theory method (Eisenhardt, 1989; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), 

I discovered and incorporated relevant theory during the process of analysis. I integrated 

and interpreted my data through a variety of lenses that seemed to help clarify and explain 

what I was finding. For instance, retention theories (Astin, 1987, 1993; Tinto, 1975, 1988) 

and psycho-social theories pertaining to identity and self-concept (Bandura, 1995; 

Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Shavelson & Hubner, 1976) became quite useful in helping 

me interpret and make sense of the data. These various constructs served as "sounding 

boards" to help me categorize and interpret my data. Employing current theory in my 
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analysis helped to validate some existing constructs. Moreover, I was able to generate new 

concepts and identify new applications for existing constructs. 

The following is a brief overview of the primary theories I used to inform my 

analysis. First, I discuss social class reproduction theory, followed by retention theory, and 

then psycho-social development theory. Not all of the theoretical perspectives I utilized are 

discussed in this overview. The purpose of this theoretical overview is not so much to 

present every construct applied to this study, but instead, to give the reader a general idea of 

the types of constructs I included and to illustrate how I integrated and utilized various 

theoretical fiameworks in a sensible manner. 

Social Class Reproduction Theory 

Social class reproduction theoretical constructs were primary influences in my 

interpretation of the data and the formation of my conclusions. The literature investigating 

the role of higher education in social class reproduction generally focuses on issues of 

access and opportunity (e.g., who attends community colleges versus four year institutions). 

I utilized social class reproduction theoretical constructs within a single university setting. 

Although I incorporated a wide variety of social class theory in my analysis, MacLeod 

(1995) was my principle source for the purposes of this overview. 

The premise supporting social class reproduction theory is the apparent 

perpetuation of the socio-economic status quo in this and other countries. Basically, the 

distribution of resources in socio-economic systems remains fairly constant over time. 

MacLeod (1995) states, "Several decades of quantitative sociological research have 
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demonstrated that the social class into which one is bom has a massive influence on where 

one will end up. Although mobility between classes does take place, the overall structure of 

class relations from one generation to the next remains largely unchanged" (p. 4). 

Social class reproduction theories try to explain why this might occur by investigating 

barriers to social mobility. In this country, these barriers constrain without completely 

blocking lower class individuals' efforts to break into the higher class rankings. 

In the United States, social class reproduction theorists question the prevailing 

ideology (i.e., the achievement ideology) that supports the notion that our socio-economic 

system is meritocratic. To these theorists, meritocracy and the existence of "equal 

opportunity" within our socio-economic system are viewed as myths permeating our 

collective consciousness. Mechanisms contributing to the p)erpetuation of these myths, and 

consequent social impact, are central issues for social class reproduction theorists. 

The social class reproduction theory in the literature is conceptualized as a 

continuum. At one end, theory is dominated by the notion of economic determinism. In 

other words, the competition for resources within economic systems will inevitably result in 

the formation of structures to create and exploit a lower class. At the other end, the 

autonomy of individuals in their own cultural settings (sometimes referred to as "agency") 

are believed to have the primar>' impact on social class reproduction. "The interface 

between these cultural and stmctural factors is critical to understanding social reproduction" 

(MacLeod, 1995, p. 136). 
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Structure. Social class reproduction theories look at dififerent structures of 

socio-economic systems that contribute to the persistence of the status quo. For example, 

the educational system commonly is accepted as a primary mechanism for stratifying our 

population socio-economically. Even so, not everyone would agree to the nature of the 

mechanism. Some feel the educational system is legitimate and egalitarian. Others feel it is 

oppressive and biased. 

Scholars like Bloom (1987), DeSouza (1995), and Trow (1970) believe the 

educational system is a legitimate, meritocratic structure and process by which pjeople attain 

certain levels within society based on their performance. They believe the job of higher 

education is to "separate the wheat from the chafe." Those who succeed in the system, 

deserve to do so. Those who fail in the system do so because they cannot make the grade. 

If the educational system is allowed to operate without interference, the best qualified will 

rise to the top and take their natural positions as leaders in our society. 

To the contrary, others believe the system is not meritocratic in that it favors certain 

members of society over others. To Bowles, Gintis, and Meyer (1975), the purpose of the 

educational system is to train the wealthy to occupy places at the top of the economy, while 

conditioning the poor to accept their lowly status in the class culture. Squibb (1991) echoes 

this sentiment when he states, "The major function of education is in reinforcing those value 

systems that will prevent attainment by lower class members, thereby restricting mobility 

and so stabilizing the pattern of stratification" (p. 196). 
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Moreover, the relationship between students, teachers, and administrators models 

the division of labor that dominates the work place (i.e., social relations of the school reflect 

those of the c^italist mode of production). "The schools reproduce social inequality, but 

by dealing in the currency of academic credentials, the educational system legitimates the 

whole process" (MacLeod, 1995, p. 14). In effect, the structure of our schools actually 

reinforce social inequality while proclaiming to do the opposite. 

Culture. "Ideology is the 'myth' by which the powerful ensure belief in the validity 

of their domination" (Weber, 1970, p. 953). In addition to social structures, ideology and 

culture also are seen as great barriers to social mobility. In the United States, there is a 

prevailing belief in the notion that society is egalitarian and success and failure of the 

individual is up to the individual's talents and >\'illingness to work hard: the achievement 

ideology. To state simply, to believe in the achievement ideology is to believe that 

everyone gets what he or she deserves. 

It is understandable how this notion of an egalitarian society began. When this 

country was beginning, about 80 % of the populace were property owners. Moreover, there 

was a seemingly endless supply of land and other natural resources. One could escape 

economic want or subjection simply by moving to a new place. The United States was, in 

the beginning, a democracy of small capitalists. Arguably, this country started out 

somewhat egalitarian with apparent "equal opportunities" for the vast majority. 

However, it grew from a democracy of small capitalists to a nation of hired 

employees. Even though the democracy of small capitalists is long gone, the ideology has 
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persisted. Truly remarkable is that this notion of an egalitarian society is still with us even 

after the blatant manifestation of class divisions at the end of the nineteenth century 

(Bottomore, 1991). There are different views on why this is the case. However, for my 

purposes, I am interested only in the impact of this ideology on social class identity 

formation and not in how the ideology managed to persist. 

Bourdieu (1977a) would identify this persisting ideology as part of the American 

national "habitus." Simply put, habitus is the conglomeration of the attitudes, beliefs, and 

experiences of those inhabiting a given social world. There is habitus at a national level 

(e.g., the notion of the American Dream) as well as, separate habiti for the various 

sub-pjopulations within the nation. These smaller community habiti are unique to different 

sub-populations, but greatly overlap with the national habitus. The achievement ideology 

is an example of a part of the national habitus that permeates all sub-habiti. 

The consequence of this ideology on social class reproduction is that barriers to 

success are seen as personal rather than the fault of the system. Embracing this 

achievement ideology puts people from the lower classes at a significant disadvantage. If 

people in the lower classes believe that the system is equal, one's inability to succeed can 

only be explained by individual shortcomings (MacLeod, 1995). Therefore, when 

individuals fail, it is not viewed as a problem with the system, but with the individual. As a 

result, the system is protected and so are the powerful who inherently benefit. 

Structure and culture: The "one-two punch." The structure of schooling, with its 

high regard for the cultural capital of the upper classes, promotes a belief among lower class 

JL' 
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students that they are unlikely to achieve success. At the same time, the students from 

upper classes are encouraged to believe they will be successful (Bowles, Gintis, & Meyer, 

1975). Combine this structural barrier with a prevailing ideology that everyone fails and 

succeeds based on their own merits, and you have a crushing combination (the under class 

will never know what hit them). 

This, however, is a colorful metaphor for a very subtle process. Most are 

completely unaware of the degree to which the system is working against them. MacLeod 

(1995) explains: 

Rather than being directly linked to the power of an economic elite, schools are seen 
as part of a larger social universe of symbolic institutions that, rather than impose 
docility and oppression, reproduce existing power relations subtly via the 
production and distribution of a dominant culture that tacitly confirms what it means 
to be educated (p. 14). 

Structures and ideologies that persist over time are self-validating and often are granted 

status in our ideology that is above reproach. Power differentials inherent to these 

ideologies are rarely questioned because they are validated by the culture or prevailing 

ideology. Under such circumstances, Lukes (1974) suggests the exploited, as well as the 

exploiter, may not be aware of their relationship. It is just the way things are and most 

people never consider the possibility things could be any different. 

For the vast majority, the American Dream will never be anything more than a 

dream. The level of success one reaches within the socio-economic system may have very 

little to do with hard work. However, individuals continue to believe they get what they 

deserve based on their efforts. 
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In efifect, our national habitus enables the perpetuation of an achievement ideology 

while preventing mobility of the lower classes. The powerful remain in power and the 

lower classes are continually repressed. Those who are exploited by the system actually 

support the system and their own exploitation through a shared achievement ideology with 

the upper classes. 

Resistance will get vou nowhere. Some in MacLeod's (1995) sample were aware of 

the inherent inequalities of the system and "saw through the achievement ideology" (p. 21). 

They saw that no matter how hard they worked, they probably would not get anywhere. 

Some chose to resist their impending failure by denouncing and dropping out of the system. 

Ironically, their reproduction into their social class would appear to be merit based because 

they did not put forth the necessary effort. In other words, on the surface, it would appear 

they did not work hard, so they did not get anywhere. To the unenlightened, it appears they 

deserved what they got and that the system worked. It is unsettling to think their resistance 

and inevitable failure actually served to help legitimize the system that oppressed them. 

An interesting side to MacLeod's (1995) notion of resistance is that his "Hallway 

Hangers" chose to resist the system in the manner that insured their own failure. It can be 

compared to taking the club from your attacker and beating yourself over the head, hence 

doing the work for them. To get to this point, one really has to see things as hopeless. This 

further demonstrates the power of habitus. It seems another part of our national habitus is 

the notion that the system is the way it is and nothing can be done to change it. For the 

lower classes, their social standing makes it even more difficult to believe otherwise. 
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This provides further irony considering our national political rhetoric would have us 

believe the opposite. Through democratic process, we are told this is a government "of the 

people, for the people and by the people." Yet, MacLeod (1995) found individuals in his 

sample felt powerless in terms of jwlitically altering the system to improve their conditions. 

Admitting there is "nothing you can do about it" is yet another way of legitimizing the 

structure as it is. Inherent in this perception is that the powerful are in power for good 

reasons, they make the rules and the individual is too small and undeserving to resist. 

Again, the system is validated and maintains the status quo. 

Aspirations and social class reproduction theorv. Individual aspirations are 

manifestations of the fallout of the battle between the achievement ideology and a biased 

capitalistic system. MacLeod (1995) suggests, "leveled aspirations are a powerful 

mechanism by which class inequality is reproduced from one generation to the next" (p. 4). 

An individual's aspirations are developed within the context of their experiences. These 

experiences have been interpreted in the context of the achievement ideology which serves 

to legitimate the domination of the upper classes. Thus, aspirations are formed that are 

contextual and class related (i.e., somewhat leveled for the under class and somewhat 

heightened for the upper class). 

Not surprisingly, one's aspirations intrinsically connect an individual's perceptions 

to social class identity. MacLeod (1995) states, "Aspirations provide a conceptual link 

between the structure and agency in that they are rooted firmly in individual proclivity 

(agency), but also are acutely sensitive to perceived societal constraints (structure)" (p. 
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137). Aspirations represent the individual's perceptions of where they think they belong 

within the socio-economic strata. Consequently, aspirations are fairly reliable indicators of 

social class identity and were of primary concern during my data collection and analysis. 

Student Retention Theory 

Student retention theories were developed to understand the reasons students 

drop-out of college. Based on the assumption drop-out is undesirable, the goals of retention 

theory are to first, understand attrition, and second, to provide direction to help minimize its 

occurrence. Tinto (1987) identifies three main fiameworks for developing retention 

theories: (a) psychological theories, (b) social theories, and (c) economic theories. 

Arguably, there are other fi^meworks but these three fiameworks were sufficient for the 

purposes of this smdy. 

Psychological theories focus on students as individuals. These theories target 

personal characteristics of students that might contribute to drop-out. For example, a 

student's academic and social capabilities, his or her motivation, and his or her level of 

maturity could all have an impact on that student's propensity to drop-out of college. 

Social theories deal with the larger societal systems at work. In one view, the role 

of the educational institution is to stratify the populace and maintain existing power 

structures. In this respect, individuals may or may not persist within the educational system 

because the current socio-economic system operates to preserve existing patterns of 

educational and social inequality. 
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The strongest argument for this point of view is the extraordinarily high drop-out 

rate from community and junior colleges. Compared to four year institutions, two year 

colleges enroll a disproportionate percentage of the nation's college students from lower 

socio-economic status (Karabel, 1972; Pincus, 1979; Smart, 1986; Zwerling, 1976). Social 

theorists would argue the two year college is the educational systems way of tracking lower 

income students into lower income professions. 

Others might believe the system is meritocratic. The reason a person drops-out or 

attains success within the educational system is based solely on his or her ability. The 

argument for this perspective is based in a faith that the educational system is doing its job 

and everyone has an equal opportunity to prove himself or herself academically. Social 

forces, such as race and resources, are recognized but not seen as having any major effect on 

the ability of the educational system to favor any one group of people over any other. 

With the economic fi^imework, again the attention is on the individual student. 

Only this time, the argument is that the student makes a conscious decision to persist or 

drop-out based on an ongoing cost/benefit analysis of what to do with one's limited 

economic resources. If a student believes his or her investment in education will pay off, 

they will continue to pursue a degree. If the costs appear to outweigh the benefits, he or she 

will drop-out. 

I drew from retention theory in my analysis because students generated answers to 

questions that reminded me of retention theory constructs. For instance, I asked students 

why they ended-up in college and some of their peers from high school did not. In their 
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responses, students talked about characteristics of students, such as their motivational level, 

intelligence, and financial situation, and related these variables to educational attainment. I 

did not cue the respondents to mention these variables. Their responses seemed to parallel 

the constructs of the psychological theories and economic theories of retention. Therefore, 1 

felt these constructs would be useful to my analysis. 

Student retention theory and social class reproduction. Obviously, there is a great 

deal of overlap between social theories of retention and social class reproduction theories. 

The educational system in this country, by default or by design, is a principle means of 

economically stratifying this nation's populace. The variables that determine whether a 

student attends a university, a community college or immediately joins the workforce might 

be similar to variables that determine whether a student drops-out or matriculates once 

enrolled in higher education. Viewing retention theory constructs through a social 

stratification lens enhanced my ability to understand the reasons behind student perceptions 

of themselves and others, as well as, their own aspirations and expectations for the future. 

In other words, I used retention theory constructs to help explain how students saw 

themselves within the educational and socio-economic systems. For instance, variables 

such as motivation and intelligence could be used to explain drop-out. However, when 

discussed in a self-reflective context, they are very informative regarding a student's 

perception of themselves within the educational system. Moreover, they help to explain 

aspirations and expectations of the individual, which can then be tied to social class identity 

issues (self-concept and identity theory will be discussed later). 
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As another example, Tinto (1987) believes integration into the college culture forms 

the basis for success or failure within the environment. In terms of retention theory, failure 

or success may be defined as attrition or persistence. In a broader scope, this principle of 

integration speaks to the issue of social reproduction, as well. If one wants to change 

classes, adoption of the cultural norms that define the desired class is helpful. 

For instance, I had one LMC student who aspired to move fi"om the lower class to 

the upper-middle class or upper class. Without cueing, Chad said the reason he was going 

to get ahead was that he new he would be able to "assimilate." He talked at length of the 

importance of being able to "speak the language" of the upper-middle class. He felt the 

reason many of his peers would not "get ahead" was due to their inability to "act" like 

upper-middle class people. 

Tinto's (1987) principle of integration proved useful in developing social 

reproduction theory within the university setting. The only LMC student who wanted to do 

more than replicate his parent's socio-economic status (SES) was the only student that felt 

like he needed to change and adapt to the ways of the higher SES. The other LMC students 

in my sample aspired only to "do a little better" than their parents. Success to them would 

be to give their kids an experience similar to their own childhood. They were more critical 

of the higher SES groups on campus and stressed the importance of not changing and 

adopting the traits characteristic of the higher SES. 

Therefore, those students who expected to reproduce their own socio-economic 

standing were resistant to adopting the culture of the higher SES groups. The only student 
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that wanted to significantly increase SES saw the importance of adopting the higher culture. 

This is not the only way I was able to incorporate retention theory in my analysis, but it 

should provide an illustration of how retention theory was used to inform my analysis of 

social class reproduction. 

Identity Formation Theory 

Since much of this study had to do with the concept of identity as it related to social 

class, I believed it necessary to incorporate identity formation theoretical constructs into my 

analysis. Chickering (1969) originally adapted human development theory fi-om Piaget's 

(1932) work and created a more detailed developmental theory for traditional college age 

students. Chickering and Reisser (1993) expanded Chickering's earlier works on student 

development (Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 38 provides a nice overview). The most 

significant changes from the earlier theory included some adjustments in the definition and 

sequencing of the vectors, more in-depth explanation of how the vectors interacted, and a 

more inclusive design so that it could be applied to the changing demographics of 

contemporary college campuses. 

Chickering identified seven "vectors" of student development that are addressed in 

creating a student's identity. According to Chickering, these vectors are not so much stages 

but "issues" that students must visit and revisit during the formation of their identities. 

Ideally, students continue to address the issues defined in the various vectors until a sense of 

integrity is achieved. Integrity is defined as a level of self-awareness where the individual 

a' 
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adopts humanitarian values and beliefs and lives and acts consistent with these values and 

beliefs. 

Although all the vectors are important in identity formation, some processes seemed 

to be more informative to my research question than others. For instance, (a) developing 

competence in an intellectual, physical, and social capacity; (b) creating a sense of self in 

the social historical and cultural context; and (c) developing a sense of purpose in terms of 

vocational goals, seemed relevant to the issue of social-class reproduction. Therefore, I 

found these constructs most useful in my analysis. 

Chickering also noted that this process of identity formation may have to be 

revisited for anyone finding him or herself in drastically new life circumstances. For 

instance, a non-traditional student returning to college to upgrade credentials may revisit the 

"developing competence" vector within the academic envirorunent. Or, a smdent who had 

been in an accident that limited his or her physical or mental fimctioning may have to revisit 

many of the developmental vectors given his or her new circumstances. 

Identitv formation and social class reproduction. As noted earlier, social class 

issues in higher education tend to be overlooked and overshadowed by gender, minority, 

and sexiaal orientation identity formation issues. In fact, one of Chickering and Reissefs 

(1993) major changes to Chickering's (1969) theory was an added sensitivity to the impact 

of gender, minority, and sexual orientation on identity formation. Either social class was 

overlooked, or it was not considered important. 
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Consistent with many theories on college student development, Chickering's (1969) 

theories were all developed from data collected from upper-middle class, white, male, 

college students. This may be because, like me, he could not find any lower SES students 

in his original sampling. Most likely, the four year college student population dimng the 

time of his original theory building was even more homogeneous in terms of SES than it is 

today. 

Arguably, social class identity formation issues are as important as gender, race, and 

sexual orientation issues and should be addressed as a separate phenomenon at work in 

identity formation. For example, does a female from a lower class background have the 

same college transition and identity formation issues as a female from the upper-middle 

class? Does a minority from a lower class background have the same experiences in college 

as a minority from an upper-middle class background? The white lower income students in 

this study certainly had little in common with the white fraternity brothers in terms of 

college experience and identity formation. 

Ironically, Chickering's constructs developed from upper-middle class white males 

were particularly usefiil m this study of social class. The Fraternity sample had a 

demographic profile identical to the student population used to develop his theory. 

Moreover, the LMC students in this sample were different from the Fraternity sample only 

in terms of SES. Therefore, with comparisons between the two SES groups, I could isolate 

the impact of SES on identity formation more effectively. Knowledge of Chickering's 
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constructs increased my understanding of identity foraiation as it relates to social class and 

lent a greater sense of credibility to my conclusions concerning social class reproduction. 

Social Class Reproduction and the Educational System 

Currently, the educational system is an institutionalized mechanism that helps 

determine the allocation of resources to individuals within society. If it was not the 

educational system, there would be another system to serve its function (Clark, 1980; 

Olin-Wright, 1994; Parker, 1972). In addition to educating the citizenry, the entire 

educational system is designed to grade, label, and credential individual members of society 

(nothing like a little GLC to stratify the population). The credentials, in txum, control access 

to resources in the form of opportunity. Individuals with more or higher quality credentials 

have access to more and higher quality resources. 

In a perfect world, the system would be without bias and everyone would attain 

according to their talents and efforts. However, it is possible the system is less than perfect. 

Social class reproduction theorists argue that the educational system has evolved to serve 

the interests of the upper classes and socialize the lower classes to reproduce into their 

lower socio-economic status (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Jencks & Riesman, 1968; 

Lareau, 1987). Squibb (1973) states: 

All societies have a division of labour, a division of roles and a concomitant 
differential distribution of knowledge and a consequential differential distribution of 
self-perceptions. These various distributions will inevitably tend to cluster and 
certain groups will, over time, exhibit consistent characteristics. Where formal 
educational institutions are introduced the perceptions and understandings of those 
who structure the form and determine the content of education will tend to ensure 
that the educational processes will work to this end. There will be a tendency for 
education to emphasize the subordination of the subordinate and there will be the 
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development of curricula, methods and techniques and uses of language which will 
have this function in both latent and manifest forms (p. 204). 

In effect, the educational system validates and perpetuates the socio-economic status 

quo. This would not be possible, however, if the popular mind did not buy into the 

educational system as a valid and meritocratic credentialing mechanism. Even though there 

is consistent evidence of the inequities in the system, most choose not to see them. The 

tendency of Americans is to believe in the achievement ideology and not to question the 

institutions developed to promote equality within this ideology. As Stuckey (1991) notes, 

Americans are inclined to deny the existence of social class. Most prefer to believe that 

everyone attains according to his or her talents and effort, even those at the lower strata. 

Americans have a faith in individual strength and willpower. It is part of our national 

culture and it is what we believe sets us apart from other socio-economic systems. 

In spite of popular resistance to the notion of social class issues, there have been 

numerous studies conducted on the way our educational system facilitates social class 

reproduction. These studies vary in their approach and focus. I now identify some of the 

principle approaches to define how this study fits into the existing body of literature 

addressing the role of education in social class reproduction. 

Equity is at the heart of the social class reproduction issue. As I just pointed out, the 

assumption made is that the educational system is fair. However, the research might 

indicate otherwise. Inequality can come in many forms. Researchers like Amato (1980), 

Brantlinger (1994), and Friedman (1976) studied the inequalities experienced in the 
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classroom of primary and secondary schools. Amato (1980) and Friedman (1976) found 

that teachers showed biases in favor of students from higher socio-economic backgrounds 

in the form of verbal and non-verbal reinforcement Amato (1980) also discovered teachers 

would develop class sub-groupings that were supposed to be based on ability but were often 

influenced by the socio-economic status of the students. Brantlinger (1994) looked at the 

issue from the students' perspective and noted that the lower income students found school 

stressful and were very aware of their subordinate standing in school. Moreover, they felt 

the teachers were very aware of their social standing and believed they were treated 

differently because of it. 

In partial defense of the teachers, there is another body of literature that focuses on 

the notion of cultural capital. Bowles and Gintis (1976), Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), 

Jencks (1979), Squibb (1973) and others point out how the school system values the culture 

of the higher social classes and devalues the lower class culture. Consequently, those from 

higher social classes come with more cultural capital that will be useful in the school 

system. They have already been educated into the values and are familiar with the language 

and behaviors that will be most rewarded in the school systems. Based on this research, 

teachers may not be aware of their bicised behaviors because the system itself is set-up to 

reward certain cultural capital that the upper class children already have. Teachers may, in 

effect, just be playing out the roles into which they were socialized. It is a self-perpetuating 

and self-guarded system of inequality. 
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In a slightly dififerent perspective, Lareau (1987) studied cultural capital in terms of 

parental values and involvement in their childrens' education. The parents from the upper 

classes consistently were more involved in their childrens' school and curricula than the 

parents of the children from the lower classes. From the beginning, the parents from the 

upper classes are more likely to insure their children are socialized into the ways of the 

school system. They were more likely to help out with homework and to insure that their 

children were moving through the system with the least possible hurdles. Other research 

suggests that socio-economic inequity may follow the students through decisions on college 

choice. Hamrick and Hossler (1996) discuss the effects of socio-economic background on 

college information seeking behaviors. The parents from higher socio-economic 

backgrounds are more inclined to help their children in making decisions about college and 

encouraging their children to investigate their options. Basically, the children from the 

lower classes are at a substantial educational disadvantage just based on the relative 

importance their parents place on formal education. 

The vast majority of the research, however, is focused on the systemic educational 

inequities that occur due to relative access to higher education. In particular, the research 

focuses on access to different types of higher education. The assumption is those that can 

afford higher and better quality education are at an advantage when it comes time to 

compete in the job market. For instance, those that attain a college degree may have an 

advantage over those who do not. Those who attain a four year baccalaureate may have an 

advantage over those who attain a two year associate, and so on. 



At center stage of the access debate, lies the community college. The community 

college was designed to solve the access issue in our higher educational system. In the late 

sixties and early seventies, there was an incredible increase in the number of two year 

colleges built across the country (Dougherty, 1992). Entrance standards were non-existent 

so everyone who wanted access to higher education would have it. It was a nice idea, but it 

soon came under scrutiny as just another tracking system to relegate the lower classes to 

reproduce their social standing. 

Clark (1960, 1980), Dougherty (1992), Doyle and Feir (1975), Karabel (1972), 

Pincus (1979), and Zwerling (1976) focused on the disadvantages of starting at a 

community college as opposed to a four year instimtion. If one aspires to obtain a 

baccalaureate, these authors would all agree that starting at a community college will make 

achieving that goal much more difficult than if they started at a four year institution as a 

freshman. Clark (1960,1980) and Zwerling (1976) talked about the "cooling out" 

phenomenon attributed to the community college. Dougherty (1992) refers to it as the 

"baccalaureate gap" (p. 189). Simply put, "a student desiring a baccalaureate degree who 

starts at a community college, has less chance of obtaining a baccalaureate than a student 

who starts at a four year institution - even if you control for student background, ability and 

high school record" (Dougherty, 1992, p. 190). 

Cooling out (or the baccalaureate gap) may be a function of the social-psychological 

climate of the community college (i.e., it has a strong vocational education focus, lower 

academic standards and, in spite of its name, may not effectively develop strong social and 
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academic communities). It may be due to the structural difficulties inherent in transferring 

to a four year institution. Or, it could be due to the fact that the students attending a 

conununity college often have life issues very different from traditional college students 

that make continuing their education diflBcult. Zwerling (1976) would argue the 

community college is just doing what it was designed to do - provide the natural last stop 

of an inequitable system that tracks lower SES individuals to insure they start and end-up 

lower SES. These explanations are not exhaustive. They arejiost some of the more popular 

points of view. The bottom line is that social reproduction researchers believe the role of 

the community college, in our higher educational system, is dominated by its cooling out 

function. 

In addition, there is research that investigates the quality issue between educational 

settings. Falsey and Heyns (1984) investigated the educational advantages enjoyed by high 

school students attending private as opposed to public schools. At the collegiate level, 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) conducted a meta-analysis on how college affects students. 

One of the variables they examined was the difference in career mobility, occupational 

status, and earnings for students that attend colleges of different levels of prestige. They 

found that the research shows moderate differences that favor the students from more 

prestigious (or "higher quality") institutions. When family SES, aspirations, and grades are 

controlled, students from higher prestige institutions generally have more career mobility, 

higher occupational status, and higher earnings than those that did not attend a more 

prestigious institution. 
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Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) also synthesized the literature on college effects 

within the single college or university setting. Their conclusion was that differences 

between outcomes from a single college or university was most influenced by how well the 

student exploits the available resources during his or her college years. Unfortunately, the 

literature does not investigate variables that might affect an individual's ability to exploit 

those resources, in particular, the role of socio-economic background. 

From this brief review of the pertinent research, one notes some gaps in the 

literature. Those which are most apparent are the effects of social class background within 

a single university. Sure, it makes sense that individuals coming from more wealth who 

attend a more prestigious university will have an advantage over those coming from a lower 

SES who attend either a community college or a four year institution of minimal prestige. 

This is consistent with our socio-economic values that cormect higher quality with greater 

value. Hypothetically, my education might be more valuable if I was taught by professors 

of world renown as opposed to a little known college professor. Similarly, if 1 graduated 

with a degree from Harvard, I might be more marketable than someone with a physics 

degree from Alfred University. 

But what about those students who leara from the same professors and obtain the 

same grades and degrees from the same universities, but come from different SES 

backgrounds? How level a playing field does the university provide? Cultural capital was 

found to make a difference in primary and secondary schools. Does it make a difference in 

college? Weis (1990) researched the impact of social class on aspirations and levels of 
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attainment in a single high school. This study revealed just how much culture, combined 

with larger social movements, can impact one's aspirations and motivations. She found 

those from lower SES were at a substantial disadvantage. 

Gose (1995), London (1992), Pratt and Skaggs (1989), Riehl (1994), Terenzini 

(1994), and York-Anderson and Bowman (1991) all addressed the unique problems for 

"first generation" students (i.e., students whose parents did not attend college and who are 

often from lower SES families). These authors believe that, compared to their peers, first 

generation students have more troubles adapting to the college environment. But these 

studies are focused more on how first generation status informs retention issues. The main 

goal is to keep them in college. Potential professional outcomes for these first generation 

students, when compared to their classmates, is not seen as an issue. 

The implicit assumption, at least in part, is that student retention is all that is 

important (since the educational system within the college is assumed meritocratic). 

Granted persistence is the priority, but what of the inequity within the college or university 

environment. Inequities within the college or university setting may be tied to first 

generation and/or social class status. This pre-condition could limit potential outcomes for 

first generation or lower income students, even if they persist to graduation. Once enrolled, 

however, social class inequities impacting outcomes after graduation (i.e., cultural capital) 

are often ignored. 

In summation, the effects of social class within the university setting have been 

neglected in the current body of research. There may be various reasons for this. However, 

ii 
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this neglect, at least in part, seems due to the rational myth that the university equalizes the 

playing field and those who work hard and have the talent will be rewarded based on their 

performance and nothing else. This is the cherished belief in our national culture that I 

investigate fix)m the perspectives of 14 lower-middle class and 12 upper-middle class 

students attending Mesearch University. 
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CHAPTER III 

Research Methods 

In this chapter, I outline the research methods I used in the study. There are 

three sections in this chapter. In the first, I describe "building theory from case study 

research" based on Eisenhardt's (1989) work. In the second, I explain the particular 

sampling, coding, and concept development techniques I used. Finally, in the third, I 

recount the specific steps I took while sampling and analyzing my data. Here, I 

review how the dialogue between my sampling techniques, survey data, interview 

data, observations, and the current body of literature evolved into theoretical 

concepts. 

Building Theory From Case Smdv Research: An Introduction 

I chose a building theory method (BTM) because it proved the best approach 

for this investigation. BTM, as described by Eisenhardt (1989) is a synthesis of 

various qualitative research and theory building approaches already present in the 

literature. BTM integrates principles from "grounded theory" (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Strauss, 1987) with Miles and Huberman's (1984) analytical techniques and 

Yin's (1984) case study design principles. The result is "a more nearly complete 

roadmap for executing this type of research than has existed in the past" (Eisenhardt, 

1989). 

BTM is a pro-active process. It provides structure, order, and options in a 

research environment where a traditional hypothesis testing approach is inadequate or 
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impractical. Overall, BTM is a systematic approach to discovering and describing a 

group's beliefs and practices. 

Like grounded theory, BTM allows the investigator to focus on the basic 

patterns of everyday life in a social arena, such as a university. Simply put, the 

researcher attempts to discover patterns from data and then generate a set of concepts 

that form a testable theory of social processes. Table 1 outlines steps for BTM. 

Grounded theory principles involve immersion of the researcher into a setting. 

Once in, a sample is determined through theoretical sampling based on observations 

of the setting (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). BTM provides more options in terms of 

getting started. For instance, a priori sampling can be utilized to focus a study on a 

certain population within a setting. Once this sample has been identified through a 

priori sampling techniques, one might utilize theoretical sampling techniques to direct 

further sampling opportunities as they become apparent (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

With BTM, one employs multiple qualitative data collection and analysis 

techniques. This can reduce the possibility of misinterpretation when forming 

theoretical constructs (Miles & Huberman, 1984). With BTM, the researcher is 

encouraged to utilize the most appropriate data collection techniques to meet the aims 

of the researcher (Eisenhardt, 1989; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). As I am researching 

student perceptions, I primarily draw from in-depth interview data, survey data, and 

some limited observations. 
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Table 1 

Process of Building Theory from Case Study Research (Eisenhardt. 1989. D.533) 

Step Activity Reason 
Getting Started Delineation of research question; 

Possibly a priori constructs 
Focuses efforts; Provides better 
grounding of construct measures 

Selecting Cases 1. Neither theory nor hypotheses; 
Specified population 

2. Theoretical, not random, 
sampling 

1. Retains theoretical flexibility; 
Constrains extraneous variation 
and sharpens external validity 
2. Focuses efforts on 
theoretically usefiil cases, i.e., 
those that replicate or extend 
theory by filling concepmal 
categories 

Crafting Instruments and 
Protocols 

1. Multiple data collection 
methods 
2. qualitative and quantitative 
data combined 
3. Multiple investigators 

1. Strengthens grounding of 
theory by triangulation of 
evidence 
2. Synergistic view of evidence 
3. Fosters divergent perspectives 
and strengthens grounding 

Entering the Field 1. Overlap data collection and 
analysis, including field notes 
2. Flexible and opportunistic 
data collection methods 

1. Speeds analysis and reveals 
helpfiil adjustments to data 
collection 
2. Allows investigators to take 
advantage of emergent themes 
and unique case features 

Analyzing Data 1. Within-case analysis 
2. Cross-case pattern search 
using divergent techniques 

1. Gains familiarity with data 
and preliminary theory 
generation 
2. Forces investigators to look 
beyond initial impressions and 
see evidence thru multiple lenses 

Shaping Hypotheses 1. Iterative tabulation of 
evidence for each construct 
2. Replication, not sampling, 
logic across cases 
3. Search evidence for "why" 
behind relationships 

1. Sharpens construct definition, 
validity, and measurability 
2. Confirms, extends, and 
sharpens theory 
3. Builds internal validity 

Enfolding Literature 1. Comparison with conflicting 
literature 
2. Comparison with similar 
literature 

1. Builds internal validity, raises 
theoretical level, and sharpens 
construct definitions 
2. Sharpens generalizability, 
improves construct definition, 
and raises theoretical level 

Reaching Closure Theoretical saturation when 
possible 

Ends process when marginal 
improvement becomes small 
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In BTM, current theory should not be ignored. Unlike the early versions of 

grounded theory, with BTM, the researcher is encouraged to apply knowledge of 

existing theories into the ongoing analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989; Strauss, 1987; Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990; Vaughan, 1992). The goal is to utilize the pre-existing knowledge 

base without being blinded to new ways of interpreting the data. The goal, when 

working with the data, is to aspire to a mindset in which everything is considered but 

nothing is assumed. 

With BTM it is also possible to build on existing theory. In essence, existing 

theoretical constructs can be tested in new settings or under different conditions. In the 

beginning stages of my study, I was looking for evidence supporting social class 

reproduction theory. Constructs from social reproduction theory (MacLeod, 1995) were 

used to help guide initial questions to generate data that eventually led to new theoretical 

constructs as well as other research questions. Strauss and Corbin (1990) explain, "If one 

is interested in extending an already existing theory, then one might begin with the 

existing theory and uncover how it might apply to new and varied situations, as 

differentiated from those situations from which it was originally applied" (p. 51). 

Quantitative data can also be utilized in BTM. Quantitative data may be used 

in conjunction with qualitative data to help increase validity (Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In this study, I utilized quantitative information from 

survey responses to help develop research questions and later validate emerging 

constructs. 
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An appropriate use of BTM is in the case where the research questions are 

relatively new and/or established theories are applied in unusual settings (Eisenhardt, 

1989; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Most existing social class literature, as it relates to 

higher education, focuses on class differentiations between people who attend college 

and those who do not (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Another major focus is the 

social class issues between types of higher educational institutions (Bowles, Gintis, & 

Meyer, 1975; Dougherty, 1992; Velez, 1985; Zwerling, 1976). Some works have 

been done on social class issues in primary, secondary, and junior college educational 

settings (Bowles, Gintis, &. Meyer, 1975; Zwerling, 1976). But little has been done 

looking at social class issues within a single four year university setting. Therefore, 

BTM is an appropriate methodology for this study. It provides the opportunity to 

apply testable concepts to a relatively novel research topic. 

BTM is a highly iterative process and ongoing analysis is essential (Bogdan 

& Bilken, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Data that 

accumulate over the course of the study are reconsidered throughout this research 

process. The data and their constant re-interpretation served to guide the study as 

much as my initial questions. 

Ongoing data analysis may reveal new information sources (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). In BTM, it may not be known where to get necessary information until data 

have been collected. For instance, after repeated reference to fraternity brothers in the 
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initial interviews, I decided I should include the perspective of this group in my study. 

Miles and Huberman (1984) state: 

Samples in qualitative studies can change. Initial choices of informants lead 
to the recommendation of new informants; observing one class of events calls 
for a comparison with a different class of events; understanding one 
relationship reveals several facts that have to be teased out and studied 
individually. In other words, qualitative research is essentially an 
investigative process, not unlike detective work (p. 37). 

Ongoing data analysis may redirect the aims of the study (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

In this study, patterns and themes emerged and evolved as new information was 

gathered. Based on new data, some research questions were modified, dropped, or 

added to assist theory generation. For example, I was initially intent on investigating 

some institutional variables that proved to be unimportant to the students. Therefore, 

I was able to redirect the focus to "why" they were unimportant as opposed to "how" 

these variables were important. 

The ongoing comparison of concepts with data ensures that all data are 

constantly considered and reconsidered for their merit. The constant comparison of 

old data to new data and back again develops "theoretical sensitivity" (Glaser, 1978). 

The researcher must be thorough in conducting analysis, but flexible enough to let 

patterns that emerge in the data dictate further courses of action in questioning and 

sampling. Strauss and Corbin (1990) explain; 

...the analytical process itself provides an additional source for theoretical 
sensitivity. Insight and understanding about a phenomenon increase as you 
interact with your data. This increasing sensitivity to concepts, their 
meanings, and relationships is why it is so important to interweave data 
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selection with data analysis. Each feeds into the other thereby increasing 
insight and recognition of the parameters of the evolving theory (p. 43). 

and later-

It is not unusual in the early stages of a research project, for investigators to 
overlook or fail to pick up on the significance or meaning of certain events or 
episodes, because of a lack of theoretical sensitivity. Later, when developing 
new insights, an investigator can legitimately return to the old materials, and 
re-code them in light of additional knowledge (p. 181). 

In a perfect world, sampling, coding, and analysis continue in this design until 

new concepts no longer emerge. This process is cyclical. In other words, I continued 

to gather and analyze data until new information no longer produced variations in the 

concepts that had emerged throughout the study. I continued until I reached a level of 

"saturation" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The real world may not be so tidy, but it is 

important to come as close as possible to this concept of saturation. 

At the saturation level, themes that have been identified begin to repeat and 

sampling new data becomes redundant. Concepts, at this point, can be considered 

validated. From here you can arrange concepts into working hypotheses. Finally, new 

theory may be developed and/or existing theory may be elaborated or modified (Strauss, 

1987). Once theory is generated, it may be tested with more traditional research designs. 

Or, it may be elaborated fiuther through subsequent theory building methods. Figure 1 

illustrates the flow of BTM as it was adapted for this study. 
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Figure 1. Flow Diagram of the Building Theory Method 
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Building Theory Procedures 

Throughout the study, I utilized sampling, coding, and concept development 

procedures consistent with Eisenhardt's (1989) principles of building theories from 

case study research. Eisenhardt advocates a synthesis of qualitative and even 

quantitative methodologies to enhance qualitative analysis and theory generation. In 

addition to works by Glaser and Strauss (1967), Miles and Huberman (1984), and Yin 

(1984), I drew heavily from Strauss and Corbin (1990) and other works that serve the 

interests of discovery. 

Sampling 

Decisions about sampling were made both a priori and throughout the process. 

Decisions about the a priori sample were driven by the conceptual framework and 

initial research questions. For instance, I wanted to research the experience of the low 

income white male attending a large public higher educational institution. Therefore, 

for my initial sample, I chose to define, locate, and interview low income white males 

attending the university. 

Subject accessibility became an issue throughout the study. Sampling criteria 

were adjusted on several occasions to adapt to envirormiental constraints. This led to 

modifications in the research questions, which also led to further a priori decisions 

about defining the sample. Miles and Huberman (1984) explain: 

Qualitative studies call for continuous refocusing and redrawing of the 
parameters of the study during fieldwork, but some initial selection is still 
required. The conceptual framework and research questions determine the 
foci and boundaries within which samples are selected (p. 37). 
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Theoretical sampling techniques also were employed. In theoretical sampling, 

the researcher uses the data themselves to determine where to look for further data 

(Glaser, 1978). This process is tightly tied to the coding process and ongoing 

analysis. For example, based on early data analysis, I decided it would be important 

to talk to students from higher socio-economic status in the institution to provide 

comparative information to clarify and develop data provided by the initial lower 

income sample. 

Theoretical sampling emphasizes the quality of the data and its contribution to 

the emerging theory. This approach is distinguished from quantitative statistical 

approaches that are seeking generalizable findings through a focus on the 

randomness, niamber of subjects, and/or cases included in the study. Eisenhardt 

(1989) suggests: 

The cases may be chosen to replicate previous cases or extend emergent 
theory, or they may be chosen to fill theoretical categories and provide 
examples of polar types. While the cases may be chosen randomly, random 
selection is neither necessary, nor even preferable (p. 537). 

With theoretical sampling one can utilize a variety of approaches. Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) highlight two approaches to theoretical sampling I used in this study: 

(a) You may look, purposefully, for data bearing on categories, their 
properties, and dimensions. That is, you deliberately choose sites, persons, 
documents (p. 84). 

(b) Then too, data bearing upon open sampling sometimes, and even often, 
emerge quite fortuitously. You happen upon or find them unexpectedly 
during field observations, interviewing or documentary reading. It is 
important to recognize the analytic importance of an event or incident. This 
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comes from having an open and questioning mind, and always being alert for 
significant data. When you see something new or different, you must stop and 
ask yourself: What is this? What can it mean? Thus your theoretical 
sensitivity is linked during open coding with your theoretical sampling (pp. 
184-185). 

Sampling is inextricably tied to the coding process. Sampling, coding, and 

theoretical sensitivity are the equivalent of the "Holy Trinity" in theory building 

research. They are independent concepts yet completely inseparable. Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) explain: 

The more sensitive you are to the theoretical relevance of certain concepts, the 
more likely are you to recognize indicators of them in the field and in the data. 
This sensitivity usually grows throughout the duration of the research project, 
and helps you to decide what concepts to look for, where you might find 
evidence of them, and how you can recognize them as indicators (p. 180). 

Theoretical sampling also serves the interests of validating the emerging 

theory. This goes hand-in-hand with the principles of triangulation (Glaser, 1978). 

Basically, theoretical sampling can lead to various sources of information that, in 

turn, serve to test your evolving hypotheses. Credibility of these hypotheses grows as 

they are validated by more than one source or sampling technique. 

In summary, I began with a priori sampling procedures that overlapped with 

theoretical sampling procedures. Methods entailed exploration of available resources 

within the university setting, surveys, interviews, and some limited observations. 

Analysis and sampling were ongoing and evolved in conjunction with the research 

questions. Various methods of sampling and forms of data collection were utilized to 

maintain the integrity and comprehensiveness of the research as it unfolded. 
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Coding 

The specific coding procedures I used are detailed in Strauss and Corbin's 

Basics of Qualitative Research (1990) and Eisenhardt's "Building Theories From 

Case Study Research" (1989). Strauss and Corbin (1990) identify three coding 

procedures that guide the researcher toward theoretical concept development: open 

coding, axial coding and selective coding. Although my analytical thought processes 

did not always fit neatly into their systematic procedural outlines, I did maintain the 

spirit of these analytical processes throughout the study. 

Open coding. Open coding is the primary step in the analytic process. Open 

codes are usually short words or comments made in the margins of the data set (if 

working with text). These words and comments point to thoughts or topics that might 

be relevant to one's research. Open coding prepares data for ongoing analysis. 

Simply put, it involves reviewing the data with a critical eye. Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) explain: 

The basic analytic procedures by which this (open coding) is accomplished 
are: the asking of questions about data and the making of comparisons for 
similarities and differences between each incident, event, and other instances 
of phenomena. Similar events and incidents are labeled and grouped to form 
categories (p. 74). 

In this statement, Strauss and Corbin are referring specifically to open coding. 

However, "making of comparisons" and "asking of questions" are identified as the 

"two basic analytic procedures common to all coding" (p. 62). 



In coding, the questions that one asks of the data are simple. For instance, 

with the research question acting as the framework, I just asked questions such as, 

"what are they saying?" and "what does this mean?" Data are grouped into categories 

according to underlying uniformity shared by the data comprising the category 

(Glaser& Strauss, 1967). 

To start, I gathered data from six initial interviews. I transcribed and coded 

four of these interviews to provide my initial data set. I accumulated about 150 pages 

of transcription. I identified phenomena that, after comparison with subsequent 

interviews, became categories. These categories were developed based on constructs 

from the retention, human development, self-concept, and social class reproduction 

literature. 

A few of my early categories were "no friends," "reverse discrimination," and 

"parents push education." Some of these codes were used to develop the initial 

survey questions. Responses to the survey questions were then analyzed in light of 

theory and the interview categories. As the study progressed and new data were 

introduced, some categories were dropped and other were renamed or added. This 

process continued throughout the study. 

Axial coding. Axial coding takes the categories that were developed during 

the open coding and ties them to sub-categories. The process is very similar to open 

coding. In fact, it was very difficult for me to think of open and axial coding as two 

different steps. As 1 developed codes, some turned out to be major categories for 
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which I later went back and developed sub-categories to help explain the 

phenomenon. Other codes were just sub-categories to start with, which I later formed 

into larger categories. Strauss and Corbin (1990) note, "Though open and axial 

coding are distinct analytic procedures, when the researcher is actually engaged in 

analysis he or she alternates between the two modes" (p. 98). 

Axial coding links categories and sub-categories by asking analytical 

questions from a given theoretical context. For instance, when looking at categories 

and sub-categories. I would ask questions such as, "what is happening here?" or 

"what does this have to do with that?" or "how does this differ from what I was 

reading earlier?" The goal was to discover and specify differences and similarities 

among and within categories. 

Axial coding is differentiated from open coding in that the focus is on 

identifying patterns in the data at a higher level than open coding. Open coding tends 

to take data apart, where axial coding starts to put it back together in a way that makes 

sense to the researcher. This occurs through both within and cross-case analysis. The 

mechanism is utilizing both inductive and deductive thinking. Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) explain: 

As you probably noticed, while coding, we are constantly moving between 
inductive and deductive thinking. That is, we deductively propose statements 
for relationships or suggest possible properties and their dimensions when 
working with data, then actually attempt to verify what we have deduced 
against data as we compare incident with incident. There is a constant 
interplay between proposing and checking. This back and forth movement is 
what makes our theory grounded (p. 111). 
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Selective coding. Selective coding is the stage in which the categories and 

patterns are all pulled together to develop theoretical constructs. As with the other 

coding procedures, selective coding is grounded in making comparisons and asking 

questions of the data. In selective coding, it is just done at a higher and more abstract 

level of analysis. 

The technique suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990) is to create a story to 

identify a central category or main phenomenon and then relate it to surrounding or 

supporting phenomenon. This creation of a story is done best in light of the potential 

theoretical constructs, as well as, existing theory related to the phenomenon 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). 

"Memos" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) taken throughout the data analysis were 

particularly helpful in identifying central phenomena and creating the story. In 

memoing, I would keep notes in a separate computer file to keep track of connections 

and observations that came up as I was coding data. The information in these memos 

were compared and contrasted and provided a record of my thought processes as the 

study progressed. 

Although I started with open and axial coding, I used a combination of all of 

the aforementioned analytical procedures throughout the study. If something new and 

pertinent seemed to emerge fi-om the data, regardless of how far along I was with the 

study, I would go back and re-code earlier data to see if there was evidence I missed 



during earlier analyses. This process was discontinued when I felt I achieved 

"theoretical saturation" (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 545). 

Finally, the stories surrounding each phenomenon or central category 

established the theoretical relationships between my analytical interpretations of the 

data and my research questions. These relationships were then analyzed in light of 

existing social class, retention, and other theory that seemed to help explain the 

phenomenon. My findings are presented and discussed in this manner in subsequent 

chapters. 

Data. The Research Question, and Sampling Procedures: The "Real" Storv 

Initially, decisions regarding the number of sites and observations or 
interviews depend also upon access, available resources, research goals, plus 
your time and energy. Later, these decisions may be modified according to 
the evolving theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 179). 

This observation seemed to hold true, not only in the initial stages of my 

study, but throughout the duration of my study. As my research evolved, the research 

questions and sample selection seemed to be playing a game of cat and mouse. 

Problems with access and new information about the desired sample, in effect, served 

to impact the direction of this study. In effect, external sampling constraints proved 

to guide the research questions just as much as the questions guided sampling 

decisions. 

The story of the method of this study is just that: a story. It is an epic tale of 

poor plarming, reactive thinking, misguided assumptions, limited resources. 
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hindsight, conflict, time pressures, adjustments, re-adjustments, making due, 

rejection, compromise, and high anxiety. Then somehow, out of the darkness, 

frustration and confusion, there came discovery. 

The literature on grounded theory discusses the interdependent and fluid 

relationship between sampling, analysis, and the research question (Glaser, 1978). 

However, the evolution of this project seemed particularly prone to envirorunental 

constraints. I initially thought to present my methods without addressing the 

environmental constraints. To disconnect the constraints from the story line, 

however, might have the same effect as writing a novel without providing any insight 

into the history of the protagonist. The meaning would be lost. 

The following is an account of my evolution as a field researcher, as well as, 

the evolution of this study. Having reviewed my field notes and research log, I 

incorporate a narrative approach in order to provide an accurate portrait of the 

methodology. Knowing why I made certain methodological decisions is both (a) 

essential to understanding the methodological decisions themselves, and (b) 

informative for other researchers attempting to conduct similar research. Since they 

evolved together, I will present the sampling procedure and development of the 

research questions together. Analysis and sampling of the data were ongoing, so the 

major methodological decisions made during this process are described 

chronologically to give the reader a more complete representation of my experience. 

it 
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The Beginning Stages 

I started with the question, "I wonder if low income students have a relatively 

harder time graduating from this large public research institution than other 

students?" I was considering a retention study of first generation students. This study 

was going to be a spin-off of some work my advisor was conducting on graduation 

rates and institutional variables that might impact these rates. 

Upon enrolling at this university, I found myself, for the first time, in the 

midst of a student body representing a large range of social class backgrounds. Over 

time, I noticed some students that I had seen on campus who seemed to be working 

enormous amounts of hours in the local grocery and convenience stores. I noticed 

other students who looked to be fresh out of high school and were driving around 

campus in a brand new BMW or Lexus. 

I wondered how lower income students' college experiences might be similar 

or different to those of wealthy students. Did working while attending college make 

it hard to graduate? Were they getting the same quality of education and able to take 

advantage of the same opportunities college has to offer as the wealthier students? 

What were their relative expectations of their fritures? 

Since my advisor was investigating graduation rates in a large statistical 

analysis of land grant and research institutions, I thought I would generate some 

qualitative data to supplement his quantitative work. I decided to have students 

identify and discuss personal and institutional variables that had an impact on their 



78 

ability to graduate on time. I simply needed to define a sample and decide what to do 

with it in order to answer my research question. 

Consistent with the spirit of theoretical sampling (Glaser, 1978), I targeted a 

group from which I thought I could gain the most insight to my question. I chose to 

research the perspective of the low income, or working class, students. The literature 

suggests working class students often come from backgrounds where the parents did 

not have college educations (Jencks & Riesman, 1968). If this is the case, students 

from working class backgrounds might be the first in their families to ride in the 

"vehicle of upward mobility." I thought this group would be most interesting because 

first generation students might be in the midst of social class identity adjustments 

(London, 1992; Richardson & Skiimer, 1995). 

Under direction of my committee, I chose to disaggregate the sample to 

include only white male students. The reasons for this were three-fold. First, the 

people of this country, at this point in history, still are very segregated - even within 

social classes. To ignore racial and gender differences would cause problems in my 

analysis. It would be difficult to distinguish between variables relating to race or 

gender and variables relating to social class standing. 

Second, white males are often studied in the higher educational setting. 

However, low income white males have been conspicuously absent from the retention 

literature. Some work has been done on class identity formation for this population 
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(Weis, 1990). But there has been very little written on retention issues for low 

income white males in the university setting. 

Finally, access was an issue. As a white male, I may have trouble gaining 

trust in my relatively brief encounters with students if they were women or minorities. 

Any perceived power differentials and perceived lack of common life experiences can 

greatly inhibit the ability of the researcher to build rapport (Burgess, 1984). It is 

important not to minimize communication barriers, especially if you are only meeting 

participants for a relatively short period of time (Measor, 1985). 

Initial Definition of Working Class 

Once I decided on researching working class students, I needed to define 

working class. This, I discovered, was a lot easier said than done. The literatxire on 

working class status and class related issues is conflictual in definition. Some 

researchers propose that thinking in terms of social class is obsolete for our 

post-industrial age (Epsing-Anderson, 1993; Pakulski & Water, 1996). 

Although I admit it is not a cut-and-dry issue, I side with those modem 

sociologists who feel that social class is still a major force at work within our current 

socio-economic system (Bottomore, 1991; Kahlenberg, 1996; MacLeod, 1990; Weis, 

1990). Ehrenreich (1989) addressed the difficulty of defining middle class and how it 

is fuzzy at both ends of the spectrum. But it is useful in revealing something about 

"...the broad terrain of inequality, and about how people are clustered, very roughly at 

different levels of status, comfort, and control over their lives" (p. 13). The problem is 
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trying to pick-out the "fuzz" and fashion an operational definition. This task alone 

was a major influence in the development of this study. 

Initially, I defined my lower income white male students according to the 

following criteria: (a) they had to be the first in their families to attend college (i.e., 

first generation), ( b) their parents had to hold non-professional positions (i.e., they 

were not in management positions and their job descriptions involved little autonomy 

and relatively repetitive and mindless work), (c) the family income had to be below 

$30,000, and (d) they were eligible for a Pell Grant. These criteria were generated 

from a combination of census definitions of "low income" and characteristics of low 

income families presented in Bowles, Gintis, and Meyer (1975). 

The First Sampling Attempt 

I am including a brief overview of the search for the working class sample as 

it was initially defined. This is important because the result of this search is in itself a 

significant finding. Basically, I could not find them. 

To locate my sample I had to play detective. There was no working class 

white male club on-campus or any organization that might boast a higher than 

average percentage of this population. Contrary to popular myth, there was no sure 

way to identify them visually. Besides, walking around campus trying to use visual 

cues to determine if a person was from a given social class made me uncomfortable, 

to say the least. 
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Since I was interested initially in first year students, I started with the Office 

of Undergraduate Research. They perform a fi-eshman survey every year designed to 

gather demographic data including gender, race, family income, and parents' level of 

educational attainment. In November of 1995,1 approached the Director of the 

Freshman Survey and explained my intentions. As it turned out, the survey 

information was confidential and I could only obtain access to aggregate data. 

I quickly turned to other means of finding my sample. I talked with people in 

various departments on-campus who might be able to help me locate such an elusive 

group of individuals. I solicited the help of the First Year Learning Center - nothing. 

I inquired with the Registrars Office to see if they had a data base that could define 

first generation students - nothing. 1 talked to the Admissions Office who advised me 

to talk to the local counselors from low income high schools. These counselors then 

informed me they did not keep those kinds of records and that the university should 

have that information (which was true but I could not access it) - nothing - nada -

zippo. 

I talked to other graduate students and read various dissertations in search of 

ideas to generate such a sample. None could help in my unique situation. I called the 

Psychology Department Head and asked about using psychology students because I 

heard that the department gives credit for their participation in research. He was not 

available, but a professor who happened to be in earshot of the person to whom I was 
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talking relayed, "Nope. We don't lend out our students. ^ need them to do our 

research" (their emphasis). 

I posted flyers offering compensation for participants in the residence halls, at 

the ROTC, at the Agriculture fraternity, at the Oflf-Campus Student Center and any 

place that seemed it might have a higher chance of contact with first generation 

students - still, nothing. 

Finally, I talked to the director of the Off-Campus Student Center (thinking 

some students from this demographic background might be more likely to be living at 

home for financial reasons). I was granted access to a list of names of students who 

wanted to be involved in campus activities. Taking pity on me, the director classified 

research as a campus activity. 

I looked through the names and looked for students who had the same local 

and permanent address (again, hoping some of these students might be living at home 

for financial reasons). I also excluded females and names that seemed obviously 

other than Anglo in origin. For example, if the last name was Rodriguez, I did not 

contact them. If the last name was Smith, I did. From this list I obtained the names 

of ten students. Upon cold-calling these students, five agreed to do a brief interview. 

Shortly after, I secured a sixth person to interview through a mutual friend in the 

university. 

At this point, my plan was to generate a sample of 12 to 20 freshman, working 

class white males. My idea was to interview them during their second semester. 
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Theoretically, over 60% of the students that drop-out of college, from a given cohort, 

would do so by the end of their first year (Astin, 1993; Pantages & Creedon, 1978). I 

hoped to capitalize on this temporal context to interview students while they were 

making the decision to stay in school or drop-out. By interviewing early and later in 

their second semester, I hoped to track their thought processes, in relation to their 

persistence, over time. 

I made up a list of interview questions that I thought would help inform my 

initial questions. I also included a demographics section to determine if these 

students would be eligible for the study (see Appendix A for the original interview 

questions). After interviewing the six smdents, I found none of them to be working 

class as I had defined it. Two were close, but their family incomes were a little high, 

based on my criteria. I was beginning to realize how difficult this project was going 

to be. 

While I waited for responses from the fliers, I continued to call my contacts in 

various programs on-campus and followed leads that often took me full circle. I 

returned my attention to the Freshman Survey because I knew the information I 

needed was there. This time, I tried to pull-rank and brought my advisor to meet the 

Director of the Freshman Survey to try and gain access to the data on first generation 

students (this reminded me of the time when I was little and I brought my dad over to 

my neighbor's house to get my football back). My advisor presented the situation in a 

manner that I felt would assure the director that our intentions were noble and 



consistent with the mission of this institution of higher learning. I even proposed a 

plan to solicit the students through the mail by stuffing surveys into envelopes, 

sealing, and posting them and have his office stick on the mailing labels so that I 

would never see the names and confidentiality would not be broken. He said he could 

not help us. He said that even if his office contacted them, confidentiality was broken 

(this time, I wouldn't get my football back). 

The semester was slowly passing and it would be impossible to generate a 

sample in time to do an interview at the beginning and end of the semester. I decided 

to shoot for the middle and end of the semester. I needed to get a sample together 

quickly! Midterms were coming up and I wanted to have a few interviews completed 

by then. 

Learning From the Initial Interviews 

Even though I was not able to generate my sample as easily as 1 would have 

liked, the initial six interviews gave me an opportunity to practice my interviewing 

techniques. I was able to make adjustments in each interview as I learned about how 

to ask questions so the respondent would understand me, as well as, how to sequence 

questions in a way to better address my topic. By the time 1 did the later interviews, I 

felt confident and my questioning style was much more natural and relaxed. I knew 

this was an important step. Burgess (1984) explains, "It is impossible to control the 

relationship between researcher and the researched but that it is vital to develop the 

trust and confidence of those with whom interviews are used" (p. 103). 
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Basically, I was developing my skills at building rapport. It was important to 

maintain a healthy balance of "not too much" and "not too little." My masters degree 

in counseling had already helped to instill some good critical listening and 

interpersonal skills, but interviewing was different. I had an agenda and these people 

were volunteers. 

I had trouble at first because the whole setting seemed so contrived. However, 

the more I interviewed, the more I seemed to be able to engage the interviewee in 

social conversation and put them more at ease. Measor (1985) elaborates: 

Always plan the interview with a period of time for "just a chat" at the 
beginning and end of the interview. I never turn on the tape recorder 
immediately when 1 arrive. I also try to provide some information about 
myself for the interviewee, so it feels less a one-way information flow (p. 63). 

I noticed my skills improved throughout the entire study. For instance, I 

became more aware of my dress and its impact on my ability to establish rapport (first 

impressions can make or break you in this setting). It is good to look neutral and 

non-threatening (Burgess, 1984; Measor, 1985). This was sometimes difficult 

because I was relatively big compared to most of the participants. However, I learned 

the importance of slouching a little and wearing non-statement making clothes. 

Fortunately, this was not too far from my natural tendencies. 

Finding Meaning and Direction in the Initial Interview Data 

In addition to interview practice, these initial interviews provided my first data 

set. I must admit, I had not really decided exactly how I was going to analyze these 
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documents at this juncture. I just started reading them. After reading them several 

times I simply asked myself questions like, "what are they saying?" and "what is 

going on here?" I wrote comments in the margins when I could not answer a question 

or when I thought there was something bigger going on. I later discovered I was 

starting to code the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Although the initial survey was directed at discovering students' attitudes 

about their own persistence and the university's role in their graduating on time, I 

began to notice themes in the data that appeared tangential, but still seemed 

important. For instance, the six students I interviewed were not asked anything about 

fraternities but four of them mentioned something about fraternity brothers. This also 

occurred with the topic of affirmative action. I utilized this information to help 

design frirther questions for both the surveys and later interviews. With hindsight, I 

realize I was beginning to organize the data into themes that seemed important to this 

population (Glaser & Strauss, 1969). 

Think I'll Trv a Survev 

After receiving no more responses from my fliers and contacts, I returned to 

the Off-Campus Student Center and talked to the director. She said she would ask 

people who came to the monthly information meetings if they would like to be 

involved. After several meetings passed, none who fit my sampling criteria were 

interested. But, during that visit, the director reviewed a survey I had developed and 

said it would be okay for me to walk around outside the Off-Campus Student Center 
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lounge area and ask students to complete it. Actually, she said she did not really have 

any jurisdiction in the hallway and lounge areas outside of her office, but she was 

interested in what I was doing and enjoyed reviewing my survey. 

I remember thinking the survey was my "ace in the hole." In other words, I 

felt the survey would solve all my sampling problems by providing me access to the 

elusive working class student population. I figured I would walk around and ask 

people to fill out surveys during lunch or between classes. I included a demographic 

information sheet diat would tell me if they met my sample criteria. I included a 

statement at the end of the survey that asked them to leave their name and number if 

they were interested in being interviewed for ten dollars. 

Initial survey design. The survey was designed in line with the "interviewing 

by comment" principles presented by Snow, Zurcher, and Sioberg (1982). Although 

Snow et al. were talking about comments being interjected into live interviews, I 

adapted their basic principles to design my survey. This interview approach basically 

advocates the interviewer to make a comment or statement in place of a question. 

The authors argue this approach is advantageous when conducting research focused 

on discovery. Snow, et al. (1982) explain: 

Whenever the social scientist is confi-onted with the foregoing fieldwork 
problems or is interested in the perspective of those being studied or in 
generating grounded theory and in creating new fi-ames of representation then 
the social scientist is engaged in the process of discovery. When that is the 
case, we propose that inter\'ievving by comment is an especially appropriate 
research technique. Indeed, there seems to be a kind of "elective affinity" 
between the discoverv' process and interviewing by comment (p. 285). 
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I designed the survey so students could respond to "descriptive comments" 

(Snow et al., 1982, p. 296). Basically, I described a situation or made an observation 

that would elicit a response. For example, "I've made some good friends at 

Mesearch." Or, "My professors have confidence in me and encourage me to 

succeed." Generally people have an opinion one way or another when this type of 

comment is made and they were encouraged to either defend or argue to some degree. 

Each comment was followed by a 5-point Likert scale. After indicating their level of 

agreement with the comment by circling the appropriate number, they were asked to 

write an explanation of their level of agreement with that statement. 

The comments were based loosely on retention and social class theories. For 

instance, I included comments about the level of interaction with faculty based on 

principles of "student academic integration" developed by Tinto (1978). In addition, I 

included statements based on social class reproduction theory. In particular, I 

included statements that would help me determine to what extent the students viewed 

this country's educational and economic systems as meritocratic. I wanted to see the 

degree to which students believed in the achievement ideology, even when their 

socio-economic standing put them at a relative disadvantage (Bowles, Gintis, &. 

Meyer, 1975) (see Appendix B for this initial survey). 

Initial survey results. 1 had 25 people fill out surveys over the course of two 

weeks. Four people fit the demographics but one was Hispanic and the other three 

did not want to participate in the inter\ iews. I felt the semester slipping away. 
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My goal was to understand the thought processes of working class students 

during the first year, which is the time when the majority of students who will 

drop-out, do drop-out. Unfortunately, the success of this study was contingent on (a) 

generating a fairly large sample (i.e., around fifty students), (b) conducting an 

interview with each student in the begiiming and end of the semester, and (c) 

comparing student perspectives with their enrollment status in the second year. I was 

going to see if student outcomes correlated with various perceptions. Realizing 1 had 

no way to generate a sample of sufficient size before mid-semester, the longitudinal 

component of the study was no longer a possibility. Without the longitudinal 

component, the retention study, as it was designed, was no longer a practical option. 

I discovered I was going to have to refocus my methods and even my research 

question. I was planning on graduating the following semester. I began to fully 

appreciate the limiting role of time in conducting research. 

Time For a New Angle 

With the retention study no longer a realistic option, I met with my committee 

for some redirection. After careful consideration, we developed an altemative, but 

related approach. I was to do a study that was not targeted at the first generation 

freshman. Instead, I would de-emphasize retention issues and focus more on social 

class issues within the higher educational setting. 

1 had a new research question: Is there evidence of social class reproduction 

within the context of a large public research university? Before the inception of this 
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question, I had read books and articles on social class reproduction and 

socio-economic stratification and had become familiar with the theories that both 

supported and criticized this controversial topic. After all, social class theory was to 

play an integral role in my initial retention study. 

Framing the new angle and posing a new question. After immersing myself in 

the social class literature, I noticed there is a great deal written on how economic 

conditions, governmental programs, and social institutions perpetuate social class 

reproduction. Even the higher educational institution, commonly accepted as the 

vehicle to upward mobility, has come under attack. This has been especially true 

when comparing life chances of students who attend different types of higher 

educational institutions (in particular, community colleges versus four year 

instimtions). Some other work has been done on the relative values of elite four year 

institutions versus lower prestige four year institutions (Parker, 1972). But few have 

investigated what might be considered social class effects within a single university. 

Considering such a study, I reflexively challenged myself with the following 

argument: Why should I care if college students are having similar experiences? 

Students go to college. They get a degree. They get a better job than students who do 

not go to college. They are better-off than most of the other people in the economic 

hierarchy. "What's the big deal?" 

Reflecting, I noted these points were somewhat valid in the broader context of 

the human struggle. But, I had been reading and was intrigued with Weber's (1958) 
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concept of "life chances" and how this might play out within a university. Did 

students going to the same classes and getting the same degrees from the same 

institutions have the same life chances? Did attending the same university really 

equalize opportunity for those attending? 

It seemed poignant given the current economic conditions in this country and 

the ramifications of credential inflation on employment opportunity for college 

graduates. Were students aware of the relative value of their college degrees? With 

so many degrees in the marketplace, were students aware of their relative life 

chances? 

With some coaching from my committee, I decided to keep the study focused 

on the experiences of the lower income students. My goal simply was to focus on the 

perspective of these students. I did not want to prove or disprove a hypothesis. I only 

wanted to gain an understanding of how these students felt about their college 

experiences. Then, I would relate these perceptions to their socio-economic status. 

From this, I hoped to determine if there were beliefs and indicators that suggested 

social class reproduction was at work within the university. 

Since I was looking for evidence of social class reproduction, I decided to 

focus on aspirations and expectations of these students. This approach was inspired 

by the findings of MacLeod (1995) on aspirations and attainment in a low income 

neighborhood. MacLeod found questioning individuals about their aspirations and 

expectations to be effective in ascertaining their class identity. 
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I decided the best way to determine the students' aspirations and expectations 

simply was to ask them their perspective of their experiences and their future plans. 

Understanding their aspirations and expectations could be determined by asking them 

to talk about their peers, how they were experiencing college, and how they thought 

the world works. My general research question at this point became a little more 

polished: How do social class identity formation and the university as an identity 

formation site, interact? 

My study would not have to change much. I would simply interview a large 

enough sample of low income white male students and ground my questions in a 

social class reproduction framework with a de-emphasis on retention issues. 

Unfortunately, the problem of obtaining a sufficient sample was still staring at me 

like a maniacal Buddha. 

How About a Big Mailing Survev? 

I felt I could generate the sample I needed through a survey mailing if I could 

only get a reasonably targeted mailing list. I returned my attention to the registrar. 

Originally, I was told that, as a student, I could not access individual names and 

addresses of individuals attending the loniversity. However, this time the registrar 

mentioned that professors could access or approve the release of this information. 1 

wrote-up a letter of request and had my advisor sign it. 

I requested a list of students, based on demographics documented by the 

registrar, that would maximize the probability that they would meet my sample 
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criteria. Basically, I had the registrar develop a list of students who were white, male, 

had the same permanent address as their local address (meaning they lived at home), 

lived in zip codes that did not include the "rich" side of town, and graduated from one 

of the local low income high schools. A list of low income high schools was 

generated through conversations with people at the Admissions office. I also 

included two high schools that had a highly diverse population in terms of social 

class. This way, I would not miss the opportunity of contacting low income students 

in these high schools. 

The registrar did not have financial aid data in its files. The financial aid 

office would not release this information for reasons of confidentiality. Therefore, I 

had no indicator of family income other than what could be reflected by the above 

demographic variables. This list would include names of students from highly 

diverse socio-economic backgrounds, but, I had definitely improved my chances at 

finding low income students. 

Just over 200 names were generated and listed according to high school. Two 

of the low income high schools showed only 20 students that fit my criteria. One 

high school only had seven white males who graduated and were attending Mesearch 

University. 

Designing the mailing survey. The basic design of this mailing survey was 

the same as the earlier survey. Statements were improved, changed, or added based 

on the six initial interviews and the responses to the first set of surveys distributed 
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around the OfF-Campus Student Center. The first page of the survey was an 

introduction to who I was and what I was trying to do. The second page entailed 

extensive demographic information. There were five pages of statements that 

followed. The end of the survey included a request that the students leave their names 

and numbers if they chose to participate in the interviews (see Appendix C for the 

mailing survey). 

The purpose of the survey was twofold. First, it would serve to generate a 

sample. Second, responses to the statements would be used as an interview guide and 

springboard for discussion during the interviews. The statements were designed to 

get student opinions on various topics to be interpreted in light of social class 

reproduction theory. Some of the comments grounded in retention theory were kept 

in the survey because they seemed to overlap with social class reproduction issues in 

the higher educational setting. I was still unsure as to where this study was going to 

end-up and opted to gather as much information as I could to help determine the best 

course for future data collection. 

This inclusive approach to data collection is supported by the literature when 

questions are unclear or evolving and discovery is the goal (Miles & Huberman, 

1984; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Besides feeling confused and pressed for time, I was 

still discovering what might be good or bad information. Strauss and Corbin (1990) 

explain, "While the initial question starts out broadly, it becomes progressively 
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narrowed and more focused during the research process, as concepts and their 

relationships are discovered to be relevant or irrelevant" (pp. 37-38). 

As in the first survey design, students were asked to indicate their level of 

agreement with comments using a Likert 5-point scale. In addition, they were asked 

to explain their level of agreement. Again, the comments were designed to solicit 

information that could be used to address theoretical constructs. For instance, the first 

statement, "anyone can get ahead in America if they are just willing to pay their 

dues." was designed to address the level to which the student believed in the 

achievement ideology that permeates American culture. Responses to this and other 

related questions might give a good indication of how the student saw the workings of 

the world, at least within the context of this capitalistic culture. This information 

could, in turn, be used to inform hypotheses generated concerning their social class 

identity formation. 

Other areas addressed on the survey were (a) the students' level of integration 

in academic and non-academic college activities, (b) the students" impressions of how-

invested the university seemed to be in their success, (c) the students' degree of 

networking and developing of personal and professional contacts within the 

university setting, (d) the reasons the students chose this university, (e) whether the 

students thought they would finish their degree, (f) the students' impressions of the 

university's administration in terms of ruiming the university, and (g) how the 

students saw themselves within the university setting. 
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Given the non-random nature of this sampling technique, these survey 

statements were not intended to be reliable or valid statistical measures. They would 

generate data that would help direct the questions of the study. Moreover, they were 

to serve as interview guides for the students who agreed to participate. 

Mailing survey procedures and results. Two hundred surveys were mailed 

with return address stamped envelopes provided. Two hundred phone calls were 

made to invite the students on the mailing list to participate in the study. After two 

weeks, 35 surveys were returned. One hundred and sixty-five more phone calls were 

made to the students who did not respond. In the next four weeks, 7 more surveys 

trickled in for a grand total of 42 surveys. Two of the surveys were not usable due to 

the fact that they were not filled out, bringing the total number of surveys returned to 

40, a return rate of 20%. 

Based on my initial sampling criteria, only ten students were eligible. Of 

these, only four agreed to be interviewed. I sat steeping in my own disbelief and 

wretched self-pity. Where were these students? How was I going to get them to 

participate? 

It was around this time I recalled what the director of the Freshman Survey 

said in regards to first generation students. It had not really meant that much at the 

time because I misinterpreted what he meant. He said that less than 11% of the 

freslimen on-campus could be classified as first generation students. I later found out 

that only 80 of these students were white male fi-eshmen. The numbers of students 
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eligible for my sample who attended this university seemed to be disappearing before 

my eyes. 

I called the office of Undergraduate Research and was able to obtain a 

break-down from the freshman survey by race, gender, parents' educational 

attainment, and family income. By my initial definition, there were only 22 freshmen 

enrolled in the institution who fit my criteria. If I included families who had incomes 

up to $45,000 a year, there were 41. If I included families where neither parent 

graduated from college (but may have attended) and earned $45,000 or less a year, 

there were 95 students who could fit my sample criteria. I was looking at trying to 

locate a population of students, in a liberal estimate, who comprised between 0.06% 

and 2.5% of the student population. Table 2 illustrates the paucity of working class 

white males attending Mesearch University. 

The lack of working class white males at Mesearch, in itself, could be considered 

a substantial finding. Is it possible that the reason there is so little research on the 

working class white male in the public research university setting is because there are 

none. However, a thorough investigation into this matter would require another design 

overhaul. 
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Table 2 

Freshman Survey Results for White Male Freshmen. Fall 1995. at Mesearch University 

Family Income 
Parent Education Less Than 

$15kA'r 
$15k-

$30kA^r 
$30k-

$45kA^r 
45k-$65kA^r 

At least one parent attended 
college but neither 
graduated 

7 13 34 41 

At least one parent 
graduated from college 

9 25 56 92 

Both parents graduated 
from college 

5 32 53 110 

Neither parent graduated 
from college 

8 14 19 15 

Note. These data are based on the Freshman Survey for the Fall semester of 1995 at 
Mesearch University. There were a total of 3841 respondents out of a freshman class of 
5534. All percentages generalized to the larger population of the campus are estimates 
based on percentages determined from these numbers. This was mathematically palpable 
because the Freshman Survey sample contained approximately the same percentage of 
white males as were in the entire freshman class (30% of the Freshman Survey sample 
and 34% of the entire freshman class). 

Sample Criteria Adjustment 

There is also the question of practicality. There is a finite amount of time, 
with variable access to different actors and events, and an abundance of 
logistical problems. Very seldom does a start-up sampling frame survive the 
lovely imperfection and intractability of the field. It must be bent and 
re-framed (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 38). 

I couldn't have said it better myself. Under the advice of my committee 

members, I decided to expand the sample criteria to include students who could be 

classified as "lower-middle class." They were near the bottom of the social structure 

within the institutional setting and their perspective still could be used to explore 
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social class issues within the university setting. The following is a summary of how I 

finally defined eligibility for my sample. 

Defining LMC and identifying my sample. Social class seems to be defined 

by "what it is not" just as much as by "what it is." For instance, Ehrenreich (1989) 

focused on the "professional middle class." She defined this group as earning upper-

middle incomes ranging fi-om over $30,000 to six figure incomes, who work in 

careers that require a minimum of four years college education. The work itself 

generally has a relatively high level of autonomy and often it is the job of the 

professional to define the work of others. 

Members of the lower-middle class usually do not have four years of college 

education. Even so, they may have jobs that, like the professional middle class, 

require mostly what could be classified as "mental work." It is not imcommon for the 

lower-middle class family and the professional middle class to earn $60,000 per year. 

The difference is that the lower-middle class jobs do not usually involve a great deal 

of autonomy. 

Children raised in homes, where one or both of the parents have to work blue-

collar or service jobs, may not receive the same kind of attention and opportunities as 

children fi-om homes where the parents have been to college and hold professional 

careers. For instance, note the difference between the family of an attorney earning 

$60,000 in which the wife does not have to work and the family in which the father 
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earns $40,000 as a steelworker and the mother earns $20,000 as a secretary. The same 

family income may provide two very different life experiences. 

Moreover, parents with professional degrees and careers often put greater 

value on higher education and expose their children to more "high culture" 

experiences (Ehrenreich, 1989, p. 13). These children will walk in social circles that 

reinforce these values and will be encouraged to replicate these lifestyles. 

Children raised in homes where neither parent was college educated will walk 

in different social circles and be able to provide fewer opportunities and access to the 

higher culture. These children will tend to grow-up with different outlooks on their 

place in society than those from the professional middle class. Their expectations and 

aspirations will be based on their parents' level of attainment in society and, with few 

exceptions, these aspirations will be inherently lower than the children of the 

professional middle class (Ehrenreich, 1989). 

Kahlenberg (1996) outlined a three-tiered approach to measuring social class 

that ranges from a very simple measurement of family income to a more sophisticated 

measure that involves the determination of variables such as "net worth" and "quality 

of primary and secondary education" (p. 128). Different tiers may be appropriate in 

different situations depending on one's goals. 

In order to screen students for eligibility, I use what Kahlenberg (1996) coined 

a "moderately sophisticated measure"(p. 128) that includes family income, parents 

education, and parents' means of income. Kahlenberg delineated a more 

J 
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sophisticated measure that he advocated for use in determining who should receive an 

advantage in admission to universities and who should be given advantage in 

employment situations. I utilized his more sophisticated model to make the final 

decisions for sample inclusion. 

In addition to the moderately sophisticated measure, Kahlenberg's (1996) 

more sophisticated measure considered schooling opportunities, wealth (or capital 

ownership of the family), neighborhood influences, and family structure. Students 

meeting the criteria of the moderately sophisticated measure were asked to be 

interviewed. During the interview, I asked students to tell me about their 

neighborhoods in which they grew-up, where they went to high school, their parents 

marital status and current relationship, and whether their parents owned any homes, 

businesses, rental properties, or other capital investments. Those who met the criteria 

for this more sophisticated measure were included in the sample. 

To determine sample inclusion cut-offs, I referenced Ehreru-eich (1989) and 

Kahlenberg (1996). Students were interviewed if their parents held non-professional 

positions, had not graduated from a four year higher educational institution and had 

an annual family income below $30,000 (single working parent) and below $60,000 a 

year for two working parents. The educational levels and careers of some of the 

parents seemed to be marginal. As Ehrenreich eloquently put it,"... class is a notion 

that is inherently fuzzy at the edges" (p. 13). Therefore, students were questioned to 

gain more information before including or excluding them from the sample. 

JLi 
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To be included in the study, students had to have spent at least part of their 

childhood in a low income neighborhood and had to have graduated from a local low 

income school district. Moreover, if the parents were divorced, the amount of support 

from that parent was considered. For instance, if the combined income of the 

divorced parents exceeded $60,000, the student could not be considered lower-middle 

class for my sample. Capital ownership by both parents was investigated to better 

determine overdl wealth of the family and to insure that, in the case where the parent 

was reported unemployed, they had not just lost a high paying job and sunk all their 

money into capital assets. 

Finally. 1 asked questions about how they spent their time, now and grovving-

up, in order to reveal behavior that might help place them in one social class or 

another. For instance, Ehrenreich (1987) notes: 

The professional middle class often provide enriching experiences for their 
children such as regular vacation trips, psychotherapy, fitness training, 
summer camps and consumption of "culture" in various forms. In addition, 
they carry an emphasis on things "authentic"and "natural" and things imported 
(p. 14). 

Students who talked excessively about such things would not be included in the 

sample. 

Using these more sophisticated criteria, 26 students were eligible to be 

included in the LMC sample. However, only 12 of these agreed to do interviews. In 

addition, there were two students from the initial interviews who fit the LMC profile. 
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I included perspectives of these students in my final analysis, bringing the total 

number of LMC students in my sample to 14. 

Analysis of the Mailing Surveys: Using Quantitative and Qualitative Data 

Before I began the interviews of the 12 students, the surveys were analyzed 

from both a quantitative and qualitative standpoint. However, for reasons explained 

earlier, the quantitative data were not used for statistical purposes. Instead it was 

used, in conjunction with the written responses, to help develop questions for the 

interviews. 

The quantitative data were generated from the Likert ratings and run through a 

SAS program. I ran several data sets through the program to provide correlation and 

frequency data. Then, these correlations between student demographics and 

responses to comments, as well as the response frequencies, were analyzed. Written 

responses were then considered to help explain the quantitative relationships. 

To guide my quantitative analysis, I set a cut-off for the correlation data. A 

correlation was deemed worthy of further investigation based on a statistical standard 

for the behavioral sciences. Due to the small sample size, I chose a probability value 

of no greater than 0.1 and a Pearson's i value of greater than or equal to 0.3 (Cohen & 

Cohen, 1975). These values were not considered statistically significant. They only 

served as a guide to investigate potential relationships between variables. 

For easy access, written responses were organized on a spreadsheet so that 

each survey statement was grouped with every student response. This way I could 
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look at each statement individually and then look for patterns that might emerge from 

the responses. Then, comparing these responses with the correlational and frequency 

data, as well as with other responses to related questions, I tried to develop 

preliminary hypotheses to be explored during the interviews. 

I found several demographic variables that correlated with responses to a 

number of statements. For instance, GPA, family income, mom's education, and 

dad's education all correlated with responses to multiple statements. These variables 

were used as themes around which I directed questions for the interviews. 

Assumptions about these relationships were viewed in light of the written 

responses and later tested in the interviews. From there, new hypotheses, sometimes 

tangential or only distantly related to the initial assumptions, were generated. To 

illustrate, I present the following example of how the "family income" variable 

evolved as a construct during data collection and analysis. 

I noticed when I looked at the data for all 40 surveys, family income 

correlated highly with responses to several comments in the survey (family income 

frequency data showed a fairly even distribution between family incomes less than 

$10,000 per year and over $70,000 per year). In particular, as family income 

increased, students were more likely to agree with comment #1. This comment, 

"anyone can get ahead in America if they just work hard and pay their dues," was 

used to see how much a student buys into the achievement ideology in America. 
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One of the earmarks of social reproduction theory is that the lower income 

strata reproduces itself because the people in this strata believe in a meritocratic 

system. So, if individuals fail to achieve the American Dream, they see it as their 

own fault and not the result of a biased system (MacLeod, 1995). Although this 

correlation could be interpreted in numerous ways, I was somewhat surprised. I 

assumed that these lower-middle class students, working toward a college credential 

and advancement, would be subsumed in the achievement ideology. This correlation 

and the student written responses to this question, suggested something to the 

contrary. 

When designing my questions around family income, I no longer assumed the 

lower-middle class fully believed in the achievement ideology. Instead of going into 

the interviews with questions directed at "why" they believed in the achievement 

ideology, I refocused my questions to address "to what degree" they believed in the 

achievement ideology and what they saw as the major factors that determine one's 

level of attainment in our society. 

Analyzing responses to these comments helped formulate another hypothesis 

that was tangential to my original assumptions. When confronted with reconciling 

concepts such as "who you know" versus "what you know," some of the participants 

believed fully in a meritocratic system. That is, they believed, through their own 

efforts and performance, they could become successful. Moreover, for some of these 

students, this belief was generalizable to the entire population (i.e., they would also 
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agree that this country has equal opportunity for ail people regardless of race, gender, 

or financial background). 

These students were in the minority, however. The majority of the LMC 

sample believed there was not equal opportunity for everybody. Some of these 

students seemed to have a firm grasp on how minorities and women are 

disadvantaged and how privilege begets privilege in our economic system. However, 

they did believe the system was meritocratic for them. 

Asking them to reconcile how the system could be unfair for others and still 

meritocratic for them, led to some interesting responses. First, some students saw the 

fact that their being white male protected them from discrimination (except in the 

cases of "reverse discrimination" which is another topic that was investigated). 

Second, some students actually saw themselves as having an advantage over the rich 

kids because the rich kids did not have a good work ethic fi-om having everything 

handed to them. They felt the rich kids would not know how to work and would not 

be as competitive in the job market. 

Finally, when asked to reconcile this second notion \^^th their assertions that 

the "rich get richer" in this country, some of the students began to reveal that this 

belief was somewhat more religious than rational. They did not really know why they 

believed the system was meritocratic for them. This belief, in the words of one 

student, "just keeps me going." 

J 



107 

These patterns seemed to support some basic principles of social reproduction 

theory (MacLeod, 1995). Whether students were blind to any disadvantage or 

whether they were just unwilling to admit that they were at a disadvantage was one in 

the same. If they failed, it would be their fault. 

In addition to suggesting the existence of social reproduction in the university 

setting, these patterns revealed some new ways of interpreting how students can 

support an achievement ideology even when they are aware of the evidence to the 

contrary. In the case of these LMC students, I found it was relative. Although they 

were very aware of the rich kids and how they did not have what they had, they also 

felt special and somewhat unique when they compared themselves to most of their 

high school classmates. Many of these classmates were married right out of high 

school, went right to work, or were going to a community college. 

Consequently, I found the notion of one's success is somewhat complicated 

and contextual when analyzed within a social reproduction framework. The relative 

perceptions of success are discussed later in the analysis section addressing 

aspirations and expectations. And so this illustration demonstrates how family 

income's relationship to question #I on the survey set the stage for discoveries 

regarding social class identity. This is a good example of how the quantitative survey 

data evolved to informed interview questions and led to hypotheses during my 

analysis. 

1 s 
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Quantitative and written responses from the survey were also used to check 

hypotheses that were generated from the interviews. In essence, the survey data were 

reviewed during the analysis of interviews and after the interview data had been 

analyzed. This process is highly recommended in building theory research and served 

as a mechanism for triangulation to help validate or test my hypotheses (Eisenhardt, 

1989; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Interview Procedures for the LMC Sample 

I conducted the interviews at the library on the university campus. This 

library provided a neutral and safe location that was convenient for the participants. 

Most of them were on-campus attending classes, so we usually just met after one of 

their classes. This way they did not have to make a special trip to campus. 

In the initial six interviews, I attempted to schedule the interviews at the 

students' homes. I made this suggestion under the guise of it being more convenient 

for them. 1 thought this would provide a rich base of observational data that I could 

use to supplement what they were telling me in the interviews. Unfortunately, each 

student I asked seemed to be very reluctant to bring a stranger (albeit a researcher) to 

their homes. In fact, one student even changed his mind about being interviewed after 

I made this suggestion. I could not blame him since I would have had trouble inviting 

a stranger into my home to ask me a bunch of questions. As I was having problems 

obtaining a sample to begin with, I decided not to pursue this angle any longer. 
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The night before the interview, I would call students to confirm the meeting, 

agree on a meeting location, and to give them a description of myself so they could 

approach me for our initial contact. I felt this would also help in establishing rapport 

because, right off the bat, it put them in the position of power. They were able to 

identify me and then make a decision about participating right up to the last minute. 

It was important that the participants felt they were helping me and not being 

scrutinized or objectified. Therefore, I always used language that let them know that I 

knew they were doing me a favor and that I appreciated them for it. Periodically, I 

would say things like, "I can't thank you enough for taking time to help me out," and 

"I'm just really trying to figure out what students think and you are really helping me 

today." Giving the participant the power was a way to build trust in a relatively short 

period of time. 

To avoid compromising their feeling of control, I stayed neutral or nodded in 

encouragement when they were giving their perspectives on controversial topics. For 

instance, perspectives on affirmative action or even the amount of time they put in 

studying could cause students to feel they have to provide politically correct answers. 

But if they felt they were doing me a favor and they were the expert, they were more 

willing to give freely their perspective and less worried about being judged on their 

responses. I noticed several instances where students who started out with a 

politically correct answer would look at me and, in a glance, make the decision to tell 

me what they were really thinking. This is not to imply that students did not withhold 
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information or portray a less than accurate picture of themselves, but this technique 

really seemed to help minimize it. 

Interviews took place in an available group study room and were tape 

recorded. I also found this location to assist in building rapport and trust. I usually 

found a comer study room with windows so the outside world was quite visible. 

This, combined with the conversational style of the interview, served to keep the 

interview setting less clinical and more human. When the opportunity arose, I could 

make a comment about something that was happening outside just to establish a 

connection and release any tension that might be the result of a potentially tense 

interactive setting. 

The interviews lasted anywhere from one and a half to three hours. The 

length of the interaction depended on the willingness of the participant to talk about 

himself, his style of expressing himself (i.e., long winded as opposed to succinct), and 

the number of tangential topics that came-up and were pursued. Most students talked 

for around two hours. 

As recommended by Burgess (1984) and Measor (1985), the questions were 

similar for each participant. I used a list of potential questions as a guide to insure 

that, at the very minimum, I obtained sufficient information about these topics. This 

provided continuity to the study and a basis for comparison between participants. 

As outlined in the preceding section, interview questions were developed from 

the analysis of the initial interviews and survey responses, along with theoretical 
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constructs surrounding social class reproduction and retention theory. In addition, the 

questions were changed and adapted to both inform and keep-pace with emerging 

hypotheses (see Appendix D for a list of LMC interview questions). Eisenhardt 

(1989) maintained: 

Additional adjustments can be made to data collection instruments, such as the 
addition of questions to an interview protocol or questions to a questionnaire. 
These adjustments allow the researcher to probe emergent themes or to take 
advantage of special opportunities which may be present in a given situation 
(p. 539). 

I transcribed the interviews in their entirety. Although it was not always 

possible, I tried to transcribe the interview within a week of the actual interview. This 

was to maximize my recollection of the interaction so I could record observational 

data (i.e., expressions and inflections and tones that helped clarify the verbal data) 

with some accuracy. 

Transcription of the data served as (a) a means to transform data into a 

workable form, and (b) an initial step in coding the data. While 1 was transcribing, I 

would make notes when the students seemed to contradict themselves, where they did 

not seem to know what they wanted to say, where I noticed them saying the same 

types of things as other students, where they said things that seemed to support or 

contradict existing theory, or where I should have probed for more information. 

These data were used to start the coding process by engaging in a critical analysis of 

their responses. 

j 
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By transcribing them myself, although a very time consuming process, I was 

also able to insert comments based on voice inflection to clarify statements that might 

appear ambiguous on paper. Listening to their voice again, also provided a visual of 

their body language while I was conducting the interview. A clearer sense of their 

mood and perspective surrounding certain topics could be obtained. In addition, I 

could record where there were uncomfortable silences and curiously long pauses that 

provided extra insight into what was being said. My comments were inserted into the 

transcribed text and set apart with brackets. 

The interviews of the LMC students took place during the summer and the 

early fall semester of 1996. Early in the fall semester of 1996,1 again found myself 

in a sampling bind. I was unable to solicit enough LMC interviews to comprise a 

sufficient sample for this project. Wishing to avoid doing another mailing in the fall 

and postponing completion of the study yet another semester, I looked for options that 

would allow me to work with the data I had and still finish in a timely manner. 

The most attractive option seemed to be to generate a group for comparison. 

Such a comparison group could serve to further triangulate the data (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). This would allow me to gain a deeper understanding of the social 

class identity formation of the LMC sample by hearing the viewpoint of other groups 

against whom the LMC students used to define themselves within the social strata. 

Two groups mentioned by the LMC group were their high school peers who attended 

the local community college and the fraternity brothers attending the university. 

I A 
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The Life and Death of the Community College Student Sample 

Since 14 LMC students were not a large enough sample, I again consulted my 

committee. They suggested I interview a sample of students who attended a local 

community college and went to high school with the students in my sample. 

Including this student perspective might help illuminate social class issues for low 

income students attending this institution. 

For instance, interview questions could be targeted at finding out the 

difference between the students who attended this university and their friends who 

went to the local community college. Findings in this area could serve to inform 

admissions, retention, and social reproduction theories. This approach to the study 

could have been grounded in the research conducted on social reproduction and the 

cooling out (Clark, 1960, 1980) function of the higher educational system in this 

country. 

I asked students in my sample to ask fnends they knew in high school, who 

were attending the local community college, if they would be interested in 

participating in my study. Some agreed to ask or gave me names and numbers of 

their high school fnends. There were very few who agreed to do this or who actually 

kept in close enough contact with high school fnends whom they felt they could 

contact for such a matter. After pursuing several leads, mostly in the form of leaving 

several messages on answering machines, I was unable to schedule interviews with 

anyone. 
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At the same time, I was re-contacting students in my interview sample and 

asking them if they knew anyone from high school, who was attending Mesearch, in 

order to help build the university sample. The results of these efforts were the same. 

The only people who agreed to participate, did not meet sample criteria. I was also 

getting the feeling that I was becoming a bother and they were a little insulted that I 

was not satisfied with the time they had already donated to my project. These events 

inspired another approach. 

I contacted local community college officials and asked their help in 

identifying students on their campus that met my sample criteria. Basically, 1 just 

needed a list of students who were white male and who graduated from the low 

income high schools in the area within the past two years. After meeting and talking 

with many helpful administrators in their institutional research office and their 

community recruitment department. 1 submitted a copy of my proposed study. The 

proposal was approved by the university's human subjects committee and basically 

involved interviewing willing, white male community college students from the same 

high schools as my LMC student sample. 

I just needed the registrar at the community college to generate a list of 

students who might meet sample criteria. Basically. I needed the same type of list 

supplied by the Mesearch University registrar for the mailing survey. Again, if a list 

was out of the question, I was willing to design a sampling method that would 

maintain student confidentiality. 
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The proposal seemed on-track until it was reviewed by the director of the 

Institutional Research Office at the community college. He contacted me through one 

of the employees I had been working with and said he would not support my study. 

The reason given was the trouble colleges were having with the Family Educational 

Rights Protection Act (FERPA). 

I quickly met with the university's director for Undergraduate Research at 

Mesearch to see if he knew of any options. He was well respected in the Institutional 

Research Office at the community college and I thought he might be able to provide 

some leverage. He said he could do nothing and reinforced what the Director of 

Institutional Research at the community college had said about FERPA. Everyone 

was "running scared" when it came to handing-out personal information, even if it 

was for the purpose of research. Needless to say, this door seemed closed. 

The Fraternity Sample 

Fortunately, around the same time that my committee and I decided I should 

pursue the communit>' college sample, I was toying with another idea. I had been 

reading the interviews and found it odd that many of the early interviews mentioned 

distaste for fraternity brothers and contrasted themselves against fraternity members 

to help define who they were. For instance, one student said, "I'm not like those 

fraternity shits. I don't need to buy my fnends." Another student said, "Well, I'm not 

like those frat boys that drive around in mommy and daddy's car and spend mommy 

and daddy's money." 
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These statements, along with other unprompted comments, helped me to 

identify an early theme: "frat boys." I was not sure what it meant at the time, but it 

definitely seemed to be an issue with my sample. In the survey and later interviews, I 

incorporated questions addressing frat boys based on the early findings. This is 

consistent with BTM described earlier in this chapter. I was using information from 

my data and conducting on-going analysis. This analysis led to themes, as well as, an 

idea for future sampling (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

I thought it might be interesting to investigate the point of view of the students 

at the other end of the socio-economic spectrum within the university, since they had 

been identified by the members of the lower-middle class sample when describing 

their own socio-economic standing. 1 predicted the perspective of the fraternity 

brothers would increase understanding of the social class identity formation of the 

lower-middle class sample. 

I had presented this idea to my committee members while we were deciding to 

pursue the community college sample. We felt the community college sample might 

be a more informative study, but agreed that if I could not generate a sample of 

community college students within four weeks, I could pursue the frat boy 

perspective. 

By this time, I was starting to become somewhat savvy to the pitfalls of field 

research. Although my initial contacts with the community college personnel were all 

quite positive, I would not let myself fall into a false sense of security. While I was 
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designing the study for the community college sample, I was also designing the study 

for the frat boy sample. When I submitted the proposal for the community college 

study for Human Subjects Committee approval, I also submitted a proposal for 

fraternity brothers. The extra effort paid off in the end. 

I had a contact in the fraternity system who said he would be able to help me 

generate a sample of fraternity brothers that fit my sampling criteria. The committee 

agreed I should obtain about the same number of fraternity brothers as I had 

lower-middle class students. I needed 12 fraternity students and my contact put me in 

touch with a list of students I could call. From this list, I obtained ten participants and 

I was able to secure two more through other contacts. 

Even before the community college sample fell through, I had started interviewing 

fraternity brothers. I felt 1 could either include their perspective to supplement the study 

or maybe even generate enough data for a separate study. Either way, I fell I was 

minimizing the risks of sample access and keeping pace with the clock. By the time I 

learned the community college option was closed, I had already interviewed four 

fraternity brothers. I was starting to regain a sense of control in this whole process. 

Miles and Huberman (1984) stated what 1 learned the hard way, "There is never 'enough' 

time to do any study. So taking the tack, 'I'll start somewhere, and take it from there,' is 

asking for trouble. It's probably a good idea to start with a fallback sample of informants 

and subsettings" (p. 41). 



Defining the Fraternity sample. The upper-middle class sample was 

determined primarily by their social standing on campus due to their fraternal 

membership. However, to insure that I was not interviewing a student from the LMC 

who belonged to the fraternity, other personal information was necessary. Parents' 

educations and professions, eilong with family income, capital assets, and a history of 

their upbringing, were sufficient for insuring these students were part of the 

upper-professional class. For instance, all of the students in my Fraternity sample 

came from families who generated close to or over six figure incomes. Those who 

did not graduate from higher income public school districts either went to private 

school or, as in the case of one, graduated from small town school where there was 

only one school to serve the local population. Although some of the Fraternity 

students were currently working for some spending money and resume filler, all of 

the students in the Fraternity sample were having their entire education and living 

expenses fimded by their parents. 

Interview procedures for the Fratemitv smdents. Twelve Fraternity smdents 

were approved for the sample and interviewed before the holiday break. Interview 

procedures and techniques were ver>' similar to those used with the LMC sample. 

Having already discussed them, I will not repeat procedures used that were described 

for the LMC sample. In this segment, I will focus on the procedures and techniques 

that were different than those used with the LMC sample. 
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Like the LMC sample, many of the interviews were conducted in the group 

study rooms in the library on-campus. However, for convenience, some in the 

Fraternity sample agreed to be interviewed in their fraternity house on-campus. The 

interactions took place in the meeting and study rooms available in the house. This 

opened an opportunity for some observational data collection, on which I elaborate in 

a subsequent segment. 

The interview questions were similar to those asked of the LMC sample. 

Certain questions and question categories were modified to apply more specifically to 

the Fraternity sample. For instance, I included a short section to gather some 

demographics because 1 had no prior demographics on the Fraternity sample going 

into the interview. I added some questions that were pretty much rewordings of some 

of the comments on the mailing survey. I found these questions to be excellent tools 

to initiate discussion targeted at social class relations and how and for whom the 

United States economic system works. Finally, based on analysis of the LMC 

interviews, I was able to develop better questions and question categories that fit the 

themes that were emerging in this study more appropriately (see Appendix E for the 

interview questions for the Fratemity sample). 

Establishing rapport with the Fratemity sample was similar to my experience 

with the LMC sample. As with the LMC sample, I had never met these students 

before, so I made sure 1 did not present a threatening image and was sure to frame the 

interaction in a way that gave them a sense of control and power in the setting. I did 
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notice, however, that the majority of the Fraternity sample already felt their 

perspectives were important and seemed to present an unage that was more in control 

in the interview setting. 

In fact, with several in the Fraternity sample, I had to work harder at keeping 

the students from getting too far off track with tangential topics unrelated to the 

central topics. This was tricky because, sometimes it is beneficial to let interviewees 

go-off on tangents when responding. It helps the researcher reach the data central to 

the client (Measor, 1985). I had to be able to determine when the subject matter 

became too unrelated to the study. For instance, one student really wanted to talk 

about some in-fighting that was happening between his grandparents and parents. I 

listened for a while, but realized he was just spiraling and had to call his attention 

back to the question I had asked him. 

Overall, the interviews for the Fraternity sample were completed without 

many problems. I was able to finish the interviews by the end of the semester and 

complete the transcriptions by the first week in the following Spring semester. 

Interview data collection was completed. 

Qbsgrv^tional Analysis 

Convenience for many of the upper-middle class participants led to an 

interesting research opportunity. The Fraternity students who lived in the fraternity 

house on-campus asked me to meet them there because it was easier. On several 

occasions I spent close to an hour observing the environment of the main lobby area. 
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Although quite limited, the observations made during this time served to 

validate some of the things the Fraternity students were saying, as well as, provide 

new data. I focused mainly on the surroundings and the layout of the house. In 

addition, I tried to get a feeling of the types of interactions fraternity brothers were 

having in the hallways and in the TV lounge and other common areas. 

In response to some statements made during the LMC interviews, I observed a 

few intramural basketball games where fraternity teams were playing non-fraternity 

teams. Several of the LMC students spoke of an "attitude" they received from 

fraternity brothers. This attitude made these LMC students believe the fraternity 

brothers thought they were "hot shit" and that the LMC students were "nothing." It 

was the position of these LMC students that this attitude was somewhat common in 

intramural competitions but unique to the fraternity teams. Some of the LMC 

students tried to put the attitude into words but had trouble verbalizing it. I went to 

the games to see if I could detect anything along these lines. Although I did notice 

certain personalities were more aggressive than others during the games, 1 could not 

get close enough to see what was happening in terms of non-verbals that might 

support or contradict the comments made by the LMC students about attitudes of the 

fraternity brothers. Therefore, I chose not to include the observations made during 

the basketball games in my analysis. This avenue for observation would have been 

more productive if I had joined an intramural team and participated. But, this was not 
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the case and I can only learn from the experience and apply what I have learned down 

the road. 

Observational data on the LMC students are conspicuously absent in this 

study. I was unable to arrange a means to observe the LMC students in various 

settings. I had the same trouble with the Fraternity students but, due to a twist of 

fortune, I was able to observe their living space. Attempts to gain access to the living 

spaces of the LMC proved futile. At one point, I thought I would accompany some of 

the LMC students to various classes on campus. However, ineffective planning 

accompanied by a sense I was asking too much of the LMC students resulted in the 

absence of observational data on the LMC students. 

And so ends my story. But where my story stops, the stories of the LMC and 

Fraternity students begin. In the following chapter, I present my analysis of the data 

gathered for this research project. I hope the reader finds it both useful and 

interesting. 



CHAPTER IV 

Analysis 

The fonnat of this analysis is modeled after MacLeod (1995) and Weis 

(1990). I have collected data on the perceptions of students from various 

socio-economic backgrounds. I present statements made by students addressing 

their perspectives on issues critical to social class identity formation within the 

university setting. When available, some limited observations are included. 

Where appropriate, existing theories are incorporated to aid in data interpretation. 

Some findings support existing theoretical constructs. Where existing theory is 

found inadequate, new hypotheses are generated and discussed. Conclusions and 

implications for further research are addressed in a separate chapter. 

I have organized my analysis into three major categories: General 

Information, Student Social Class Identity Formation in High School and College, 

and Aspirations and Expectations and the Achievement Ideology. First, in the 

General Information segment, I discuss demographics, observations, and my 

experiences with the LMC and Fraternity students. In addition to providing a 

description of the students in my samples, I begin to make comparisons and 

identify similarities and differences related to social class identity. Second, in the 

Student Social Class Identity Formation segment, I investigate forces at work that 

contributed to the formation of these students' social class identities. I relate their 

pre-college identities to their college experiences. In addition, I begin to discuss 
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the implications for aspirations and social class reproduction. Finally, in the 

Aspirations and Expectations and the Achievement Ideology section, I discuss 

these students' understanding of our socio-economic system, their perceptions of 

where they fit into this system, and their explanations for their aspirations and 

expectations. In this final segment of my analysis, I identify the implications of 

my findings and begin to generate propositions that lead to my conclusions and 

recommendations regarding social class reproduction within the university 

environment. 

General Information 

The LMC Sample 

There were 14 LMC students that participated in this study. All were 

traditional aged white males with the exception of Larry, who went to the military 

and spent a semester at community college before enrolling in the university. Half 

were sophomores but there were also some freshmen, juniors, and one senior. 

Seven came from homes where the parents were divorced and seven reported their 

parents were still married. Table 3 summarizes some characteristics of the LMC 

students. 

In many ways, this group was fairly diverse in interest, experience and 

perspective. They were enrolled in various types of majors ranging from business. 
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Table 3 

LMC Student Demographic Information 

Name A 
g 
e 

Yr G 
P 
A 

Major Mom 
Ed. 

Dad Ed. Mom 
Job 

Dad Job Fam 
$/yr 

Parents 
Married 

7 

Adam 20 Sph 2.5 Com
puter 
Engr. 

Nursing 
School 

grad 

No 
college 

Nurse Hertz 
Rent-a-

Car 

? yes 

Bob 18 Sph 3.9 Pre-
Med 

No 
college 

Took 
some 

college 
classes 
but no 
degree 

Bank 
Teller 

electrician 50k yes 

Chad 21 Sph 2.7 Finance No 
college 

No 
College 

Owned 
Dog 

Groom 
Shop 

Owned 
Floor 
Cover 
Shop 

20-
30K 

no 

Dave 21 Jr 3.3 Accou
nting 

Took 
classes 

from 2yr 
school 
but no 
degree 

Took 
classes 
from 
4yr 

school 
but no 
degree 

Oper
ator 

Prison 
Guard 

50-
60k 

no 

Ed 21 Jr 3.7 Anthro
pology 

No 
college 

Took 
classes 
from 
2yr 

school 
but no 
degree 

Teach
er's aid 

Material 
handler 

40-
50k 

yes 

Fred 19 Fr 2.3 Plant 
science 

No 
college 

No 
College 

Wait
ress 

7 I Ok no 

Gary 18 Fr 2.3 Aero
space 
Engr. 

Grad 
from 4yr 
college 

Took 
classes 
at 2yr 
but no 
degree 

Recept 
-ionist 

Mngr. 
airplane 
clean co. 

30-
40k 

yes 

table continues 
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Name A 
g 
e 

Yr G 
P 
A 

Major Mom 
Ed. 

Dad Ed. Mom Job Dad Job Fam 
S/yr 

Parents 
Married ? 

Hal 19 Sph 3.4 Com
puter 
Engr. 

No 
college 

Took 
classes 
from 

4yr but 
no 

degree 

Self-
employ 

Repair
man 

40-
50k 

no 

Irv IS Fr 3.5 English No 
college 

No 
college 

Baby
sitter 

Building 
con

tractor 

10-
20k 

no 

Justin 19 Sph 2.7 Conun-
uni-

cations 

An 
college 
degree 

Trade 
school 
grad. 

Sub. 
teacher 

Elect
ronic 
tech
nician 

20-
30k 

yes 

Keith 22 Sr 3.8 Fine 
Arts 

4yr 
nursing 
degree 

Took 
classes 
at 4yr 
but no 
degree 

House
wife 

Prison 
guard 

40-
50k 

yes 

Larry 25 Sph 3.2 Race
track 

mgmt. 

No 
college 

Took 
classes 
at4yr 
but no 
degree 

Secretary Butcher 30-
40k 

no 

Marty 20 Jr 3.9 History No 
college 

No 
College 

Secretary Retired 40-
50k 

yes 

Norm 19 Fr 2.3 Un
decided 

4yr 
Grad 

Took 
classes 
at 4yr 
but no 
degree 

Teacher Police 
officer 

30-
40k 

no 

communications and history, to computer engineering and aerospace engineering. 

Several mentioned devotion to their religious faiths. For example, one practiced 

Buddhism, while another was planning two years of missionary work for the 

Mormon Church. Just as Ehrenreich (1989) suggested, there was no consistent 

pattern of political affiliation. Some were politically conservative, while others 
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were more liberal. Most were non-partisan but may have felt strongly about 

certain issues. 

The LMC students all attended low income or mixed income schools in the 

area. Although a couple students were no longer living at home, all had lived at 

home for at least one semester. Two of those who were not at home, were in 

houses that their parents owned. For instance, Chad grew-up in a trailer park on 

the south side. His mother raised him by herself and saved enough to get him into 

a house in a better school district. She later re-married and moved into her new 

husband's house. Chad now lives in and rents out rooms in his mother's house to 

cover the payments. Norm was in a similar situation in that his father held an extra 

house through his divorce. Norm lived there and rented out the rooms to fiiends. 

Fred and Lany lived at home in exchange for payment. Fred paid $100 a 

week to his mother. Larry's dad was a butcher making enough money that Larry 

did not have to pay for his room, but he was expected to be responsible for certain 

housekeeping and yard work in exchange for his room. Both received occasional 

help with food and other living expenses. As part of his benefits package for six 

years of service, the Navy was paying for Larry's college expenses. Fred was 

receiving a Pell grant. 

Marty and Justin lived in apartments and worked 30 to 40 hours a week to 

pay rent and utilities and other expenses. For example, Justin worked at a woman's 

shoe store at a local mall. He worked 5 hours a night during the week and 10 
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hours on weekends to pay for his share of a three bedroom apartment. His tuition 

was free because his dad was a maintenance electrician at the university and 

received free-tuition benefits for himself and family. In this LMC sample, most 

parents paid for the majority of the school tuition and book expenses. 

All but three LMC students worked at least 20 hours a week. They worked 

for record stores, construction companies, fast food restaurants (the Bhuddist was 

also a production team leader at Burger King), and retail stores. One cleaned 

airplanes. Another fixed pagers. Although a few worked to pay rent and car 

insurance, the majority had free room and board with parents and worked primarily 

to provide themselves with some disposable income. 

However, even though these LMC students said they were working for 

"spending money," their families were not in financial brackets that had a 

substantial financial cushion. For instance, a major medical emergency in any of 

the families of the LMC students could have meant the end of the financial support 

offered by the parents. In such a case, the LMC students may have been forced to 

drop-out of school or find a way to pay for all of their schooling. Loans would 

probably be the best option, but many of these students expressed anxiety about 

loans. All but three felt their scholarships and/or the ability of their parents to help 

financially, were primary reasons they were in school. Eight specifically stated 

they would not go to school if they had to "do loans." 

I 'i 
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Only four of the LMC students mentioned partying. Most of them filled 

their weekends with hanging-out with friends, working, or doing homework. Irv 

alluded to the fact that he spent "too much" money on CDs. Hal said he "treated" 

himself to some new computer software once in a while. Larry owned his truck 

and was working to pay the insurance. Hal bought a mountain bike so he could 

park and ride to school. But there was little evidence that the LMC students were 

living anything more than fhigal lifestyles in comparison to the Fraternity students. 

Most of the LMC students' extracurricular activities were centered around the 

local area. None of them mentioned weekend trips or regular travel out-of-town as 

a part of their lifestyles. 

With the exception of Larry and Keith, they all loved living in the area and 

felt really connected to the town. All viewed the university as a symbol of prestige 

that commanded respect fi"om the community. Larry, Hal, and Dave had some 

negative things to say about the university and the way it was run. But even these 

three held the university in high regard, overall. For instance, they might have 

made some comments about class sizes being too big or the administration being 

incompetent, but in the next breath, they would talk about how great their program 

was or how many wonderful things they were learning. In general, they all 

reported being quite satisfied with this university and what they felt it had to offer: 

a degree, knowledge, prestige, and opportunity (these educational benefits were 

identified by various LMC students). 
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None of the LMC were very involved on-campus. Only Justin belonged to 

a student organization that met on a regular basis, which provided a group of 

friends from the university. Norm and Marty played intramural sports, but Norm 

said he was not going to play the next year because "the fraternity guys suck" and 

the majority of the intramural teams seem to be fraternity groups. Chad belonged 

to the finance club, but said he did not hang-out with anyone in the club. 

The LMC students seemed to represent a large range of personalities. 

Some described their lives from a very social perspective. That is, they described 

lifestyles commonly associated with extroverted personality types. Others 

described lifestyles that seemed more characteristic of introverted personality 

types. That is, these students kept more to themselves and did not regularly 

interact with more than one or two fnends. Those that seemed more introverted, 

like Hal, Keith, Fred, and Ed, said they were satisfied with their one or two friends 

or their girlfnends. Others, like Larry, Dave and Adam, had a few acquaintances 

but felt isolated from the university and gave the impression they would like to 

have a larger peer network. Chad, Norm, Irv, and Justin (the more extroverted 

types) seemed satisfied with their social networks. However, none of these 

smdents, with the exception of Justin, were actually utili2dng campus organizations 

to develop their peer net^Aorks. 

Norm and Adam were the only LMC students to really hang-out with high 

school fnends, exclusively. Some, like Hal, Dave and Irv, hung-out with a friend 
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or two from high school, who also went to the university. However, Dave's friend 

from high school graduated and moved away so he did not spend much free time 

with anyone from the university anymore. Over half of the LMC students spent 

time with a mixture of friends from high school, work, or the university. Irv 

seemed to be the most social of the bunch and gave the impression that he made 

friends wherever he went. Most of the other LMC students gave the impression 

that they had very few friends in terms of numbers. 

Irv was one of the few LMC students to mention relationships with the 

opposite sex. Irv said his living situation changed depending on who he was 

dating at the time (meaning he lived with his girlfriends sometimes and sometimes 

he lived at home). Keith and Hal had been with the same girlfriends for over a 

year. Chad and Norm mentioned the value of parties for meeting women. Adam 

had just broken-up with his girlfriend. But most of the other LMC students did not 

mention interactions with the opposite sex and simply talked about being married 

and having a family someday. They did not give the impression that they were in 

a current relationship or spending much time dating. Larry said he would probably 

never get married and made a reference to the difficulty for him, as a 

non-traditional student, to get dates. He felt he did not have much in common with 

most of the women in his classes. Gary talked about going to "socials," organized 

by his church, to meet members of the opposite sex. He did not give the 
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impression he spent his free time with anyone other than members from his 

church. 

Although these LMC students spent their free time in various ways and 

with various groups of people, the most important theme that I pulled from the 

data was that these LMC students did not report having that much free time during 

the day to just relax and do non-productive activities. Even though they mentioned 

spending time with friends or girlfriends, it did not comprise a significant portion 

of their daily lives. Most were too busy with work and school to accumulate a 

significant amount of free time. For instance, Hcil and Keith had girlfriends, but 

said they usually saw them only twice a week. Irv talked about his many friends, 

but worked several jobs for 50 hours a week and was taking a full class load. 

Between their time devoted to work, lack of involvement in university 

clubs and organizations, and living away from campus, the LMC sample was fairly 

isolated and unconnected to the university. Even those students who had fiiends 

that went to the university- did not spend much time on-campus outside of classes. 

This was notable considering most seemed to be proud of the fact they were 

attending the university. But, in light of their peer networks, work sites, work 

schedules, and family involvements, they appeared very unconnected to the 

university. 

LMC sample - not your average guys. Given there were so few LMC 

white males attending the institution, these LMC students were somewhat unique. 
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Many of their peers from high school were working or going to community 

college. Something set these students apart from their high school classmates. In 

the following, I outline some of their personal characteristics that may have 

contributed to their attending a university instead of pursuing other options that 

were available upon their graduation from high school. 

First and foremost, all but three of the students in this sample had very high 

GPAs in high school. Of the three exceptions, Keith had just over a 3.0, but was a 

very talented graphic artist. Larry was a non-traditional student who came to 

school after a six year stint in the Navy. Fred had just over a 3.0. The rest ranked 

very high in academic performance relative to their high school peers. Some were 

on scholarship. Some were on Federal grants. Others just missed scholarships but 

remember receiving a great deal of encouragement from teachers in high school 

because of their grades. Counselors wrote letters of recommendation for them and 

encouraged them to go to a four year university. 

Astin (1971) and Shavelson and Bolus (1982) correlated academic 

performance with the way students regarded their own academic abilities (i.e., 

their academic self-concept). Most of the LMC students were considered part of 

the academically elite group within their high school social strata. Moreover, these 

students felt academically superior to their high school peers. This could have 

greatly affected the nature of their interactions with teachers and counselors when 

it came to discussing post-secondary education and, ultimately, their decisions to 
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attend a university as opposed to attending a community college or joining the 

work force. I will discuss their academic self-concept in greater detail in 

subsequent analysis. 

Second, several in this sample had been overseas. Larry traveled overseas 

while he was in the Navy. Keith traveled overseas because his father was in the 

military. Two others were able to travel because of various twists of fate and 

family connections living abroad. For example, Norm's father is a police officer 

who had a brother move to Australia and open up a business that became fairly 

successful. This uncle then paid for Norm to come spend one summer with him. 

Chad's stepfather had extended family in Germany who financed Chad's travel and 

school expenses so he could spend a semester attending a German school. 

Travel experiences such as these are more common to the "professional-

middle class" as described by Ehrenreich (1989). To my knowledge, there is no 

causal relationship between traveling abroad and attending a university. However, 

these types of experiences may accompany a certain life perspective, which entails 

higher expectations than students whose life perspectives were limited to the 

influences of their own backyards. 

Third, all spoke of strong and close relationships with their parents. This 

was interesting because half of the LMC students reported their parents were 

divorced. Even students whose parents were divorced, expressed close 

relationships with one, if not both of their parents. It seemed, at least for these 
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LMC students, that the parents all maintained good relations even in divorce. 

Moreover, all of the LMC students identified their parents as strong advocates of a 

college degree from a four year institution. Parental direction was the number one 

reason the LMC students felt they were attending a university. This is consistent 

with the literature that identifies the importance of parent support in predicting 

college success (Astin, 1972). However, studies such as Astin's, do not rank 

parental support as the most important influence. These LMC students did. 

Implications of parental influence are discussed in greater detail in the subsequent 

analysis. 

Fourth, several students in my sample, whose parents did not attend 

college, had at least one member of their extended family who attended and 

graduated from college. This was usually an aunt or uncle who they knew while 

growing-up. This might suggest that even the LMC students whose parents did 

not attend college had extended family who could have served as a good resource 

when it came to making decisions about college and negotiating the college 

system. 

Parental educational background is seen as an important variable in the 

college enrollment and retention literature (Astin, 1987; Ehrenreich, 1989; Jencks 

& Riesman, 1968; Tinto, 1975; Zwerling, 1976). In general, the parents' 

educational level is a strong predictor of the type of college where the student will 

enroll and the level of success within that college. Based on my data, educational 
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level of extended family should be considered more carefully when doing 

enrollment and retention research. 

Some students whose parents did not attend college had access to strong 

influences of someone who did. For instance, even though neither of Irv's parents 

went to college, every one of his aunts and uncles did attend and graduate from 

college or university. He had an uncle in town with an advanced degree with 

whom he periodically "hung-out" while he was growing-up. Ed had an uncle who 

was a professor at Penn State and most of his aunts and uncles went to college. 

For Gary, this "extended family" included his church community. He 

mentioned getting advice from college graduates who were in his church in terms 

of choosing a major. The term "first-generation" is usually attributed to students 

whose parents did not attend college. I would argue that extended family and close 

social networks may gray this distinction and should be considered in studies 

targeting enrollment and drop-out of first-generation students. 

Finally, some of the LMC students seemed to be the beneficiaries of good 

fortxme. My data provided evidence similar to Jencks' (1979) suggestion that 

"luck" plays a role in the selection process within our economic system. In other 

words, even if you could control for all genetic and personal differences (i.e., 

ability, motivation, effort, and aspirations), these working "clones" would 

eventually attain different levels of status within their work and social 

environments. Jencks (1979) found personal characteristics only accounted for 
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two-thirds of the variance for occupational status and one-half of the variance for 

annual earnings. The rest was due to uncontrollable variables beyond personal 

ability and personal control, what he called, luck. Jencks felt this luck was 

primarily a result of "imperfections in the labor-market system" (i.e., the economic 

system demands that we devise ways to establish hierarchy within the system). In 

addition, he submitted that if one could measure "changes in personal 

characteristics over time" that this could account for the variance of luck (p. 307). 

He felt there was no statistical way to do this, however, and did not pursue it 

further. 

In this study, I found further evidence for Jencks' (1979) suggestion that 

changes in personal characteristics over time might play an important role in 

predicting levels of attainment within our socio-economic structure. For instance, 

two students had significant life events that turned them to the college track and 

made it possible. They were lucky. For example, Dave broke both his legs the 

summer before his second year of high school. While he was home that entire fall 

semester of his sophomore year, he decided to start putting his energy into his 

homework. For the first time in his school career, he began to get straight As. He 

liked the recognition and kept at it throughout the rest of his high school career. 

All his brothers had quit high school or just barely finished and Dave was 

considered the "dimmest bulb" in the family. He attributes his switch to the 

college track to his accident. 
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Chad was raised by a single mother in a trailer park. During high school, 

she re-married into a middle class lifestyle. Chad's new father placed a high value 

on higher education. He sent Chad to stay with relatives in Germany during high 

school which allowed Chad to develop a wider world perspective. Chad credits his 

new father and lifestyle to opening his eyes to the college track. 

Even though Jencks (1979) felt that it was too difficult to design a 

statistical measure for changes in personal attributes over time, based on my data, 

it might be worth some effort. For instance, Chad's luck was simply a change in 

socio-economic status due to his mother's remarriage. In such a case, 

socio-economic status was not constant, but in flux. Studies involving social class 

standing should consider the impact of such changes in life circumstances, if 

possible. Dave, in addition to encouragement from his family, simply took 

advantage of an initially bad situation. He made his own luck by choosing to 

spend his time studying once he was injured. He could have just as easily decided 

to do drugs or just watch TV while he was healing. Dave's decision to study 

instead of waste time may underscore the importance of understanding why 

individuals may respond differently to similar envirorunental conditions. Further 

qualitative analysis in this area of changing personal attributes over time could 

prove important and help serve to explain much of the socio-economic attainment 

statistical variance now labeled luck. 
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Summarizing remarks about the LMC students. This first section provided 

some general background on the LMC students. The purpose was threefold. First, 

in spite of being defined as lower-middle class, I wanted to inform the reader of 

how varied the life experiences were for this group of LMC students. One spent 

time in the military. Two went to community college before attending the 

university. Half of them had parents who were divorced. Most, but not all, 

worked. Most, but not all, went to exclusively lower income high schools. Most, 

but not all, lived at home. Most, but not all, were isolated and uninvolved with the 

campus. A few had parents with some college education and others had extended 

family who went to college, but most were the first in their families to attend 

college. However, individually, all of these students possessed a combination of 

demographics and life experiences that placed them in the lower-middle class 

strata (please refer to the sampling criteria outlined in the methodology section of 

this paper for an operational definition of lower-middle class). 

Second, considering the exceptional nature of the students in the LMC 

sample, it is easier to understand why there is a minuscule number of working 

class or lower-middle class white males on this campus. All of the students in the 

LMC sample were somewhat unique in several respects. All of them had 

tremendous parental support to attend college. All had above average to superior 

high school GPAs to make them eligible. Some of them had unusual and 

unexpected life experiences that may have contributed to their decision to attend 
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college. Based on their characteristics, these students were "selected-out" to attend 

this institution, while the vast majority of their peers from high school ended-up 

working or going to community college. 

This finding seems to support theory investigating social class reproduction 

as it is perpetuated by the educational system (Clark, 1960, 1980; Heam, 1984; 

Weis, 1990; Zwerling, 1976). It is, at the very least, interesting that there were so 

few lower income white males attending this large, land grant university. A 

cardinal mission of the land grant institutions is to provide access to higher 

education for the masses. Less than 2.5 % of the university students at this 

university are white males from families where neither parent graduated ft'om 

college and make $45,000 or less per year. Even if you include lower income 

women and minority students, less than 11 % of the student body could be 

classified as low income or working class (refer back to Table 2 for a surrunary of 

this data). 

As stated in the methodology section, investigating the reasons why there 

are so few white males from working class and lower-middle class backgrounds at 

this university would have been an interesting study and may have contributed to 

the existing literature on inequities within our educational system. However, 1 was 

unable to gain access to the peers of the LMC students who were attending a 

community college or working ftill-time. Without these data, the study design 

would be weak. I, on the other hand, was able to ask the LMC students why they 
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felt they were attending the university, while many of their high school peers were 

not. I address this topic later, but, without the perspectives of the community 

college and working students, conclusions about social class reproduction within 

the educational system were incomplete. Hence, I focused on the experience of the 

select few LMC students who did make it to Mesearch University and their 

experiences therein. 

Finally, much of the subsequent analysis is based on comparisons between 

the experiences of the LMC students and the Fraternity students. It was important 

to establish a baseline for comparison to the Fraternity sample. These LMC 

students defined their own college experiences against what they perceived to be 

the experiences of the Fraternity students. As I will demonstrate later, the LMC 

students were lower-middle class outside and their social standing did not improve 

(and in some ways, was lowered) once they started at the university. I continue 

now with some background on the Fraternity students. 

The Fraternity Sample 

All but one student in this sample were from the same fraternity on-

campus. This was due to my contact's close connection to this particular 

fraternity. The advantage, as it turned out, is that this fraternity had a relatively 

eclectic membership. That eclecticism came through in the interviews. In other 

words, this was not a "jock house" or "brain house" or "party house" or the house 

that was noted for "pulling chicks" (attracting females). This house was noted for 
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not fitting into any of these more notorious categories. At the time of this study, it 

was sort of the "average guy," or as one member put it, the "nice guy" house. 

I talked to firatemity students majoring in the humanities and engineering, 

but the majority were majoring in business related fields. Some seemed to take 

school more serious, while others were focusing on the party scene. Even though 

most were conservative when it came to affirmative action and social programs, I 

talked to students with a variety of viewpoints on moral and political issues. 

Although I did not premeditate this arrangement, 1 feel their relatively 

diverse points of view (and 1 do use this term with great caution) may lend some 

credibility to this study. Since they were not a house of notorious reputation on-

campus, they were less likely to produce extreme viewpoints that may be 

associated with the fraternity brother stereotypes popularized by the media. 

Contrary to my expectations, they all boasted of wonderful relationships 

with their parents. Based on my prior experiences with fraternity members, I 

thought this group might harbor more resentment towards their parents. They felt 

emotionally and financially supported by their families. Some mentioned they 

knew other members who were having trouble in school and partly attributed this 

to poor relationships with their parents. But no one in my sample expressed this 

view about themselves. Like the LMC students, most cited specific examples to 

illustrate how they respected and shared the values and opinions of their parents. 
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The Fraternity students all grew-up in affluent neighborhoods. All except 

two thoroughly enjoyed high school. All attended either private or middle to upper 

income public high schools. Some came from cities, while others, like Stewart and 

Vem, came from small towns. Coincidentally, the two who did not enjoy high 

school came from small towns. They said this related to not being in the most 

popular cliques during high school. They were not socially "hip," so to speak, and 

therefore, were excluded from the most popular social circles in high school. 

Although there were some differences among the Fraternity students, a 

common trait was their socio-economic status, both at home and on-campus. A 

few may not have been the most popular in their high schools, but they were all 

part of the upper-middle socio-economic group in their home environments. They 

were now part of the upper-middle socio-economic group in this university 

environment. Table 4 summarizes the demographics of the Fraternity students. 

Observational data: The fraternity house builds communitv. For 

convenience, about half of the fraternity members wanted to be interviewed at the 

house. This provided an excellent opportunity to gather some observational data 

within their living environment. In the following, I review some general 

observations I made while visiting the house. To present these observations, I use 

a descriptive narrative approach in hopes that a better sense of my impressions is 

conveyed to the reader. 
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Table 4 

Fraternity Student Demographic Information 

Name A 
g 
e 

Yr G 
P 
A 

Major Mom Ed. Dad Ed. Mom Job Dad Job Fam 
$/yr 

Parents 
Married 

7 
Oscar 21 Sr 3.3 Fine Arts Masters 4 year 

degree 
Childrens' 
Librarian 

Manager 100k yes 

Paul 22 Sr 3.0 Bio
chemistry 

Masters Masters Housewife Manager 7 yes 

Rick 21 Sr 2.4 Psych
ology 

2 year 
degree 

Military Housewife Owns 
business 

75k yes 

Stew 20 Jr 3.5 Biology 4 year 
degree 

4 year 
degree 

Teacher Car Dealer 100k yes 

Tim 21 Jr 3.6 Finance 4 year 
degree 

4 year 
degree 

Lab Tech Owns 
business 

150k yes 

Vem 20 Jr 3.7 Engineer 4 year 
degree 

Law 
Degree 

Housewife Lawyer 120k yes 

Will 22 Sr 2.8 Molecular 
& Cellular 

Biology 

Masters Masters School 
Counselor 

Company 
V.P. 

120k yes 

Zack 19 Sph 2.1 Mgmt. 
Info. 

Systems 

7 PhD Book
keeper 

Pharmacist 100k yes 

A1 22 Sr 2.5 History Masters Masters Nurse Manager 120k yes 
Bill 21 Sr 2.2 Eco

nomics 
4 year 
degree 

Law 
Degree 

Nurse Judge 100k yes 

Carl 20 Sr 2.9 Finance Masters PhD Teacher Company 
V.P. 

300k yes 

Dan 20 Jr 2.6 Geology Masters Medical 
School 

Teacher Dentist 200k yes 

"The house" was the affectionate term the Fraternity students used to 

describe their fraternity house. The first time I was to meet a Fraternity 

interviewee at the house, I developed some strong impressions. It was on a 

weekend and I was typically rushed and trying to get caught-up from the week. I 

must admit, I did have past experiences with fraternities during my undergraduate 
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years (good and bad) and carried pre-conceptions about fraternity brothers' 

attitudes and behaviors. A bias is definitely evident in the following narrative. I 

thought this bias was useful, however, in that there were several things I found that 

contradicted my expectations, thus lending more power to the findings. 

For the first interview at the house, I arrived before the interviewee and 

remembered his instructions to just wait inside if he was not there. The house was 

located on fraternity row just outside the main area of the campus. To reach the 

center of campus from the house on foot would entail all of five minutes, at a 

leisurely pace. I remember being told that it was a brand new house, built by 

money donated from the alumni of the fraternity. 

^Tien I arrived I saw the over-blown Greek letters declaring the affiliation 

of the house mounted prominently on the exterior of the upper story. I noticed 

how quickly and easily my eyes fell upon these markers and how it would be 

impossible to look at the house and not see these big, bold symbols. 

The house was huge. It was built and decorated in an up-scale 

southwestern construction that reminded me of homes of the wealthy on the north 

side of town. It was early on a weekend morning and I was looking for signs of 

life. I noticed nobody on the grounds and I could not see in the windows due to 

the tinted glass. It was like trying to see inside a limousine. I was looking at the 

house but somehow felt like I was the one being watched. 
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As I walked up past the groomed lawn and hedgerow, I noticed how, once 

inside the gate and on the front patio, it felt cozy and warm. From the street the 

house seemed imposing. I looked back across the street from the front patio area. 

My relative increase in elevation and the fact that I was now standing behind the 

barriers that marked the edge of the property, granted me a sense of security and 

entitlement. It was a feeling very similar to the security and sense of place I felt 

when 1 was younger and sitting on my grandmother's porch, while the world 

moved by below me. I felt entitled to watch and observe people as they walked or 

drove by the fraternity. 

I turned and walked to the front door. I cupped my hands next to my face 

and pushed my nose towards the glass. 1 looked inside to get a feel if anyone was 

around. No one was in view. I knocked on the door but there was no answer. I 

pulled on the door and it was locked. Just then someone shouted from the side of 

the building, "Can I help you?" The situation and tone of voice immediately put 

me on the defensive. I began explaining what I was doing there and whom I was 

supposed to meet. He seemed suspicious at first but then became helpful after I 

mentioned my contact's name. Even though he probably had no idea, he tried to 

reassure me that my contact would be down shortly. He also informed me, "If you 

want to get in, you have to really yank hard." I thanked him as he turned and 

walked away. I yanked on the door and it jerked open. I thought back to the time I 

built a tree-house in the woods with my childhood friends for life, Kevin Schnalzer 
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and Pauly Zajak. I laughed to myself. We had a secret knock and a removable 

rope ladder. These guys had a trick-door to keep out the undesirables. 

Inside the front door I immediately noticed a reception desk straight ahead. 

To the right there was a lounge area with a television as big as the wall and 

couches huddled around it. To the left was a large area that appeared to be used 

for dining and other meal related functions. I walked to the reception desk and 

noticed a large picture hanging behind it. All the faces of the junior and senior 

membership class were smiling back at me. 

There were about 50 happy faces with stiff collars and black ties. I 

checked the names underneath and could identify 5 names out of 40 that were 

obviously not Anglo in origin. 1 thought this was poignant considering every 

member I interviewed up to this point considered this fraternity one of the most 

racially diverse on-campus. 

It was early Sunday morning and nobody was in the TV lounge area. There 

were a few beer cans scattered on the coffee table, but I was impressed at how neat 

the room appeared. I sensed this space was respected. Aside from a few cans, 

there was no other litter or indicators of general disregard that marked many of the 

fraternities I visited when I was an undergraduate. In the interview later this day, 

Zack supported my observations when he said, "... the guys here definitely care 

about the house and make an effort to keep it clean." Still, I wondered, if these 

students were drinking as much as they said, where was the refuse? 
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Poking my head into the courtyard behind the fraternity, I found where the 

rest of the garbage ended-up. There were empty liquor bottles and beer cans of all 

sorts, both in the trash can and scattered around the base. Tom six- and 

twelve-pack cartons were stuffed in between, under and around the empty alcohol 

containers. The glass bottles seemed to magnify the Budwiser and Miller emblems 

pressed beneath them. I don't know if I was just tired or bored, but the image of 

this overstuffed can of alcohol related refuse appeared to me as a masterful work of 

art. It was a sculpture of contemporary advertising. It was a testament to the 

liquor industry. It was the useless by-product of communal over-indulgence. It 

was the remaining tangibles of the laughter, camaraderie, historic words and 

actions that, no doubt, accompanied the ingestion of such large amounts of 

alcohol. It really was much more than a pile of refuse. It was an unsung 

monument to one of the many rites of passage that served to bond this group 

together. 

Returning my attention to the reception area, I noticed a bunch of photo 

proofs taken from a recent party. A note next to the proofs reminded anyone 

interested in buying prints should leave their name and contact the person in 

charge of contacting the photo company. The pictures were filled Vvith smiling 

faces and cups of beer and fraternity brothers being kissed on both cheeks by 

beautiful young women. There were also shots of various small groups of brothers 

hanging on each other in drunken bliss, mouths agape and apparently yelling 
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something that made perfect sense at the time. There were shots of some fraternity 

brothers carrying females piggy-back and groups of fraternity members lifting 

female party-goers above their heads. There was even a picture of some female 

party-goers lifting a fraternity brother up for display. Needless to say, everyone 

looked as if they were having a good time. 

When the interviewee arrived, 1 told him we would need a place that was 

fairly private to conduct the interview. I followed him to the Chapter Meeting 

Room. This was a multi-purpose meeting area that looked like it could be used for 

classroom type instruction or more casual social events. Obviously, from the 

name, the brothers held their weekly chapter meetings there. 

The first thing I noticed when I walked into the room were the pictures on 

the walls. These were the same type of picture I had seen above the reception 

desk. Upon closer inspection, 1 found they were the pictures of all the alumni: a 

testimonial to the history and importance of their predecessors. In these pictures 

lay the perfect metaphor describing the sense of history and connection members 

of this fraternity shared. They were all part of a very special network that extended 

back over a generation and promised to continue for many years to come. 

Many of the artifacts within the house, as well as, the house itself seemed 

to create a sense of belonging. It would be difficult for anyone to be a member of 

this organization and live in this setting and not feel special, protected, and secure. 

Most of the Fraternity students I talked with hung-out at the house. They 

J 
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described it with phrases such as "home base," "home away from home," and held 

the house, and the alumni who financed its construction, in the highest regard. 

Several students in the Fraternity sample talked about the extensive nature 

of their brotherhood. For instance, their chapter was connected to all the other 

chapters across the country. There was reciprocity among chapters and all the 

members of these other chapters were also considered "brothers." In response to 

why he joined a fraternity, one Fraternity student said; 

Rick: There's obviously meeting friends for life - opportimities for the 
ftiture - the alumni - cormections - anything. If you are traveling to a 
town, like we're thinking about going to New Orleans, all we have to do is 
call the chapter there and say, 'We're coming down, you know, we have 
like four people, can you hook us up?" And they're like, "Oh yeah, you can 
stay here." I mean all around, there's always going to be connections from 
it. Be it employment, social, sport wise, anything. 

The actual house was both a home base on-campus and a satellite of a huge 

network that extended across the country. My impressions of the house as a 

physical structure and the artifacts found inside seemed to support what these 

students were telling me in their interviews: They were connected, assimilated, 

and felt secure in their place within the university. They enjoyed a high status 

within the campus community and were privy to connections that extended across 

the country and beyond their college years. 

Comparing the LMC and Fraternity Samples 

LMC students: Working stiffs. The LMC and the Fraternity students were 

similar in certain respects that seemed noteworthy. First, students in both samples 
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worked jobs during the summers and during the school year. This surprised me 

about the Fraternity sample in that none of the students were in a financial pwsition 

that required them to work to afford school. 

I anticipated the LMC students were working to help with school costs but 

I found, for the most part, they were working for the same reasons as the Fraternity 

students - "spending money." As it turned out, the majority of students from both 

groups had their school costs and related living expenses covered by their parents, 

grants, scholarships, or the Department of Defense. Therefore, most of the 

students in both samples did not have to work to afford school. 

However, as I pointed out earlier, most of the LMC students were one 

family medical emergency away from poverty. If those who were not on 

scholarship, or some other form of external funding, were to experience a family 

financial emergency, they would be forced to leave school or take-out loans, which 

most of the LMC students would not consider as an option. The Fraternity 

students were working for spending money, but they were in a situation where 

their parents were already giving them an allowance. They really did not need to 

work. The LMC students, even though they were working for spending money, 

did need to work to help relieve the financial burden on the parents. As Gary 

(LMC student) said, "I guess I don't need to work... my parents can pay for me but 

it makes it easier on them." In reference to the possibility of Keith having to take 

an extra semester, Keith said, "My dad had enough put away, but he said that 1 
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better hurry-up and graduate because it's gonna be gone after this year." The LMC 

students were working for spending money, but they were living close to the 

financial "edge" of being able to afford the university. 

The fact that loans were not considered as an option for most of the LMC 

students also supported the notion that they were living on the financial edge. 

Dave weis the only LMC student on loans because he had lost his academic 

scholarships when he dropped-out for a semester. He was really struggling with 

his decision to take-out loans, but his father had not counted on carrying the costs 

of college. The rest of the LMC students seemed to have a real aversion to the 

very idea of loans. Like Ed said, "My dad would never let me take-out a loan... go 

into debt." Even though the LMC students said they were working for spending 

money, they really were helping defray the costs of their education and making it 

possible for their parents to help fimd their education without going into debt. 

The LMC students were working labor intensive, minimum wage jobs. 

Eight of the LMC students worked 20 or more hours a week. Several of these 

students worked over 30 hours per week while attending school. Two worked 

around 15 hours a week and three did not feel the need to work during the semester 

due to a combination of summer work savings, grant and scholarship money. This 

e.xchange with Bob provides a typical example of the LMC student work 

experience: 



SS: Where are you working? 

Bob: Currently, I'm a waiter at Sirloin Stockade. 

SS: How did you get that job? 

Bob: I started there about a year ago... I always worked, since I was 16. I 
started at Taco Bell and I just couldn't stand it there and so I ended-up 
going over there (to the steak house) and started as a cashier and moved up 
to wait staff... quit in August last year and just started up again. So, I just 
heard they were hiring and walked-in and got the job. 

SS: How is it? 

Bob: It's pretty nice. Customers get annoying every once in a while, but, 
you know.... 

SS: How many hours a week? 

Bob: About 20 to 25 hours a week. 

SS: And you are taking full-time classes? 

Bob: Yes I am. 19 credits. 

Even though the LMC students said they worked because they needed 

spending money, there was also mention of some pressure from home. Many of 

the LMC students were expected to hold down jobs while they were in school, 

even if the parents could afford to cover their school expenses. The parents may 

have supported them in college, but they also expected them to "work for a living.' 

Going to school and studying were not seen as work by some of the parents of the 

LMC students. This is similar to Ehrenreich's (1989) comments on the differences 

between blue and white-collar work. The blue-collar worker does not consider 
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white-collar or "professional" labor as work. In the blue-collar worker's view, the 

white-collar worker gets paid more for doing less (p. 137). 

It is possible many of the parents of these first-generation college students 

believed their children were headed into careers where they would be "living the 

good life." And as part of the white-collar work force, they would not have to do 

"real work" in their adult lives. When the LMC students talked about their reasons 

for working, there was the definite sense their parents felt they should know what 

it is like to do real work for a living. College, like the professional careers that 

follow, is not work in the eyes of some parents. In the following exchange with 

Marty, I illustrate how the pressure to work while in school was coming fi^om the 

very parents who were supporting their children's movement towards the 

professional-middle class: 

SS: So you need to work - the agreement is basically that you have to pay 
rent. Do they encourage you to work? 

Marty: My dad does. My mom doesn't. My mom knows that it's the 
education that's important so she says, you know, "you don't have to 
work." My dad has always, since I've been 16, bugged me to get a job. So 
there's kind of a mix there. Lots of times they'll get into little 
disagreements between themselves, (pauses for a second) I've heard 
(pauses to think for a bit longer as if to decide whether he wants to let me 
in on his parents disagreements). So, basically, that's it. I mean, my mom 
encourages me to work during the summer, but diuing school she wants me 
to keep up the academics. My dad thinks it's a good idea to at least make 
enough money to pay rent and maybe some bills. 

Based on Marty's statements, the message he was getting from home was 

obviously mixed. Based on the statements of other LMC students, it was not 
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uncommon for students to have one parent (usually the mother) who understood 

the value of not having to work during school. The LMC students, in most cases, 

made references to their fathers' value of hard work and their mothers' value for 

education as superseding their value for hard work. 

This philosophical split within the parents reflected the conflicting feelings 

found in lower classes. There is the firmly held belief that white-collar work is not 

really work so it is not as valued. Yet, there is the desire to get themselves or their 

offspring into the white-collar world. In effect, these LMC students seemed to 

play-out this inner conflict in their daily lives. Working during school seemed to 

appease both the working class ethic and the upwardly mobile aspirations of their 

parents. 

Finally, it seemed part of the reason the LMC students were "working 

stiffs" was due to their resistance, and their parents' resistance, to taking-out loans 

to pay for school. Financial reasons have been noted as affecting student decisions 

to drop-out of college (Astin, 1972). The LMC students said they felt many of 

their high school peers did not attend college because they could not afford it. In 

contrast, Jencks and Riesman (1968) do not feel financial variables are as 

significant in preventing students from attending college as popularly believed. 1 

would tend to agree because access to financial resources does seem available. 

One of the students in the LMC sample came from a family income of less than 

$10,000 a year and was using Pell Grants and a job to get him through school. 

i 
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Finances were not restricting his access to this public institution. Larry felt that 

anybody who wanted to go could join the military and have the Department of 

Defense pay for college. "They take anybody," he said. Even within my limited 

sample, students were taking advantage of various options to pay for school. 

However, I would consider the issue to be slightly more complex. Many 

students in the LMC sample spoke negatively about going into debt and taking-out 

loans for school. Some, like Fred, said they would not have gone to college if they 

did not get their grant or scholarship. They would not have considered taking-out 

a loan. Others, like Ed and Gary, said their parents were completely against the 

idea of going into debt and that was why they worked during school. My sample 

was to limited to say whether this attitude was tied to social class or just personal 

attitudes, but I think it is something worth further investigation. 

Similarly, Heam (1984) suggests more research should be done on "student 

and parent perceptions, attitudes, and knowledgeability about college attendance 

and costs" because these variables might have a large effect on the decision 

making process to go to college far before the children reach their senior year in 

high school (p. 29). Based on my data, I would certainly have to agree with Heam. 

If students were saying that they would not have come to college if they had to 

take-out loans, then for some, college attendance might not be an issue of access to 

resources as much as an issue of attitude and knowledge concerning an investment 

in education. 
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This information might be useful to admissions offices trying to attract low 

income students. In addition to informing high school juniors and seniors and 

their parents of the various financial aid packages available, they might spend 

some time with low income parents while their children are still in elementary 

school. This way they could begin educating these parents about the advantages of 

higher education as an investment for their children. Explaining the financial aid 

options and how higher education is a wise investment and not just incurring debt, 

might be helpful in gaining the confidence of LMC parents. Negative attitudes 

towards loans, especially if these attitudes are tied to social class and culture, will 

not be changed easily. 

Although the reasons behind the LMC students' work behaviors are 

important (i.e.. whether they were working because they were resistant to taking-

out loans or because their parents' felt they should, or just because their financial 

situation made it necessary), they make little difference in the scholastic and career 

outcomes for these LMC students. The bottom line for the LMC students was that 

they were attending college, but much of their free time was spent at a minimum 

wage job off-campus. Unfortunately, this put the LMC students in a position that 

compromised their abilit>' to really take advantage of other opportxmities college 

had to offer. I address how the LMC students' lack of integration into the 

university affects their educational and professional opportunities in the 

subsequent analysis. 
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A job is a job? Overall, only 5 out of the 12 Fraternity students worked 

during the semester. They worked for no more than 10 hours per week. For the 

most part, the types of jobs they held were desk jobs. One worked at the library 

doing paperwork. One worked at "Structure," a men's clothing store in the local 

up-scale mall. The others worked for the Fraternity Management Group office, 

shuffling paperwork and making phone calls. Most of them liked the extra money 

they were earning, but also stated that they were working so they would have 

something to put on a resume. 

Several Fraternity students worked over the summer and did not work 

during the school year. These students worked for their parents' business or 

company. One Fraternity student worked for his dad's company making $11 an 

hour doing office work. The one exception was Bill, who worked in the library 

during the school semester and worked for a bank's loan department in the 

summers. He landed the bank job through a temp agency but it paid "11 bucks" an 

hour. He may even consider working there full-time after he graduates if he 

continues to enjoy working there this summer. 

Several of the Fratemity students "hashed" at sorority houses for an hour 

every other day to get to meet the sorority girls and get a free lunch. They referred 

to this activity as a "job" but this seemed to have too many social benefits to be 

considered work. It certainly was not the same t>'pe of work the LMC students 

were doing. 



All of the Fraternity sample received an allowance from their parents for 

spending money. Even those who worked received an allowance. When asked 

why they worked if they had all their expenses covered, most stated they were 

working for experience and to have "even more" spending money because their 

parents did not give them enough. Most of the LMC students were not given an 

allowance. Their spending money had to be generated on their own or they just 

would not have it. Adam was the exception. His mother said he should not work 

during school so he could keep his grades up. He was given money when needed 

but, he did not receive a regular allowance and had to be accountable for how he 

spent the money. 

Ehrenreich (1989), MacLeod (1995), Weis (1990) and others note the 

difference between white-collar and blue-collar work. Although both groups of 

students were doing what might be considered "service" jobs, there was a definite 

discrepancy in status regarding the actual jobs they worked. The LMC group 

worked in labor intensive jobs that were not valuable for building one's 

professional resume. Of those who worked, the Fraternity members held jobs that 

had some prestige and would look good on a resume. For instance, Tim, a 

Fraternity student, worked for the Fraternity Management Group, specializing in 

consultation and event coordination. Compare this to Dave, a LMC student, who 

laid tile for his brother's home improvement business. 
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These relative work experiences reflected the comparative social standing 

of these students while they were attending the same university. The different 

nature of the work between the Fraternity and LMC groups helped to define these 

groups' college experiences relative to each other. The LMC students were 

working jobs that did not prepare them for the professional careers they were 

seeking. The Fraternity students (those who worked) were in jobs that taught them 

about the professional culture and prepared them for leadership positions. As 

Marty (an LMC student) observed, "...it is a stereotype, but, I didn't work with 

anybody in a fraternity with the jobs that I held." 

Values and beliefs. The members of the LMC sample held a variety of 

political views. Some presented themselves as hard-core Republicans while others 

subscribed to a more liberal philosophy. The Fraternity sample was almost 

entirely Republican. Even though some professed stronger party affiliation than 

others, most were fairly conservative regarding the more controversial political 

issues. 

I did not ask any questions about racism, but I did ask the students to tell 

me their views on affirmative action. In talking about affirmative action, the issue 

of race did come up. Overall, the LMC students seemed to have fewer racists 

tendencies. The only overtly racist remarks came from members of the Fraternity 

sample. This finding was interesting because, based on much of the sociology 

literature, lower income .^erica is believed to harbor more prejudice than the 
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middle and upper-middle classes. In support of this finding, Ehrenreich (1989) 

noted, the myth of working class intolerance and authoritarianism is "one of the 

most cherished beliefs of the American sociologist" (p. 113). To the contrary, 

within my small sample, the LMC students seemed to be more sensitive and 

understanding of the problems for minorities in this country than were the 

upper-middle class students. 

Students in both samples seemed to share the same values as their parents. 

Individuals might concede differences on certain issues, but, based on their 

comments, the majority saw the world very similar to the way their parents saw it. 

This was a shock to me considering I had very little in common with my parents 

when I was in college. All these students reported wonderful relationships with 

their parents and nothing but respect for their parents' opinions and guidance in 

their own lives. 

Other students from both groups mentioned differences in beliefs between 

themselves and their parents on specific issues, such as abortion and drug use. 

However, even these students said they felt one way now, but admitted they might 

become more like their parents as they moved onto other life stages. More than a 

few students specifically stated that they were products of their environment and 

could see how they were becoming more like their parents as they got older. 

As far as being products of their college environment, most students in 

both groups said they had become a little more liberal since they started college 



due to the exposure to different ideas and perspectives. This is consistent with the 

findings in the literature (Astin et al. 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). For 

these students, more liberal usually just meant they were now "pro-choice" or no 

longer "anti-drug." A few were able to give specific and insightful examples how 

their views changed since college. But others cited examples that were not very 

convincing. For instance, one student said he developed a greater appreciation for 

diversity but was referring more to the various musical tastes of the other fraternity 

members, rather than ethnicity. 

Contrary to the literature, several Fraternity students stated they had 

become more conservative due to the influences of college. For instance. Bill said 

his parents were registered Democrats (the only Fraternity student in my sample to 

have Democrat parents) and that he had become more Republican since he had 

joined the fi-atemity. 1 asked how he had become more Republican and he replied. 

"In terms of social programs, I think they should be dismantled - too many people 

abusing the system." Before joining the fraternity he shared his parents more 

liberal beliefs. Based on these findings, development of liberal thinking might be 

more dependent on contextual influences within the higher educational 

community. For instance, a business major and a sociology major might develop 

very differently in terms of liberal thinking. And, as in Bill's case, membership in 

a fraternity with predominantly conservative views might actually help reverse 

pre-college liberal tendencies. 



There was little support for social programs, such as welfare and 

affirmative action, among either group. There were three LMC students and one 

Fraternity smdent who felt affirmative action and welfare of some sort were 

necessary. There were several others who recognized the plight of minorities and 

women in the work-place and school. However, like the majority, they believed 

affirmative action was simply reverse-racism and that it should be dismantled. 

The predominant opinion towards social programs, such as affirmative 

action, demonstrates the degree to which these students buy into the notion of a 

meritocratic system. Most felt that the system would reward those who worked 

hard and that social programs were abused by lazy people. There were a few-

exceptions in the LMC sample, but almost everyone I interviewed in both groups 

felt the current welfare and affirmative action programs were unjust. 

The interesting point was that all of those who believed the individual 

should be rewarded based on his or her abilities and effort, just as vehemently 

stated the importance of connections to get ahead in America today. These 

inherent contradictions seemed to coexist peacefully within the minds of most of 

the students in my sample. In the subsequent analysis, I contrast the smdents' 

views about social programs, meritocracy and networking to better explain the 

power of the achievement ideology and how it impacts social class reproduction 

within the university setting. 
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Technological resources. In terms of access to technology, there were 

significant differences between the two samples. All of the Fraternity students 

owned computers and had the latest software. Over half of the LMC sample did 

not own their own computers. I felt this was important because there were 

references made directly to the ownership of computers, as well as, the quality of 

the computer, that came unsolicited fi-om the interviewees in both groups. 

There were two students, one in each group, who provided a particularly 

informative example of perceptions of resource discrepancy. Both Keith and 

Oscar were seniors in graphic design only months away from graduation. Note 

how their perceptions tie academic issues to social class identity. First the LMC 

student: 

Keith: There's been some fhistrating things. The best example is a 
computer. I didn't own a computer till last year. And I've known a lot of 
people that have had access to a computer for years and owned all the 
programs and been able to pay for all these things that I couldn't afford. I 
don't know if I've had any benefits. And even the things I've had to wait 
for. And the more well-off get benefits of - it's never really affected me 
that much. I could find someone with a computer and then borrow it. But it 
has been sort of fhistrating. That's the best example I could see. It's just a 
hassle. I live twenty five minutes away. So if I want to use the computers 
on-campus, I have to drive down here. And, you know, just a hassle. But, 
that's actually, as far as my experiences is, that the rich people always have 
the computers. 

Oscar, a member of the Fraternity sample, felt his computer was a 

necessity. In this exchange, he states just how important having a computer is for 

competing within his major: 



165 

SS: Do you see yourself as having an advantage over students who might 
come from less money than you? 

Oscar: I think so in the fact that I was able to go out and purchase, through 
my parents helping me, a computer -1 wouldn't be able to have gotten the 
internship without the computer. I had to have that computer. If I didn't 
get it, I wouldn't be where I am right now. 

Keith and Oscar both relate access to resources to their relative class status. 

This is one way these two students define themselves in relation to those in the 

other socio-economic group. In the graphic design department, rich people have 

computers and poor people cannot afford them. 

The fact that Keith saw his inability' to buy his own computer as a mere 

"hassle" (i.e., inconvenience), while Oscar felt ouning a computer was a necessity, 

also marked a clear distinction between these groups. For Keith it was 

inconvenient, but acceptable not to own a computer. He really had no choice. To 

Oscar, it was unacceptable that he not have a computer. He, on the other hand, 

could afford it. 

This is a good example of how expectations can be affected by cleiss 

constraints. One's access to resources places an individual in one class relative to 

another, both in practice and perception. Expectations of what one may be able to 

accomplish based on such access are duly influenced. Relative to Oscar, Keith 

was expected to do the "same with less" in his program. Later, I discuss how-

Keith also expected less than Oscar in his professional life. 
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Time and money. Just because they had it, the Fraternity students did not 

utilize all their extra time and money for academic purposes. Most of them did not 

spend any significant amount of time on studies. Even those like Vem, who had a 

great GPA did not study, except for the night before a test. 

The average Fraternity student spent his non-class time hanging-out with 

fnends or girlfnends, drinking, playing video games, watching or playing sports, 

going to bars or restaurants, and renting or going to the movies. Some worked but 

for 10 or less hours a week. The most common expression used by the Fraternity 

sample to describe their out-of-class activities was. "just waste time." Tim's 

impression of how his fellow fraternity brothers spent their time was very similar 

to the stereotype that seems to be perpemated in the popular media: 

SS: Describe a typical fraternity brother. 

Tim: Either alcoholics or they don't drink at all. Well, I can't say that. 
Because 1 drink a lot but I'm not alcoholic. But there's guys that drink 
every night and don't do much academically. But, actually, there's a lot of 
guys like me that know when to have fun and know when to actually study 
and when it's time to work. So, I'd say is about half and half. There's 
guys like me and then there's guys that just drink all the time and they're 
here to have fim, basically, instead of study. 

SS: Is there anything else that is characteristic of fraternity brothers? 

Tim: I'd say drugs - like marijuana. Probably about 80 % of the campus 
smokes marijuana. I don't do drugs or touch marijuana. I don't smoke 
either. I guess you could say there's smokers too. If I wasn't in a frat, I'd 
say guys were stuck on themselves - or stuck up. But that's not the case in 
this house. There's a lot of nice guys here. But I've met guys from other 
houses back when I rushed that just seemed like they just felt they were all 
that, r sure somebody like yourself thinks that. I'd say any fraternity is 
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drinkers - guys that like to fight, I guess. But I think that's due to the 
drinking. 

A few others in the Fraternity sample highlighted the partying component 

of fraternity culture, but many did not address this topic with the same emphasis. 

Even so, only one of the LMC students talked about partying on any consistent 

basis. Therefore, I felt it was an interesting difference between the two groups that 

seemed to reflect the relative amount of time and resources that could be spent on 

non-productive activities. The Fraternity sample obviously had more time and 

money on their hands to enjoy the campus environment. Due to financial 

constraints, the LMC students did not have the same opportunities. They could not 

afford the time or money to just hang-out, party, and focus on their social skills to 

the same degree as the Fratemity students. 

In addition, many of the Fratemity sample mentioned trips out-of-town to 

go skiing or watch the Suns play in Phoenix. Trips to Vegas, Mexico, and 

California were not uncommon. Oscar summed up his view on the lifestyle of the 

Fratemity student: 

Oscar: I don't know, I think there's a certain exuberance and lack of reality 
there that most people in the worid don't enjoy or even - if they would 
enjoy this, just this cash on hand - cash on demand. This amount of money 
being spent on really nothing productive. 

Due to the relatively diverse group of LMC students, there really was not 

an average way they spent their fi-ee time. Some of them played and watched 

sports, played computer games, hung-out with friends, or drank just like the 
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fraternity brothers. About half had a small group of friends from the university 

with whom they hung-out. Others did missionary work for their church, 

meditated, worked on their cars, spent time with high school friends, or in solitude 

reading horror books. Only a couple of the LMC students went to bars and drank 

on a regular basis. 

Integration versus isolation. So, one major difference between the LMC 

and the Fraternity students was that the LMC students reported spending more or 

their out-of-class time on academics and working. Only three of the LMC sample 

made a reference to "wasting" significant amounts of time. The other big 

difference was the LMC students were not very involved in campus activities. 

Most of the LMC students participated in activities unrelated to the university. 

They would, for the most part, come to class and then go to work or go home. The 

LMC students were isolated from the university community. For instance, Dave 

describes how he feels since his best friend from high school and college recently 

has graduated: 

Dave: ... And we just took all the same classes and I met him in high 
school and we just became like best friends. And he graduated from UA 
last semester. 

SS: What did he graduate in? 

Dave: Mechanical engineering. And, now I don't see him too much 
anymore. He's working and I'm kinda on my own here now (laughs as if 
to recognize his own misfortune). 

I 1 
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When Dave's friend graduated, he had no social support group at the 

university. He did not find himself still surrounded by a large group of friends. 

He lost one friend and his whole social network was gone. One person, from a 

student body of about 35,000 graduated and he felt "on his own." Adam also 

seemed more isolated than most of the students, but his perspective serves to 

illustrate how extreme the contrast between LMC and Fraternity students' college 

experiences could be: 

SS: What do you remember most about last year? 

Adam: Last year? 1 don't know, it seemed like college was supposed to be 
exciting but now that I look back it's not that exciting, it's just more work. 
I don't know, 1 feel like I'm going to school but I'm not really part of the 
school because I'm living at home - still hang out with all my high school 
fnends, stuff like that. And I just come here to go to school. It's just like, 
continuing on, I guess. 

I felt one case in the LMC sample serves to exemplify the difference a 

feeling of integration can make for an individual. Justin was the only exception in 

the LMC sample who seemed to be fairly integrated into the campus. In his 

freshman year, Justin started with Camp Thunder, a program that takes 

underprivileged youth on camping trips. He defines the importance of integrating 

into the campus: 

Justin: Yeah, like I said, socially you instantly felt involved and connected 
and inevitably run into these people during the semester on-campus and 
stuff. It really makes the campus feel a lot smaller. There's always people 
around that you hang out with and talk to. 
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Through his connections at Camp Thunder, Justin developed friendships 

with several university staff members, ended-up rooming with someone who drove 

a Lexus, hung-around peers from varied socioeconomic background, and was able 

to gain a sense of social competence he felt he was lacking in high school. Justin's 

experience seemed to emphasize the importance of integration in establishing 

networks and increasing opportunity for the LMC. The majority of the LMC 

students, however, were isolated from the university in a social and cultural sense. 

The Fraternity students, on the other hand, were the hub of the campus 

social scene. Fraternity students reported throwing and attending numerous 

parties, and being involved in campus clubs, organizations, intramujals, and 

philanthropic events. Moreover, they were more likely to be involved in the 

student government and large student projects, such as Spring Party and 

Homecoming. 

Astin (1971, 1987, 1993), Tinto (1975, 1988), and other student retention 

theorists talk about the negative effects of student isolation from the campus 

community. Those students who are integrated with the campus community 

generally do better academically and tend to persist to graduation. Those students 

who are isolated tend to do worse academically and have higher drop-out rates. I 

felt that retention was not the big issue for the LMC students because they were all 

very motivated internally and had a great deal of parental support. Besides, 

without a longitudinal component to this study, I could not address retention issues 
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effectively. However, there were several other issues related to their relative 

integration or isolation that warranted comment. 

First, the fact that the LMC students, in general, were not as involved with 

the campus community may have put them at a developmental disadvantage 

regarding valuable social and networking skills that would facilitate their transition 

into the professional culture. According to Chickering (1969) students need to 

develop "competence," or what Bandura (1995) refers to as "self-efficacy," in 

order to achieve a successful identity within the college setting. Basically, 

competence and self-efficacy are just the ability of an individual to produce a 

desired result in a given context. The more opportunity a student has to develop 

efficacy or competence in the social and academic settings, the better chances this 

development will occur. 

Student perceptions of their own competence (or efficacy) also come into 

play. Student perceptions of themselves in social and academic environments 

form the cornerstones of their identities within the university setting. Shavelson 

and Hubner (1976) define the perceptions of students own competence or 

self-efficacy beliefs as one's "self-concept." Generally speaking, self-concept is 

the relational term used to denote students' judgments of their competence, 

efficacy, or skills (whether academic or social) in relation to other students. 

Self-concept is important because, according to Bandura (1995), an individual's 

self-efficacy beliefs "contribute significantly to human motivation and 
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attainments" (p. 3). In other words, if a student believes he or she is competent, he 

or she will reach higher levels of attainment. Although many LMC students 

maintained fairly high perceptions of their own academic abilities, their social self-

concepts seemed underdeveloped when compared to the Fraternity students. 

First year students typically experience a temporary decrease in social 

self-concept because they find themselves in a new socially and academically 

competitive environment. It takes time to adjust and develop a positive 

self-concept in the new setting. As they move from year to year, social 

self-concept usually increases (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). However, half of 

the LMC students who were not freshmen seemed to have a low social 

self-concept when it came to interactions with the opposite sex. Others seemed 

isolated and expressed a desire to be more connected and involved with other 

students. 

Based on the fact that they lived at home, did not have much free time, and 

were not very involved in extracurricular activities, the LMC students would not 

have as many opportunities to develop social skills and relations with other 

students. So, this finding is not surprising. Nevertheless, it is important because 

the reason they were living at home, working with little free time, and not involved 

in extracurricular activities was somewhat a result of their social class standing. If 

the LMC students did not have to work or live at home and could spend more of 
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their time doing activities with other students, they might have a better chance at 

developing a stronger social self-concept within the college setting. 

The Fratemity students were immersed in the culture that taught the 

necessary social skills that would help them in their professional lives. Several 

students in the Fratemity sample mentioned how their involvement in the fratemity 

helped them gain confidence and develop their social skills. Bill, in commenting 

on the benefits of the fratemity stated, "I didn't really know how to act in the 

social setting. That's what this place taught me." Like Bill, most Fratemity 

students recognized that these components of their social identity are very 

important to becoming successful. The LMC students, for the most part, did not 

recognize they were missing out on this important part of their education. 

In addition to developing better social competence, the Fratemity students 

were acquiring more valuable cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron. 1990). 

Remember, the term cultural capital refers to how the school system values the 

culture of the higher social classes and devalues the lower culture, thus creating an 

inherent advantage for those who come from the higher social classes. This 

seemed to be the case even within this university context. Because of their 

involvement in the fratemity, the Fratemity students were acquiring more cultural 

capital that would increase their chances of reproducing into the upper-middle 

class. Prior to college, the parents of the Fratemity students provided experiences 

that exposed them to the higher culture. This cultural capital was useful in helping 
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the Fraternity students negotiate the primary and secondary school systems 

(Lareau, 1987). Just like the cultxiral capital their parents provided these Fraternity 

students when they were going to primary and secondary school, the fraternity 

culture provided these students the cultural capital necessary to make a successful 

transition into the careers of the upper-middle class. In a sense, the fraternity 

simply took over for the parents and continued to provide these students with an 

advantage over others. 

Part of this cultural capital was the opportunity to establish connections and 

build a network that would serve them in their travels among the professional 

culture. The LMC students were not getting the same opportunity for developing 

the networks and connections that are a big part of the value of a college 

education. Due to their lack of imegration, the LMC students were missing this 

component of the educational process. In terms of identity formation, the LMC 

students were not being given opportunity to develop the social skills necessary to 

help them develop the networks that would help them negotiate the professional 

culture after they graduated. The Fraternity students were, in fact, developing 

these networks. Thus, the relative social class identities of the LMC students and 

the Fraternity students were maintained through structiire within the university 

setting. 

As a final note, it is important to point out that these differences in college 

lifestyle between the Fraternity students and the LMC students were reminiscent of 
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the differences between the "college men" and "outsiders" or "independents" that 

Horowitz (1987) describes in her history of campus life. The college men were 

from affluent backgrounds and attended school to learn the ways of the affluent 

and were not there to be a "grind" (someone who strives for academic 

achievement). The college men were there to: 

... fight for position on the playing field and in the newsroom and learn the 
manly arts of capitalism. As they did so, they indulged their love of 
rowdiness and good times in ritualized violence and sanctioned drinking. 
Classes and books existed as the price one had to pay for college life, but 
no right-thinking college man worried about marks beyond the minimum 
needed to stay in the game (Horowitz, 1987, p. 12). 

Although the Fraternity students were no longer fighting for position on the 

playing field in the newsroom, they were learning the skills necessary to fight for 

position in the professional world. Many of the rituals and culture of the fraternity 

have remained largely the same. The Fraternity students were certainly more 

interested in the social aspects of college, ritualized violence and drinking, and 

learning the art of capitalism, than their studies. Most placed these social skills 

and activities on a higher level of importance than their grades. I talk more about 

this later in the way the Fraternity students balanced the notions of the network and 

the system as a meritocracy. 

The LMC students, like Horowitz' outsiders, were not privy to the culture 

and lifestyle of the college men. The LMC students were more concerned with 
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their grades and feh their success would be based more on their performance in the 

academic realm. For the outsiders: 

College was not for fim, but a period of preparation for a profession. They 
focused on academic, not extracurricular, success, sought the approval of 
their teachers; and hoped, by dint of hard work, that achievement in the 
future would compensate for the trials of the present (Horowitz, 1987, p. 
14). 

Granted. Horowitz' outsiders were mostly men aspiring to the ministry. 

The LMC in my sample were hardly of this mind-set. However, their approach to 

school and relative standing in the college environment was similar to the 

outsiders. The LMC students were working harder than the Fraternity students and 

hoping their efforts would pay-off in the future. The Fraternity students, on the 

other hand, were learning the social skills they need to be competitive within the 

upper-middle class professional culture. In many respects, these relative cultures 

within the university campus have not changed much over the past hundred years. 

Summary of the Students' General Backgrounds 

The LMC and Fraternity students came from very different backgrounds 

and, in general, these students were experiencing their college years very 

differently. Overall, the LMC students took academics more seriously and worked 

harder to maintain grades. Though students from both groups worked jobs, most 

of the Fraternity students did not. The LMC students worked harder than the 

Fraternity students. Moreover, in contrast to the Fraternity students, the LMC 

students held jobs that provided little practical experience and paid minimum 
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wages. The handful of Fraternity students who were working for spending money, 

were working jobs that developed their social skills and helped prepare them to 

acquire positions in the professional-middle class. 

In addition, the Fraternity students were allotted an allowance by their 

parents that could be adjusted according to the needs of the students. The 

Fraternity students did not have to consider the possibility of running-out of 

money or taking-out loans. The LMC students had no such safety net. Many 

LMC students were fully dependent on grants and scholarships to pay for their 

educations. Even though most LMC students said they were working 

predominantly for discretionary income, their families were in financial positions 

that were one financial emergency away from poverty. 

The Fraternity students had access to more and better technological 

resources, they enjoyed a more extensive social life, and lived at the edge of 

campus. In general, the LMC students did not have a strong connection with the 

campus community. All but one lived off-campus and the vast majority lived at 

home with their parents. For the most part, the LMC had social lives separate 

from the university environment. 

The LMC students were not in a position to acquire the cultural capital that 

would make transition into the professional culture easier. The Fraternity students 

were in an environment that would give them the necessary social skills to 

replicate their parents' positions in the professional culture. The Fraternity 
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students were living the charmed life of college men while they maintained their 

socio-economic advantage over the LMC students, who were working and hoping 

the system would reward them for their efforts. 

With the exception of two in the Fraternity group who had become more 

conservative, most students felt they had become a little more liberal since they 

had started college. Even so, almost all of the LMC and Fraternity students held 

political and moral values quite similar to their parents and professed close 

relationships with their parents. The Fraternity students were, in general, more 

conservative. But, the vast majority' of both groups were conservative when it 

came to welfare and other social safety nets. Similarly, all felt the system should 

be meritocratic and that people should be rewarded according to their effort. 

However, such verbal support of the achievement ideology seemed to be in 

contradiction with their beliefs that connections are what gets one ahead in 

America. Since this seeming contradiction plays such a major role in social class 

reproduction, I discuss it in great detail in the subsequent analysis. 

My intention in this first section was to set the background for further 

comparison of the experiences of the two groups. In the following section, I start 

to look at social class identity formation and how it was developed before and after 

coming to college. As you will see, the socio-economic backgrounds of these 

students go a long way in explaining their attitudes, values, and beliefs that 

formulate and facilitate social class identity. Their experiences in the university 
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setting do little to change their relative social class identities and equalize the 

playing field. 

Social Class Identity Formation in High School and College 

In this section, I identify the major themes relating to social class identity 

formation before and after coming to college. I use the term, "identity formation," 

similar to Weis (1990) in that the "students identity may be encouraged and/or blocked 

by a variety of interactions within the school itself (p. 11). The only difference is that 

Weis was looking at low income students in a high school setting and I am looking at 

both higher and lower income students in a college setting. I explore how these students 

understand their enrollment at the university as opposed to other options (i.e.. going to 

community college, entering the military, or the work force). I analyze how their social 

class identities were formed before college and what happened to this identity formation 

during the transition to college. I investigate the mutual awareness of the LMC and 

Fraternity students in the college environment. Finally, I discuss the relative social class 

identity formation in college, focusing on the significance of the social schism between 

the LMC and the Fraternity students. 

High School Setting and Social Class Identitv Formation 

For most of the Fraternity students, their identities seemed to be tied more to high 

school social standing, rather than their own academic performance. Most of the 

Fraternity students attended public high schools with strong tax bases or private schools 

J 
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that provided better than average facilities for their students. The following are some 

responses to questions about the type of high school the Fraternity Students attended: 

Paul: I went to a private catholic school. 

Oscar: Yeah, it was a very good district. We had excellent computer facilities -
all Macs. I was working on apples all the way through elementary school. So, 
my district was well funded. 

Carl: My high school was really pretty higher echelon type of thing. 

Dan: It was kind of a smaller high school - about 4000 (students). It was a 
private boys high school. 

Rick: I lived in the East Bay (San Francisco). The town has 34,000 in it and 
there's three high schools there so it's pretty split up. Loved it! Loved high 
school! 

Tim: It was kind of a rich kids type high school. The people were really kind of 
stuck-up there. 

Zack: It was a college preparatory in Phoenix. It was run by the Jesuits. 

A couple of Fraternity students attended small town high schools where there was 

just one school in the district, so there were no other schools in the district for 

comparison. However, the majority of the students were able to identify their high 

schools as "above average" or "superior" in some way or another. Overall, the Fraternity 

students were very aware of their relatively high social standing during their pre-college 

years. They maintained this standing during their college years. 

Although they were part of the academic elite v^athin their schools, the LMC 

students also were aware of the relative social standing of their school versus other 



181 

schools in the district. For instance, compare comments from these LMC students with 

the Fraternity students' comments cited above: 

Justin (LMC student): It's a very poor school. It's in the Cloudyside District. 
It's like 75 % Hispanic. As far as I know, from my graduating class of 283, which 
is the largest graduating class to this point, six people went to Mesearch 
University. Out of that class and only, like, twenty-some people pursued some 
sort of education after high school. So, that just shows, not only the economic 
class we're serving, but the educational desire or level of these people. Because, 
by and large, nobody went to college after that. They just get a job and that's it. 
And so, that was very frustrating to me. 

Norm, in a conversation about fraternity brothers, mentions how he and his high 

school peers viewed the local "rich kid" high schools: 

Norm (LMC student): They (fraternity brothers) come from schools like 
Northplace or something like that where they were in schools that usually had 
more money. I don't know if you know the schools around here or anything, like, 
they even call Stodd Central (a local upper-middle class high school), "Snob 
Central," They're all from the Northside and they're all like (pauses) most of 
them are just snobby and they really think they're better than everybody else. It 
just turns me off. 

Norm's comment shows his awareness of his high school's relative social 

standing next to other high schools in the area. Moreover, he identifies that these "rich 

kid" schools are where the fraternity brothers went to high school. This separation 

between the worlds of the LMC and the Fraternity students was identified in high school 

and was preserved in the transition from high school to college. 

Social self-concept versus academic self-concept: Different priorities for the 

LMC and fraternity students. Unlike the LMC students, many of the Fraternity students 

did not even mention academics in high school. Most did not draw a correlation between 
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their academic abilities and being in college. For most of the Fraternity students, their 

high school self-concepts were more dependent on their involvement in social activities 

and organizations, and not as much on their academic abilities. 

Social activities included the party scene and participation in clubs and 

organizations. When I mentioned high school, this is the first thing Will (a Fraternity 

student) said: 

Will: Oh yeah, high school was a great time - just drinking and partying and 
being young and being stupid. Senior year, I did the (pause) I was elected 
parliamentarian of the student council. It was a cool set-up. There were eight of 
us that would meet in this little room, probably about the same size as this, and 
just hang-out - talk about shit - have a good time. There were three lunch periods 
and we got all three of them. And so, we had like an hour and a half in this room, 
you know, we could go off-campus for lunch (none of the other students were 
allowed to go off-campus for lunch), do whatever we wanted. And so, we did 
that. 

When asked to comment on his high school experience, Oscar (a Fraternity 

student) chose to talk about his extra-curricular involvement: 

Oscar: I was involved in a ton of extracurricular activities. Usually I'll get really 
bored if I'm not doing something all the time. So, I usually pack my days. In 
high school, I did orchestra, yearbook, chess, track, tennis, science club, student 
council, and all sorts of stuff. So, 1 was pretty busy. 

Not all the Fraternity students were as active as Oscar or as much of a party-guy 

as Will in high school. However, in comparison to the LMC students, these Fraternity 

students had very different experiences in high school. Overall, (a) they were much more 

involved in the school, socially; (b) they seemed to enjoy more liberties and a wider range 
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of experiences during high school; and (c) their high school identities were tied strongly 

to their high school settings and social self-concepts. 

The LMC students varied greatly in their experiences in high school. Some loved 

it. Some hated it. Some were indifferent. Unlike most of the Fraternity students, most of 

the LMC students did not have strong connections with their high schools. Some of the 

LMC students, like Irv and Dave, seemed to be more socially integrated into their high 

schools. However, most did not have too many positive things to say about their social 

experiences in high school. Just as only one or two Fraternity students did not enjoy the 

social scene in high school, the exact opposite seemed true for the LMC sample. 

For the LMC students, the more important issue in high school was getting good 

grades. Not surprisingly, the LMC students who came to the university had high 

academic self-concept from high school. This academic self concept, not their high 

school's prestige or their social self-concepts, seemed to have the most positive impact on 

their identity formation during high school. All but two of the students in the LMC 

sample had exceptionally high GPAs in high school. Several were on academic 

scholarships. Several just missed scholarships by a few points on their SAT scores or 

class rank. Chad made a point to tell me he graduated 34th in the state. This is important 

because in our culture, GPA serves as the measure of one's academic self-concept 

(Shavelson & Hubner, 1984; Werts & Watley, 1969). Students who have a high GPA 

and all the positive feedback from teachers, peers, and counselors that may accompany it, 

might be more inclined to believe they belong in college. Subsequently, this high 
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academic self-concept may have placed these LMC students in a rather unique social 

standing within their high schools. 

The LMC: The academic "elite" in their high schools. Social class standing, 

according to Weber (1930,1958, 1970), is not just income or current situation, but a 

function of life chances. Due to their grades, these students had life chances much greater 

than most of their peers. They were going to a university and would have access to 

opportunities most of their high school friends would never have. Hence, in terms of 

Weber's life chances, they would be classified in a higher social class strata than most of 

their peers in high school. 

Consistent with this line of thinking, Jencks and Riesman (1968) speculate that 

the students themselves might be aware of their relative life chances and consider 

themselves at an advantage compared to their high school peers. This statement was 

made in reference to low income children who find themselves to be "good" students: 

A good student's knowledge that he can go to college and that a college degree 
will be a passport to a good job and a comfortable standard of living may have a 
significant effect on him. He may even adopt the attitudes and acquire the skills 
he thinks he will need in the world he expects to enter. The fact that he may not 
really be able to enter this world may be irrelevant at this stage (Jencks & 
Riesman, 1968, p. 88). 

Jencks and Riesman's speculation seemed accurate for most of the students in the 

LMC sample. They all believed in the educational system. They had the grades that 

allowed them to believe they were at an advantage over many of their high school peers 

and would reap the rewards of a college degree. Moreover, most acknowledged the 



185 

importance of adopting a "college-going" attitude and separated themselves from the 

majority of their same-class high school peers. Relative to their high school peers, they 

saw themselves as somewhat unique and made decisions to attend college based on their 

perceptions of their academic talents. Hal recalls how his academic performance helped 

him decide to go to college; 

Hal:... my junior year, it started being important. My junior and senior year I got 
straight A's in high school, cuz I started like saying, "I actually have a purpose. I 
want to be educated." 

SS: What kind of made you come to that conclusion? 

Hal: Well, I had taken math and science courses a lot and I was always the best in 
my class in the science stuff and people would always come to me and say, "Hey 
Hal, can you help me with this or that?" And I would be like, "all right." And my 
sophomore year in high school I was taking a chemistry class and I had like over 
the hundred percent score, and when they posted grades, mine would always be at 
the top and stuff. And the same in math classes, people would always be trying 
to (redirects his thoughts) like tests, people would be trying to cheat off me and 
stuff like that. And I liked it and I could do it. And because I could do it and it 
was easy to me and it was difficult to a lot of other people, I said, "Well," you 
know, "If 1 want to do this, then I'm gonna go this way" (i.e., choose to go to 
college and study science and math). 

Hafs comments illustrate how his academic self-concept really made college a 

possibility. As with almost all of the students in the LMC sample, he saw himself 

academically superior to most of his peers in high school. This interaction with Justin 

provides another good example: 

SS: How are you different from your fnends and the people you knew in the 
neighborhood and that sort of thing, that you ended-up here (at his university) and 
they didn't? 
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Justin: More intelligent. Honestly, I hate to sound pompous or anything. There's 
a lot of nice people I grew-up with in high school and everything but none that 
struck me as too intelligent. I jxist think it might be that. 

Justin's perceptions were the most "pompous," as he put it, of all the LMC 

students. During his interview, he referred to his superior intellect several times. His 

perceptions were based on his experiences in high school. Justin did not see himself 

working any harder in high school than the rest of his peers. However, he did achieve a 

high academic standing relative to his high school peers. Therefore, for him, there could 

be no explanation other than the fact that he was more intelligent. Moreover, his high 

academic self-concept was a primary reason for him even considering going to college. 

The LMC students, in general, were encouraged to think of themselves as part of 

the college-going class. In high school, the LMC students saw themselves as 

academically superior to their peers. Moreover, they had the GPAs to support this self-

perception. From what the LMC students disclosed, the combination of their high 

abilities and correspondingly high academic self-concepts, was a principle reason why 

they were at the Mesearch University and not at a community college, or working and 

raising families, like many of their high school peers. 

This is similar to the notion presented by Werts and Watley (1969) concerning the 

relationship between academic self-concept and educational aspirations. Werts and 

Watley found grade point to influence academic self-concept and in turn, impact 

educational aspirations of college students. A similar principle appeared to be at work 

with the LMC students, only at the high school level. Astin (1969) pointed out that Werts 
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and Watley's methodology was weak in that it was unable to say whether grade point 

influenced aspirations or aspirations influenced grade point. However, the strong 

relationship between grade point and aspirations, combined with the qualitative data in 

this study, might indicate they were on the right track. 

Jencks and Riesman (1968) found that low income students with good grades in 

high school were less likely to attend college than children from higher socio-economic 

standing who had poor grades. Although this is important, understanding this 

phenomenon is beyond the boundaries of this study. In this study, I am researching the 

experiences and perceptions of those low income students who did make it to college. I 

found that a high GPA in high school was a primary reason these LMC students felt they 

were enrolled at this university. In fact, for these LMC students, it appeared a high GPA 

leading to a high academic self-concept seemed to impact their aspirations to attend 

college. Several students' high school experiences, such as those of Hal, Dave and Chad, 

suggested a causal relationship between their performance in high school and their 

decisions to attend this university. I felt this was extremely important in that the LMC 

students, it seemed, had to prove themselves worthy to attend college while the Fratemit\' 

students were on the college track firom the start of their educational careers. 

The LMC students: Proven college worthy. Most LMC smdents reported their 

strong academic self-concepts had a lot to do with the fact that they ended-up on the 

college track. This started me thinking about how these strong academic self-concepts 

related to their academic achievements and their decisions to attend college. To initiate 
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analysis on this issue, I had to ask a basic question: Does a high self-concept produce 

higher achievement or is it the achievements one experiences that develop a high self-

concept? I wondered if the relationship between achievement and self-concept might 

inform social class reproduction issues. The literature is split as to which is the case 

(Shavelson & Bolus, 1982), but most would agree the relationship between self-concept 

and achievement is reciprocal. That is to say, both self-concept and achievement 

reinforce each other. 

Intellectually, I tend to agree that the relationship must be reciprocal, but 1 was 

finding data that led me to believe that achievement was causally predominant in the 

development of these LMC students' high academic self-concepts. Hal plainly stated that 

he noticed he was getting better grades than the other students in high school and that this 

was the reason he felt he could be competitive and take the college track. From Justin's 

comments, he felt his talents were greater than most of his peers and that he belonged in 

college, as well. The best example of achievement potentially being causally 

predominant for the LMC students, however, comes from Dave's high school experience. 

Dave, remember, suffered a major injury the summer before his freshman year in 

high school. This resulted in less involvement with those he referred to as, his 

"bad-influence" friends. After the injury, these friends did not come around as much. 

With his injuries, he was "dead weight" to them. So, his friends, once inseparable, left 

him behind (which, fortuitously, helped to push Dave forward in the scholastic setting). 
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To pass the time while his legs healed, Dave began to focus on his homework. 

The next semester after his injury, he received straight A's. After this, things began to 

change. He met new peers who valued school and who intended to attend college. His 

family, his teachers and counselors, began treating him differently. 

Before his accident, he was expected to do as well as his older brothers, who 

either barely graduated high school or dropped-out completely. Dave admitted he was 

considered the "dumb one" of the unruly crowd with whom he used to run. He cited 

instances where teachers used to say things like, "You're gonna end-up just like your 

brothers." 

Suddenly, he was this "smart" kid who should go to college. His teachers 

encouraged him. His counselors wrote letters of recommendations to colleges for him. 

His dad and his older brothers began pushing him to keep his grades up and be the first 

one in the family to go to college. I asked Dave how his high school experience changed 

once he started getting good grades: 

SS: How about in school when you were hanging-out with those other guys, what 
kind of experience in school did you have after you broke your legs? 

Dave: Yeah, it was a real different feeling after that. I mean, I was just in my 
little group and then, you know. So, suddenly I see another side of school and all. 
You know, teachers going out of their way for you and that kind of thing and as I 
reached my jimior and senior year, there were teachers getting me scholarships, 
you know, writin' away for me. I didn't even know they were doing it. And, you 
know, recommending me for this and that and counselors, you know, when you're 
up there in the top of your class, people tend to do a lot more for you as far as 
teachers and things like that. As far as my peers, I still maintained my old group. 
I was able to, you know, after I got out of all my casts and stuff, I began to go out 
a little bit more. I didn't do the things they did. A few of them kinda went into 
like gangs and things like that. Shooting, you know. I didn't. I don't think I 
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wouldn't of. I can't say that, but I don't think that I would've been around that. I 
wouldn't of thought. But, I kind of hung-out with, I had friends with people in the 
national honors society, yet I had my old friends. It was a real mix. I did 
everything, in a sense. I had friends all over in school. I was just a lot more 
well-rounded after that. 

Dave's experience illustrates how achievement may have been causally 

predominant for the development of high academic self-concept for the LMC students. If 

this is the case, the LMC students had to prove themselves in order to gain the necessary 

support to help them build strong academic self-concepts. Before his accident, Dave's 

teachers felt he would turn out just like his brothers. To their surprise, Dave was 

intelligent and was willing to do the work. It was then that they began to support his 

efforts and it was only after he showed them he could do the work that they started 

encouraging him to reach higher levels of attairunent. 

There are two major points that arise from this notion that the LMC students had 

to prove themselves within their high school settings before they were considered suitable 

for the college track. First, this helps explain why the LMC students bought into the 

American achievement ideology. In their experience, the system has been meritocratic. 

They worked hard, got the grades, and were being rewarded accordingly. From their 

perspective, they were succeeding based on their effort. In their view, they deserved to 

be in college and their high school peers did not do what it takes to earn their place in 

college. 
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to attend college. It was up to the LMC students to prove themselves worthy of college 

attendance. In contrast, as the subsequent analysis will reveal, the Fraternity students 

were already slated for college and higher achievement somewhat independent of their 

academic performances in high school. The Fraternity students grew-up in a college-

going culture that had them headed for college since the day they were bom. Social class 

seemed to be playing an important role in the decision to go to college. 

Choosing College 

LMC students: Making the choice. For the LMC students, there was a decision 

made to go to college. This decision seemed to depend on several main characteristics 

shared by these particular LMC students. First, the LMC students had high academic 

standing in high school. For most, this resulted in encouragement from teachers and 

counselors to attend college. Second, they all had a belief in higher education as the 

means to a better life (i.e., believed in the achievement ideology and higher education's 

role in upward social mobility). Third, all had financial support from either extemal 

funding agencies or their parents. Fourth, all had strong encouragement from their 

parents. Some even had encouragement from brothers and sisters and extended family. 

Finally, all but one LMC student reported that they were highly motivated to succeed in 

college. 

These five characteristics are among the variables found to be important in the 

literature addressing college choice. A short list of variables affecting college choice that 

are found in the literature includes personality, gender, ethnicity, finances, guidance. 
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parent educational background, parental income, interaction with and support from 

parents, interaction with and support from peers, interaction with and support from 

teachers and coxmselors, academic abilities and motivation and so on (Hamrick & 

Hossler, 1996; Paulsen, 1990; Tillery, 1973a, 1973b). Although my findings supported 

much of the research on college choice, there were some discrepancies. For instance, 

current research does not place much weight on extended family (e.g., aunts and uncles) 

and commimity influences (e.g., chiu-ch groups or other social gatherings) in determining 

an individual's decision to attend college. In contrast, I found extended family and 

conununity influences to be very important for a few of the LMC students. In addition, 

the literature does not really address the relationship of a belief in the achievement 

ideology and the decision to go to college. Nor did I find much on the impact of one's 

age in the literature. Age was definitely a factor impacting Larry's decision process to 

attend college. With these few exceptions, however, there was great deal of overlap of 

what the students reported and what the literature identified as important. 

Most important was that these five conditions (i.e., financial support, family and 

parental support, motivation, high GPA resulting in encouragement from teachers and 

counselors, and a belief in the achievement ideology) were common to almost all the 

LMC students. The relative importance of each of the five variables identified varied 

somewhat from individual to individual, but they were all present to some degree for all 

the LMC students. For instance, some may have emphasized parental influence but 

included the other characteristics as important. Or, another may have emphasized 



193 

internal motivation and financial support but included parental influence, and their belief 

in higher education. 

In a specific example, Hal talked about how getting good grades in his junior and 

senior year enabled him to consider college, but felt the biggest reason he ended-up in 

college was because of his parents' value for education: 

Hal: ... A lot of it comes from the family. I think. If you have a father and a 
mother who disrespect you and don't care for you and stuff like that, what's it 
going to matter to them whether they succeed or not, because their parents aren't 
going to care. So, they're probably going to be trying primarily to get away from 
them. So, once they get out of high school, they're going to get a job, move out so 
they can support themselves. Then, from there, who knows what. But, to parents 
who think that education is important, like my dad really wants me to go to 
college. My mom does as well. They see that it's important. All my life they 
thought that it's important, so, I mean, I've kind of known all along that it's 
important. But, parents who don't teach their kids that are putting their kids at a 
disadvantage. I mean, because pretty much most of who you are comes from the 
way you were raised. And, you're going to be biased one way or another 
depending on how your parents are biased. So, that's just kind of the way it goes. 

Adam also cites his parents as the primary reason he attended college. However, 

Adam was the extreme in that he joked about whether he was in college for himself or for 

his mother: 

SS: Did anybody else help you make the decision to get into computer 
engineering? 

Adam: My mom. Yeah. My mom's like (redirects his comment) sometimes I 
wonder if I'm going to school more for myself than for my mom, cuz I'm like the 
first person in my family to go to college. So, my mom, like, has all these 
expectations she says. And I'm like the one who should do something with my 
life cuz my other three sisters, two of them dropped-out from high school. The 
other one finished high school and she just went to work. Now she's going back 
to Lima (community college) and I'm like the first one to go straight to college 
cuz, I'm the only one who, like, had good enough grades. 

> 

JL 
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Fred mentioned his grandparents and mother raising him to value college, but did 

not consider their input as important as his own desire to be successful. He saw his 

internal motivation and his Pell Grant as the primary reasons for attending college: 

SS: How does you mother talk about college? 

Fred: Well, she supports it. And so does my other relatives. They really hoped 
that I would do it and they were really rooting for me. 

SS: Which ones in particular? 

Fred: Let's see, my grandmother, grandfather and my aunt are the only relatives 
that I can think of that supported me and stuff. 

SS: So you made the decision and then they were supportive or did they 
encourage you to go? 

Fred: ... It was more of my own personal motivations and dreams that really 
propelled me to enter college and stuff. When I first was entering college, I 
looked at the federal grants and I applied for them and I didn't even think that I 
was gonna do it, but I applied for them and 1 thought that, either I would live in 
Japan for a year if I didn't get the grants, but I did get the grants and 1 went to 
college. (He was considering living in Japan because his girlfnend from high 
school was an exchange student from Japan). 

An excerpt fi-om Gary's interview seemed to represent a balance of the 

perspectives of the majority of the LMC students: 

SS: Why did you decide to get a college degree? 

Gary: Basically, it's just something that I always wanted. I mean, throughout 
high school I knew that there is no way you can achieve anything unless you have 
a college degree. 

SS: How did you know that? 

Gary: Just from my dad's experience. He always wanted smff. He wanted what's 
best for us so he pushed us because, you have to have a high school diploma to do 
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what I'm doin' right now and it's not ftm. You basically need a degree to do what 
you are interested in and be happy. So that's what he pushed us to do. 

The LMC students shared certain characteristics that encouraged them to attend 

college. Some characteristics, such as their belief in the higher educational system and 

the achievement ideology, were inferred from their comments. Other characteristics, like 

their high motivation, their GPAs, access to sufficient financial resources and parents' 

value for education, were identified by the students themselves. 

For the group of LMC students in general, the parents really seemed to be the 

determining factor for making the decision to go to college. Their high GPAs gave them 

confidence and the teacher support needed in high school to help them get into college. 

But, Larry and Fred aside, the LMC students cited their parents' values as the primary 

reason they decided to go to college. Several students openly acknowledged that the 

reason they are continuing in college is more because of their own internal motivation 

and goals. Nevertheless, the fact that they ended-up in college in the first place is 

attributed to their parents' values and support. 

Although I attempted to ground some of my findings regarding college choice for 

the LMC students in the literature, my data are not really comprehensive enough in order 

to draw generalizable conclusions about factors that affect lower-middle class students. 

The reason I included this section in my analysis was twofold. First, I wanted to show 

there might be some predominant variables regarding college choice for lower-middle 

class white males and that further research into this area would be helpful. As Tillery 
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(1973a) pointed out, people in different life circumstances will choose college for very 

different reasons. I maintain that some of these variables may be class specific and, 

therefore, useful to enrollment and retention researchers. Second, by identifying the 

variables that contributed to the decision to attend college, 1 was able to stress that, in the 

case of the LMC students, a decision had to be made. This has implications for the social 

class reproduction research because, in the case of the Fraternity students, there was no 

decision to be made. 

Fraternity smdents: Choice was already made. In contrast to the LMC students, 

the Fraternity students never had to make a decision to attend college. It was just a given. 

Most could not recollect a point in time when they decided "whether or not" to attend a 

four year college. Most could only remember a choice being made regarding "which" 

college to attend. Stewart's response captured the essence of the fraternity brothers' 

thoughts regarding this issue; 

SS: So, when did you decide to go to college? How do you think that decision 
came about? 

Stewart: I don't know if there was ever a decision made. It's just something that I 
knew. You know, when you're growing up in a middle-class family. Everyone in 
my family has gone to college. So, it was never a question. It was never a second 
thought in my mind, you know. How do you know to take a breath? How do you 
know how to breath? It's something that I never thought about. Just something 
that I knew I was gonna do. 

For Stewart, going to college was as basic as breathing. Like Stewart, others in 

the Fraternity sample were very aware of this and able to articulate, with some insight, 

how they did not have to make a decision to attend college. In contrast, there were some 
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who were so confused by the question that I could tell they really never thought about it, 

ever. For instance, Carl almost took offense when I pressed to find out exactly when he 

made the decision to go to college: 

SS; So, you just assumed you were going to college since you could remember? 

Carl: (pause) Since I, I just always assumed I was going. 

SS: How did you know that? 

Carl: There was just never a "maybe I won't go to college." It's always been, "I 
am going to college" (said with a "that's a ridiculous question" kind of tone). 

Dan provides a good example of improvisation in his attempt to talk about 

something he obviously has not considered before: 

Dan: To tell you the truth, I just kind of cruised along with everybody. I 
definitely decided once I (pause) 1 just assumed I was going to go (long pause) 
To tell you the truth, all my fHends were going and I was like, "If I don't go to 
college, I don't know what I'm gorma do" (laughs self-consciously as if to say, "1 
know I should know this but I don't"). 

Whether they were aware of it or not, none of the Fraternity students had to make 

the decision to go to college. Ehrenreich (1989) suggests the professional-middle class 

places a high value on education because credentials are the currency of the middle class. 

Credentials allow the middle class to maintain and enjoy their social standing within the 

socio-economic system. However, credentials must be maintained and each subsequent 

generation must be socialized to value these credentials and pursue a higher education. 

Otherwise, there is the fear the children of the professional-middle class will fall back 

into a lower social strata. Ehrenreich (1989) states, "The 'capital' belonging to the 



198 

middle class is far more evanescent than wealth, and must be renewed in each individual 

through fresh effort and commitment" (p. 25). 

The Fraternity students did not recall making a decision to go to college, which 

may suggest that the parents were able to socialize their children to adopt this value at a 

very young age. The "college is automatic" socialization mechanism worked. The 

parents passed their values on to their children in a way that a college degree was never 

considered optional. Attending primary and secondary schools, filled with peers coming 

from similar backgroimds, only served to reinforce this mentality throughout their child's 

development. 

The LMC students, remember, all recalled making a decision to attend college. 

They also said their parents were a main influence in their decision to attend college. The 

parents of the LMC students seemed to share the value of education with the parents of 

the Fraternity students. Parental influence is obviously important. However, the 

difference was that it was never an expectation for the LMC students. In his response to 

whether he thought more affluent students had an advantage over him, Chad, an LMC 

student, seemed to capture the essence of this difference in cultural capital between the 

LMC and Fraternity students: 

Chad: The only advantage that comes from having upper-middle class 
background - the father and mother both went to college - is that, going to 
college, it's expected of them and it's not a matter of if they're gonna graduate but 
it's already assumed they are going to graduate. I think that mentality is an 
advantage in a certain way. I had to give myself this mentality. I'm gonna 
graduate and know what I'm gonna do afterwards. 
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Both groups valued higher education and felt, for various reasons, they belonged 

in the college ranks. However, the notion that going to college was automatic for the 

Fraternity students and conditional for the LMC students created very separate realities 

for these two groups of students. To the Fraternity students, college was a minimum 

requirement. To the LMC students, college was more than they expected: a nice 

surprise. Jencks and Riesman (1968) explain how this could create a relative advantage 

for the Fraternity students: 

Coming of age in America can be a race for the top. It is seldom a sprint, 
however, in which victory goes to the naturally gifted or enthusiastic. It is a 
marathon, in which victory goes to those who train the longest and care the most. 
And it is here that the upper-middle class child has the crucial advantages. He is 
trained for the contest from birth, and more often than not he is convinced that 
losing it will mean metaphorical if not literal death. 

For the lower class or working class child, going to college is a step up in the 
world, a way of improving on the conditions in which he or she was raised. It 
may be desirable but it is hardly indispensable. For the upper-middle class child, 
on the other hand, the pressure to go to college and earn a degree is of a 
completely different kind. Here we zire dealing not with an aspiration but an 
expectation (p. 133). 

The LMC and Fraternity students' expectations for themselves were rooted in 

what their parents expected for them. For the Fraternity students, attending college was 

expected and graduation was assumed. Success is the status quo for the upper-middle 

class. They came to college and there was little they experienced that made them feel 

they could not meet those expectations. 

For the LMC students, their educational success was the exception to their 

family's status quo. Their success weis contingent on their ability to give themselves a 
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"successful mentality" (as Chad put it). They were not bom into this mentality and 

therefore, it was up to them, with little guidance, to find their way. As I will demonstrate 

later in this analysis, the relative aspirations of the LMC and Fraternity students reflected 

this discrepancy in cultural capital. 

Summary of Social Class Identity Formation in High School 

Thus far, I have introduced several variables that may have contributed to social 

class identity formation. I did not collect extensive data on the high school experiences 

and backgrounds of these students. I was more interested in how they were perceiving 

their current college experiences and their aspirations and expectations for the future. 

However, the information I did collect contained differences in the pre-college 

experiences of the LMC and Fraternity students that were worth mentioning. 

The main differences between the LMC and Fraternity students were that they 

came from very different high schools and high school experiences that were tied to 

social class background. For instance, the Fraternity students, in general, went to 

wealthier high schools and were privy to better educational resources. Most of the 

Fraternity students enjoyed their high school experiences and displayed a strong sense of 

connection to their high schools. The LMC students, on the other hand, seemed to be less 

connected to their high schools but, like the Fraternity students, knew the relative social 

standing of their high schools within the districts. The LMC students had to distance 

themselves from their high schools in order to become part of the college-going class. 
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Where the Fraternity students felt somewhat proud of their high schools' social standing, 1 

sensed just the opposite from the LMC students' descriptions of their high schools. 

The Fraternity students seemed to place more importance on their social 

experiences in high school and had high social self-concepts. A distinguishing 

characteristic of the LMC students was their high academic achievement in high school 

and, hence, a high academic self-concept. The LMC students were invested in their 

academic abilities and these abilities were a cornerstone for their social class identity 

formation. They came from the lower-middle class, but they saw themselves separate 

from most of their peers due to their academic abilities. They belonged to the elite group 

within their high schools that was on the college track. 

The difference for the LMC and the Fraternity students in attending college, 

however, was that the LMC students had to prove themselves. The Fraternity students, 

due to their upper-middle class standing, were slated for college from the day they were 

bom. The LMC students were screened by the system. The LMC students all had a 

combination of variables that allowed them to attend the university. Most had excellent 

GPAs in high school. They all had strong parental support. They all had financial 

support through a combination of work, grants or scholarships, and parents. They were 

all internally motivated and chose to attend college. The Fraternity students were not in a 

position where they needed to make a choice. Their parents, and the upper-middle class 

culture in which they were raised, made that for them. Attending college was the 



202 

exception to the rule for the LMC students. For the Fraternity students, as Stewart stated, 

going to college was just like "breathing." 

In general, some of the issues I have discussed reveal a discrepancy between the 

resources and chances for success of the LMC and Fraternity students. The LMC 

students, due to their grades and support systems, did have greater opportunity than their 

high school peers. However, in college and in relation to the Fraternity students, the 

LMC students were at a disadvantage in their ability to move into the professional-middle 

class. Where the advantages of the LMC students over their high school peers were more 

due to agency, the advantages of the Fraternity students over the LMC students were 

more due to structural and cultural variables related to their social class standing. 

In this light, it is not hard to understand why the LMC students believed in the 

meritocracy of the system. They were selected-out from their high school peers based on 

their merit. Although they were aware that their parents values and certain fortuitous life 

events or circumstances also set them apart from many of their peers, they still felt they 

had to do the work and deserved to go to college. The achievement ideology, in their 

view, was fact and not a myth. They had benefited from their efforts and were on the 

road to creating a better life than most of their high school peers would be able to create. 

The LMC students suggested that their social class identities in high school were near the 

top in relation to their peers. However, once in college, their social standing took a 

dramatic turn and the LMC students were faced with the realities of a structure that would 
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dampen some of their aspirations and expectations. The story continues with the 

transition from high school to the university. 

Social Class Identity Formation and the Transition To College 

Most of the LMC students enjoyed a high position of status in that they were part 

of a select group that would be going to a university when they graduated. Furthermore, 

their families were in financial brackets similar to their high school peers. As I illustrated 

earlier, during high school the LMC students were aware of their high schools' social 

class status relative to the wealthier high schools. But they were not confronted with this 

discrepancy in social standing on a daily basis within their high school environments. In 

college, on the other hand, the LMC students regularly were confronted with the 

excessive discrepancies in wealth between themselves and other students. Many did not 

realize they were at any significant socio-economic disadvantage until they came to 

college. 

For example, remember Justin (LMC student) earned exceptional grades in high 

school without having to work all that hard. He brought his relaxed work ethic to college 

and was not performing nearly as well as he did in high school. In spite of his lowered 

academic performance, Justin managed to maintain his strong academic identity in 

college. This might be attributed, at least in part, to his ability to write well. He 

mentioned writing papers for other students for a small fee. His verbal and writing skills, 

and the demand for his tdents helped him perpetuate the self-perception of his relative 

intelligence. 
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However, his perceptions of his social class standing were significantly altered 

during his college experience. Once in college he came into regular contact with peers 

from very wealthy backgrounds. Justin (whose parents had a combined annual income of 

$24,000 per year) commented on his change in his social class identity during his 

transition to college: 

SS: Do you consider yourself the same financial background as the people you 
went to high school with? 

Justin: A little higher but not a lot. I consider myself lower-middle class. Uhm, I 
consider myself lower class compared to most of my friends (college friends) who 
are not from here (from out-of-town) and grew-up in middle class neighborhoods. 

Justin's aspirations and expectations were quite low when it came to income and 

his definition of success. He said he would be happy with a job making $ 18,000 annually 

and that he did not expect much more. When asked how he came to the realizations 

concerning his social class standing and his future potential, Justin said: 

Justin: Just on my own. Just thinking about other people I've met. It's stuff that's 
come in college. It didn't happen in high school, all these realizations about 
where I fit into society and life and all that... (trails off). 

In college, Justin saw the larger socio-economic picture and determined he was in 

a lower position in the strata than he originally thought. Thus, his social class identity in 

college was adjusted downward, somewhat, to accommodate the realities of the college 

environment. Keith and Marty (LMC students) also talked about the impact of college on 

their social class identity formation: 

Keith: ... Actually, I didn't realize that my parents weren't that rich. I actually 
thought my parents were really rich before I came to the university and started 
meeting people that were much, much richer. 
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Marty: Okay, yeah, in high school it didn't affect me at all - seeing someone with 
a little higher income than I did. I didn't really care. No skin off my back. Now, 
I end-up working a little bit and I learned to appreciate what it's like to go out and 
earn a little bit of money. And then I see, I guess it's a stereotype, that these guys 
that are in fraternities - seem like they have nice cars - that daddy and mommy 
give them money whenever they need it, and they have everything. They don't go 
to class half the time. They just spend all their time drinking. It's a stereotype, 
but, you know, I didn't work with anybody in a fraternity with the jobs I held. 
But, in high school I didn't notice it at all. 

LMC students were very aware of their social class standing on-campus. Most 

used fraternity brothers as a measure against which they defined their lower status. This 

ongoing comparison to others on-campus, in particular the fratemit>' brothers and 

upper-middle class students, seemed to impact their social class identity formation. This 

phenomenon was ver>' similar to that described in the self-concept literature. Pascarella 

and Terenzini (1991), from their meta-analysis on how college affects students, defined 

self-concept as a student's self-perception, formed through experiences with his or her 

environment. In particular, self-concept is a self-assessment relative to other students. 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) noted that the literature rarely considers the impact of 

social class on self-concept development in the college setting. Ironically, comparison to 

others and assessment of their relative socio-economic standing within the university 

setting, seemed to be a primary mechanism by which the university environment acted as 

an identity formation site for the students. Therefore, the findings of this study might 

suggest social class can have an impact on the development of one's self-concept, as well 

as, one's social class identity, in the university setting. 
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Once in college, these LMC students went to classes with students who drove 

brand new $30,000 cars with top-of-the line stereo systems. These new classmates had 

the latest computer equipment, talked about their summer vacations to exotic places and 

their latest weekend excursion to some well known vacation haven for the rich. This was 

quite different from the LMC students' high school experiences. The LMC did not attend 

high schools with the rich. They moved from a social standing of near the top to near the 

bottom in their transition from high school to college. 

Fraternity students did not have the same types of transitional issues. They were 

from the upper-middle class neighborhoods in their home communities and they moved 

directly into the upper class neighborhoods in the college setting. There was little 

indication that they saw themselves in a different socio-economic light once they entered 

college. 

This whole dynamic, again, was reminiscent of Werts and Watley's (1969) work. 

Basically, Werts and Watley were trying to see if Davis' notion of "relative deprivation" 

(as cited in Werts &. Watley, 1969) or Thistlethwaite and Wheeler's notion of 

"environmental press" (as cited in Werts & Watley, 1969) were the predominant forces at 

work in determining educational aspirations and outcome. The issue being: When the 

student comes from being a big fish in a little pond (much like the LMC students coming 

from their academically prestigious positions in their high schools) and become a little 

fish in a big pond (much like the LMC students once they arrived at the university), what 

happens to their aspirations? If one bought into relative deprivation, one would say the 

J 
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students get to the big pond and compare themselves to their peers and see they are not as 

great as they thought and lower their aspirations. If one buys into environmental press, 

one would say the students get to the big pond, see they are not as great as they thought, 

and work harder to raise their relative position within the hierarchy. Although Werts and 

Watley were viewing this problem in terms of educational aspirations, it seemed quite 

applicable to the LMC students in terms of aspirations in general. Here at Mesearch, the 

vast majority of the LMC students seemed to be experiencing something similar to 

relative deprivation. They saw themselves in relation to the upper-middle class students 

on-campus and felt they needed to lower their aspirations. 

Indeed, in comparison to the lives led by the Fraternity students, the LMC 

students were working harder, in general. It is possible they could have been 

demonstrating some behaviors associated with the notion of environmental press. They 

could have been working harder to meet the demands of the increased competition. They 

could have been spending more time studying than they would have normally because 

felt an increased pressure to perform. However, many LMC students such as Dave, 

Justin, and Irv, mentioned they were not working any harder than they did in high school. 

In fact, these three LMC students, along with Adam and Norm, were putting less time 

into academics because of commitments outside of school (mostly work). It seemed 

relative depravation (i.e., the lowering of their aspirations) was the dominant response to 

the environmental conditions within the university setting for these LMC students. 

i  
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Summary of the transition from high 5school to college. This past segment 

illustrates how the new environment within the university community actually served to 

lower the self-concepts of the LMC students. The LMC were big fish coming from small 

ponds and finding themselves in a big pond. They were no longer elite within their 

scholastic settings. Most were getting above average grades, but none of them were 

doing as well as they did in high school. To make matters worse, many felt socially 

isolated. Their realization of their relative socio-economic positions, with their new set 

of peers, caused many of them to reassess where they placed themselves within the social 

hierarchy. 

In the next several segments, I discuss the mechanisms at work within the 

university setting that perpetuate the social class schism between the lower- and 

upper-middle classes. Again, this principle mechanism was simply the result of the 

parallel existence's of these two social groups within this university setting. Students 

compared themselves to others and from those comparisons their own self-concept were 

developed. I am simply analyzing the way these two groups perceive each other and 

themselves in relation to each other. Their perceptions helped form their social and 

academic self-concepts which, in turn, impacted social class identity formation. Social 

class identity formation, consequently, helped determine aspirations and expectations for 

these LMC and Fraternity students. 
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LMC Student Perceptions of Fraternity Brothers 

Early in the study, I was not interested in the relationship between LMC and 

Fraternity students. However, as I began coding the data from the LMC students, I found 

many imsolicited remarks about fraternity brothers. I began to think this was an 

important theme and noted how the LMC students used their socio-economic standing, in 

relation to fraternity brothers, to help define their own experiences on-campus. The 

following exchange with Adam illustrates how preoccupied the LMC students were with 

their relative social standing in this universit>' setting: 

SS: If I say "other students" what's the first thing that comes to your mind? 

Adam: (Long pause with his head hung down over his hands resting on the 
table)... blank. I mean, other students I think of, uh, I don't think I hold a grudge, 
cuz, like these frats and sororities, I can't stand anybody in them. I think it's 
because when you join them you think you're part of this like elite society and 1 
just can't stand that thought at all. Even if I like know or talk to some of them and 
they're like pretty cool, it's just, I don't know. I just couldn't do that. I mean, like 
other students and all, I just see them goin' to school. They're tr>'ing to do 
something with their lives too! 

I asked an open-ended question and the only "other smdents" that come to Adam's 

mind were the fraternity and sorority students. This level of awareness regarding their 

relative social standing was common for most of the LMC smdents. From Adam's 

comments, he felt he was very removed from this social group on-campus. Even though 

he admitted meeting a couple from this group who were "pretty cool," he could not stand 

them and what he perceived to be their projection of a sense of superiority over him. 

"When you join them you think you're part of this like, elite society," said Adam. 
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I began asking more specific questions about fraternity brothers to see just how 

important this social schism was to the LMC students and how it might be impacting 

their social class identity formation. Most of them shared the same sort of sentiments and 

used similar language to describe this upper-middle class segment of the student body. 

Common descriptive phrases used to describe fraternity brother included: "buying 

friends, spending mommy and daddy's money, taking what they have for granted, don't 

have a work ethic, spoiled, better than you attitude." 

In general, LMC students harbored resentment or contempt for the stereotypical 

fraternity brother. One of the biggest complaints about fraternity brothers was their 

apparent lack of appreciation for their own good fortune. Most of the LMC students felt 

fraternity brothers took their socio-economic status for granted. The other big complaint 

was an "anitude" that the LMC students felt the fraternity brothers projected. Ralph 

spoke for most of the LMC students in this exchange: 

SS: What bothers you about frat guys? 

Ralph: Their "I'm better than you" attitude. A lot of them are, just rich, I guess -
just here to party. And they have that, "I'm better than you" attitude. So, it just 
bothers the hell out of me. I can't stand it. 

The LMC students based their opinions of fraternity brothers on hearsay 

(including stereotypes portrayed in the media), observations, and limited interactions with 

fratemity brothers. Several admitted their notion of fraternity brothers might be unfairly 

stereotypical. However, this seemed to be more of a diplomatic thing to say than 

something they really believed. In fact, after they admitted they could have been unfair 
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in their accusations, they passionately stood by their biases and defended their dislike for 

those in fraternities. 

Several LMC students had interactions with fraternity brothers that directly 

influenced their bias against fraternity and sorority members (hereafter, I also will use the 

term "Greeks" to refer to fraternity and/or sorority members, since this term was used by 

the Fraternity and LMC students in their interviews). The following interaction with 

Norm sums up his froistration with fraternity brothers: 

Norm: ... But most of them are, like, snobby and they really think they're better 
than everybody else. It just turns me off. 

SS: Did you ever have any specific instances that made you feel that way? 

Norm: Lots of things. Like, I play soccer. We played some intramural soccer for 
the recreation center, over at Wildsand fields. And it was just like, they had it at 
seven a side and I had some of my friends and some people from the soccer class 
here and like a lot of the frats get te<uns for those kinds of things and when you 
play against them, even if they suck, they're just totally thinking they're the best. 
And it just really gets to you. And even if they're good or bad or either way. 
They're just like that. 

SS: An attitude (restating his use of the term earlier in the interview)? 

Norm: Attitude, yeah. 

SS: Give me an example. 

Norm: It's just so many things that I can't put it down. They're just (long pause). 
I don't know, somehow they make you feel out of place or something. I don't 
even know what they're doing but they're doing it. 

This exchange illustrates some of the actual mechanisms that work to influence 

social class identity formation. It is obvious, from Norm's comments, that fraternity 
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on people not in fraternities. The Greeks had the higher social position within the 

university setting. They were a group that excluded others, if not intentionally then 

indirectly, based on socio-economic standing. It was Norm's impression that he was 

made to feel like he did not belong because they thought of him as being not as good. 

For Norm, the frustration was that he may have believed this himself. 

Marty's (LMC student) opinion of the Greeks was based on his interaction with 

the Greeks while refereeing intramurals: 

SS: As far as, getting back to having connections and things like that, you still 
wouldn't join a fraternity to do that? 

Marty: The traditional fraternity doesn't appeal to me. I mean, I've refed a lot of 
their games and they're just a bunch of assholes. 

SS: What makes them assholes? 

Marty; Well, just based on how they treated me when I refed (i.e., acted as a 
referee for intramural activities), the fraternity versus the non-fraternity guys. The 
non-frat guys, you know, if you make a bad call or you make a good call, they, 
you know, throw sand over their shoulder and forget about it. Fraternity guys 
bitch about it and get in your face and they're just (doesn't finish his sentence) 
that's one reason. And then (pauses) that's all, that's how I deal with them. 1 
haven't known anybody who is in a fratemity. I haven't been to any fraternity 
parties. So, my whole thing is probably based on a negative bias of them gettin' 
in my face a lot more when I'm refing. And they do that a lot more than some of 
the teams that were not in fraternities. 

SS: Why do you think that is? 

Marty: I have no idea. I wish that I knew. Maybe just (stops to think) I don't 
know. I have no idea. 



213 

Marty definitely carried a bias against the fraternity brothers. Even though he 

acknowledged his generalizations might be unfair, he stood by them. This helps to 

illustrate how deep the bias ran. It did not depend on regular reinforcement. Only a few 

instances were enough to perpetuate the bias. In addition, this suggests that interaction 

with the fraternity students was very limited. There were not enough regular positive 

interactions to cancel-out the few negative interactions experienced. Again, this 

illustrates the separation between these two groups on-campus. 

Fred (LMC student) cited a few observations that helped him identify the 

differences between the Greeks and what he referred to as "ordinary" people. Again. 

Fred disliked the '"I'm superior" attitude of the financially fortunate students and their 

tendency to take things for granted. 

Fred: I've observed stuff like, swaggering, a lot of sarcasm. A lot of things like, 
when you see someone get into their brand new beautiful bright red car and stuff, 
you know, even though they have that and everything, they don't seem happy. 
They're all (pauses) unhappy and stuff and some of them are kind of mean. And 
they just kind of - the things that distinguishes them from ordinary people, that 
sort of stuff. 

Fred also was able to cite a specific conflict with the Greeks that helped form his 

bias against them. Since his interaction was with a female member of the Greek system. I 

feel his story is particularly powerfiil. It illustrates another level of separation between 

these two groups of males that speaks to a very basic component of identity formation: 

their social competence with members of the opposite sex. 

SS: Have you ever had an experience where someone has been mean to you or 
somebody you know? 



214 

Fred: Yeah. 

SS: What kind of a situation was that? 

Fred: It's a situation that if I ever have again, I'm definitely gorma be prepared. I 
was at Larry's Lower Landing and this girl was walking and stuff so I'm walking 
and she's walking and there's this other guy and so (he is moving his body and 
hands to indicate he was trying to avoid running into somebody) and, uh, I step 
out of the way and she's like, "Excuse Me!" (said with a very condescending 
tone). And I didn't say anything but I should have said something back - shot 
something back that would have infuriated her. 

SS: She said that? 

Fred: Yeah, you know, really sarcastic and snide little voice. 

SS: You could tell she was from the -

Fred: (Cuts me off) Yeah, the expensive sun glasses, the expensive looking 
clothes, all that. 

Like many of the LMC students, Fred identified her socio-economic status from 

the way she dressed and the style of sunglasses she wore. Like many of the LMC 

students, he felt both superior and inferior. He felt superior in that he saw the Greeks as 

spoiled children who took their good fortune for granted. But he felt inferior in that they 

were something he was not. Their social standing placed them in a position of privilege. 

Even if they did not earn it, he was still lower-middle class and they were still 

upper-middle class. They made him feel inferior by birthright. 

He obviously spent some time thinking about that interaction and what he could 

have said to "infuriate" her. He wanted to show her he was just as good as she was and 

that she could not talk to him that way. Yet, he did not. He could only appease himself 
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by thinking up a response, after the fact, that would infuriate her and assure himself he 

would be ready to use it next time this happened. 

Fred's interaction brings up another issue in terms of social class identity 

formation. Fred talked at great length earlier in the interview about relationships with 

women. Fred was a particularly handsome young man. On physical attractiveness alone, 

he would definitely be considered more attractive than most of the fraternity students I 

interviewed. Yet, Fred was conscious of his social standing in relation to the women in 

the Greek system. He referred to them as "children" and seemed to be convincing 

himself they were undesirable. However, in talking to him, I kept getting the feeling that 

he felt he was not good enough to interact with these women, socially. Behind his 

criticisms of this female, he was also telling me that he knew they would not be interested 

in someone who was a production coordinator at Burger King. This seemed to infuriate 

him the same way he wanted to infuriate her. 

She probably never gave the interaction a second thought. Fred was still carrying 

the incident with him and it had been over a month since it happened. This, in itself, 

demonstrates there was a critical disparity in the social class identities of Fred and the 

young woman he almost ran into at the student union. The LMC students were very 

conscious of the Greeks and the perceived difference in family income was something 

both to be attacked and resented. As it turned out, based on the perspectives of the 

Fraternity' students, the LMC students may have been justified in their feelings of 

animosity- and resentment. 
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Fraternity Student Views on Non-Greek Students 

I'm better than vou. From the Fraternity student data, I was able to gain some 

insight into what the LMC students sensed. The Fraternity students really did seem to 

think they were better than non-Greeks. For example, here is what Bill (Fraternity 

student) had to say about non-Greeks: 

Bill: They don't, well, I don't, in particular, look at other students any different. 
They're just students of this university. I don't look at them like I'm better than 
them because it's (i.e., the fraternity is) just an organization. 

Bills response was revealing because I did not ask if he felt he was "better than 

them." He felt he needed to reassure me that he did not look down on non-Greeks 

because he was aware that the fraternity culture tended to see themselves in a class above 

the rest. Bill, like many others in the Fraternity sample, was reluctant to reveal some of 

the biases fraternity members held toward non-fraternity members. But, like his fellow 

members, he had a hard time hiding his views. 

This was reminiscent of when some of the LMC students tried not to let their 

biases be too one-sided. Remember, several LMC students admitted their views of 

fraternity brothers might have been stereotypically unfair, but defended those very biases. 

all the same. Similarly, several Fraternity students seemed to go out of their way to 

present a very non-elitist impression of their views of non-Greeks. However, a sense of 

superiority seeped, and sometimes burst, through their claims to the contrary. From 

behind the stylized diplomatic rhetoric they were learning to dispense with unfaltering 

ease, they sent the message. Whether it was through a sideways glance, a flicker of 
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sarcasm, or a timely chuckle, they made sure I understood. They did, in fact, think they 

were better than the non-Greeks. 

They had a million dollar house located just outside the center of campus. The 

house was designed for promoting community. It was filled with hundreds of artifacts 

reminding the students of their history and their connection to alumni who were now 

successful in the job market. Their regular chapter meetings and their system of internal 

goveniment were rituals that constantly reminded them of their importance and prepared 

them for their future roles in leadership positions in society. How could they possibly 

think they were anything less than special and anything less than destined to find their 

place among the socio-economic elite? 

Rick, Oscar, and Zack were three Fraternity students that presented a less 

politically correct version of how they envisioned the status and role of Greeks in the 

institution. In contrast to many of the subtle comments or gestures that other Fraternity 

students used to convey their feelings of superiority, these comments were more blatantly 

elitist: 

Rick: But it's come down to, the Greeks supposedly nm the school. You know, 
that's the whole Greek atmosphere. We run this place. We have the most people 
who hold chairs or whatever, or positions, within the student body, like the 
homecoming courts, they're all fraternity people. 

Oscar: Usually they (non-Greeks) are probably very anti-fratemity. Because they 
see the things we got and they don't quite understand it and they're kind of jealous, 
I guess. 

Zack: The term is GDI, God Damn Independents. The people around here, some 
that 1 talk to, feel that if you're not in a fi-atemity, you have no social life or you 
have no opportunity for a social life. 
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To the Fraternity students, the non-Greeks were just "jealous" and "socially inept." 

Besides, the Greeks ran the school. Why give non-Greeks a second thought? 

The "real" competition is among the Greeks. Stewart, a Fraternity student, 

identified what he felt to be the underlying psychological separation between Greeks and 

non-Greeks which helped to maintain the social hierarchies within the university 

community: 

Stewart: The people who aren't in frats think that the frats are no good, basically. 
And the people that are in the Greek system, they don't care about the people that 
aren't in the Greek system. It's not something they discuss. They just care what's 
going on in the Greek system. 

Although the Fraternity students were aware of how they were resented and sometimes 

loathed by non-Greeks, as Stewart said, the Fraternity students really did not give non-

Greeks a second thought. But when the Fraternity students talked about their Greek 

adversaries, they spoke in terms of violent conflict. This, for me, illustrates just how 

much the Greeks were focused on each other. They were, as a group, the most powerful 

in the student body. On the other hand, they were probably the most competitive. Bill 

and Tim referenced a recent conflict with a neighboring Greek organization: 

Bill: I think there are a couple of houses, and particularly our neighbors right 
across the way here, they're a bunch of meat-heads. We've had altercations with 
them the last four weeks. And 1 think they exemplify the stereotypical view of the 
fraternity. And other ones are concerned about image and that's it (Bill later went 
on to describe how his house "kicked the asses" of this other house during one 
altercation). 

Tim: We've had problems with Phi Chi across the street during homecoming. 
They came over here a couple of times trying to fight the whole house here. 1 
think they were on drugs. There were about 20 guys out and they tried to fight all 
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20 of them. And these guys pretty much beat them up and threw them out. And 
during homecoming they came over a couple of times. 

History suggests the Greeks are a group that will produce many of the future 

leaders of America. The number of politicians and CEOs who are members of fraternities 

is substantial. For instance, about 30 % of Congress is Greek, 26 % of the House of 

Representatives is Greek, and 43 % of the Senate is Greek (National Interfratemity 

Conference, 1997). Considering only 14 % of the college-going population is estimated 

to be Greek (Astin, 1997), this constitutes fairly high representation of our nation's 

college graduates. For all their demonstrated immaturity and hedonistic behaviors, this 

group has the characteristics necessary to gain access to the leadership positions in this 

country. 

Rick: That's what they want. It's power position. It all started, I'm sure, basically 
to get the student body together. But, then they separated and got into their own 
things. And then you place all these people that are so different together and they 
all sort of want the same thing. So they are going to run it together. 

SS: So the Greeks are joined, but there is conflict too? 

Rick: Oh, there's always gonna be that. There's always gonna be rivalries. It's 
gonna be like high schools, you know, football, best party, something like that. 
It's always gonna be like that. But, overall, the mentality is that the Greek system 
people think they are going to be the most powerful and most successful, so let's 
take advantage of it now and use that power and start it now. I don't necessarily 
agree with it but that's my outlook on how the Greek system is. I think it's a great 
thing! Don't get me wrong. I can see that there are a whole bunch of little 
organizations and there is one big one, which is the school. And we want to be 
successful and want to know how to live in this world. Everything in this world is 
little organizations. Why not start now and learn from it. I think that's what it is. 
It's college, you're learning to start your life academically, politically, you know, 
everything (pauses for a moment to think) - Power. 
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Although in conflict. Rick felt the Greeks were united in that they were on the top of the 

social strata within the student body. Therefore, the Greeks did not really need to think of 

the non-Greeks because the non-Greeks were not considered competitors that would 

challenge them for their positions of power within the university system. 

Fraternity student views on LMC students. In addition to a feeling of superiority 

within the campus community, there seemed to be a disturbing lack of awareness about 

lower income students on-campus. Vem (Fraternity student) seemed oblivious to the 

university student who might be struggling with balancing work and academics. Note the 

difference between Vem's description of fraternity brothers and non-Greeks; 

SS; Describe a typical fraternity brother. 

Vem: A little bit on the lazy side. Don't do much. I see a lot of people around 
here that just have to go to school and then just spend the rest of their time not 
really doing anything at all. 

SS: Describe a typical non-fraternity student. 

Vem; 'Bout the same way. I mean, there are always exceptions. But, for the 
most part, I think of college people as kind of lazy, just kicking back for a few 
years until they have to go out and work. 

Paul also felt non-Greeks were very similar to Greeks in terms of social standing. 

Again, this emphasizes the relative distance between the social class identities of the 

LMC and Fraternity students: 

Paul: They probably have some money. Because anybody who goes to college 
has money. I don't think there is anyone who does not have money that goes to 
college. TTiey all have money. 1 don't know how they dress. Some dress really 
nice. Some dress like me, not ver>' nice. I don't know. That's about it. 
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From Paul and Vem's comments, one might assume they had very little 

interaction with students who were from lower-middle class background. Nor did they 

seem to give much thought to the matter. They saw all college students as the same, 

pretty much. Like Paul, Vem also stated that if a student was in college, he or she had 

money and could afford to be lazy for a few years before they joined the working world. 

Paul seemed to think the only difference might be in the way they dressed but then 

realized there was nothing he could point to that would support this assumption. From 

their comments, it was obvious the lower-middle class student was not a reality for Vem 

or Paul. Moreover, this lack of awareness of the lower classes might not be so unusual 

for the upper-middle class. Those in the upper-middle class tend to be insulated enough 

from the lower classes of society that "they believe their lives are little different than 

most Americans: comfortable, secure, affluent and of the verge of becoming opulent" 

(Parker, 1972, p. 165). 

Fraternity Students' Perceptions of Other Fratemitv Smdents 

Most of the Fraternity smdents 1 interviewed were able to describe characteristics 

about Greeks that separated them from other students on-campus. Characteristics they 

identified related to partying, money, status, dress, attitude, values, and preferred 

locations for social gatherings (bars). I feel these are worth mentioning because these 

Greek perceptions of other Greeks spoke to the issues of lifestyle. These observations of 

lifestyle helped me understand better the separation between the social worlds of the 

LMC students and the Greeks. 

J 
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What makes a Greek, a Greek? Al (Fraternity student) offered his explanation of 

how one could identify someone belonging to a fraternity: 

SS: Can you tell the difference just by looking at people who is in a fraternity and 
who isn't? 

Al: You can. In my class, like especially in the history department, there are verv" 
few Greek members that are in classes. 

SS: How can you tell? 

Al: Well a lot of them usually wear shirts from their events, that's a big cue (we 
both laugh). In the way they - the people they hang out with. It's just easy to tell 
who they are by the way they dress - the way they handle themselves in 
conversation, the way they act. And you see a lot of them when you go out to the 
bars, on Wednesday, Thursday, and Saturday night, go to the bars: Dustbags, 
Baloney's, Smally's ... 

SS: So there are certain places they go? 

Al: Yeah, especially Buffoon's or places like that. 

Rick (Fraternity student) echoed Al's claim that it was easy to spot fraternity 

people just based on visual cues: 

Rick: It's everything. When I say appearance, I'm not just saying st>'le of clothes 
or anything. I'm saying the way they carry themselves, the way they walk, the 
way they talk, they way they stare. I mean, if you're in the bad-ass fraternity, 
they're gonna stare you down. If you even look at them, "What do you want?!" 
(said in an intimidating tone). 

Will (Fraternity student), like Paul, did not think it was easy to identify- fraternity 

brothers from the way they dressed but did feel there were other observable 

characteristics common to the fraternity culture. 

Will: Well, it's not like visually. I can't look at a guy and say he's in and he isn't. 
But. you know, the way they act. Like, most people I know that are obnoxious 
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are usually in fraternities. You know, if they go out and get raging drunk and turn 
violent and, from my experiences, those guys are the typical frat guy. 

Al, Rick, and Will alluded to a way of acting or way of carrying themselves that 

went beyond dress and physical appearance. As I did with the LMC students, 1 pressed a 

couple of Fraternity students to give me details describing this way of acting. Basically, 

it had to do with arrogance and aggressiveness communicated through posturing and 

verbal tone. None felt it was true for all fraternity members but perceived it to be 

strongly characteristic of the Greeks. 

The LMC and Fraternity students seemed to agree Greeks were generally more 

aggressive and arrogant. But their positions on this behavior were different. The LMC 

students resented it. The Fraternity students, although they stated they did not approve of 

this attitude, seemed to accept it as part of their culture and lifestyle. It was almost as if 

the Fraternity students felt they were in a position of prestige and that arrogant and 

aggressive behavior could be tolerated because they were at the top of the social spectrum 

within the university setting. Similar to the notion that "boys will be boys." The 

Fraternity students treated the arrogance and aggressiveness as if to say, "Greeks will be 

Greeks." 

Oscar focused on wealth as a distinguishing characteristic of fraternity brothers. 

Also, he seemed to feel his fraternity had changed to become more like the classic 

fraternity stereotype since he first pledged four years earlier. 

SS; Describe a typical fraternity brother. 



224 

Oscar: Typical? (he stops to think) Probably drives a nice car, a sporty car. 
Probably, I mean, I've seen them. My fraternity used to be like 50 people. Now 
it's 150. So, I've seen it grow into quite a stereotypical fraternity. Where, when I 
joined, it wasn't at all. So, I think they would drive a nice car, not that that's good 
or bad. They'd usually go through about three girlfriends a semester with an 
occasional random person thrown in, spend a lot of money at bars if they are over 
21. 

Carl (Fraternity student) focused on personality traits and the partying lifestyle of 

the Greeks. However, he felt this was not representative of all the Greeks. Carl felt there 

were unfair stereotypes of fraternity brothers that were based on the more vocal members 

of the fraternity system: 

SS: How would people who aren't in fraternities describe people who are in 
fraternities? 

Carl: Stuck-up. Rich. Playboys. Stupid. Because I don't like fraternity people. 
1 didn't like fraternity people and that's how 1 would have described them. It's 
like, until you meet them and hang around with them, there are some people like 
that, but there's a lot of guys who are actually very studious that you don't really 
see. It's kind of more like a family t>'pe atmosphere here. It's like you know 
everybody, even if you don't like them, you can say "hey" to them and stuff, I 
mean, and talk to them. I don't think people on the outside see that. They see a 
bunch of guys, crazy walking around drinking and throwing stuff: immature. 

SS: Why do you think there's that kind of an attitude towards people in 
fraternities? 

Carl: Because the very vocal, very visible ones are that way. You don't see the 
quiet people, the other guys stick out. You don't see the guys getting 4.0 GPAs. 
You see the guys getting arrested for drinking and bashing windows. And you got 
stereotypes like "Animal House" and things like that. So, 1 don't think people 
really know what's going on. 

Carl almost convinced me that I was getting the wrong impression of fraternities, 

but then he began to describe the difference between different fraternities on-campus. 
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His whole focus was on the very criteria he admonished the general public for using to 

judge the fraternity culture: partying and violence. 

SS: Is there any differences between fraternities themselves, like this house and 
another? 

Carl: PIK and Sig Ep. they're very immature houses and get in a lot of trouble. 
And right now, PIK is having a lot of troubles. They're going through a hell of a 
time right now. Nobody wants to do anything with them because they're always 
fighting and stuff and they're losing control of their house. I mean, Sigma Chi 
gets in a lot of trouble, but like I said, I know a couple of guys that are really cool. 
And you know the drug related houses like Zeta, tend to have a lot more drug 
stuff And then, that white one down on the comer there, I can't remember it's 
name, they have a lot of drug problems. 

SS: When you say drugs, what's -

Carl: (Cuts me off) Heavier stuff Marijuana and heavier stuff than that. Cocaine 
and stuff. And acid. 

SS: Any smack? 

Carl: (laughs)... I don't know. I'm not involved in drugs. All 1 know is acid is 
huge right now. Heroin is all right (he must not have realized when 1 jokingly 
said "smack," I meant heroin). Marijuana is big. Marijuana and acid are the two 
drugs of choice. But you hear a little about cocaine and stuff like that. 

SS: Alcohol? 

Carl: Alcohol is huge! I think everybody drinks. 

Overall, the Fraternity students' comments led me to believe the Greek system 

was filled with a variety of personality types but that the stereotypes perceived by the 

LMC students were also well-founded. The Fraternity students identified the same 

characteristics the LMC students had associated with the Greeks (i.e., aggressiveness, 

cocky attitude, partying, taking things for granted, immature, etc.). The fact that both 
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groups were able to identify the same characteristics that set the groups apart served to 

support the notion that the LMC students were very aware of the lifestyle of the 

upper-middle class students within the university. The Fraternity students, although not 

nearly so aware of the existence or lifestyles of the LMC students, were quite aware of 

what set themselves apart from the non-Greeks in general. 

Within this university setting, there seemed to be an obvious hierarchy of social 

standing. Based on Horowitz's (1987) work, the relationship between the Greeks and 

non-Greeks has not changed much in the last hundred years. The Greeks set the standard 

for comparison. Even though they were considered immature and worthy of contempt by 

the LMC students, the Greeks still were on top of the social food-chain. This might 

explain why the LMC students used the Greeks, as opposed to any other group of 

students, to define their own social class standing within the university. According to the 

LMC students, the Greeks were everything the LMC students were not. 

Taking for granted or taking advantage? The references to the alcohol and drug 

use, at first, seemed inconsequential to my investigation. However, in light of some of 

the other data, I found this information to be very informative regarding lifestyle and the 

social class differences between these two groups of students. (As an aside, I thought it 

was interesting my perceived lack of interest in their substance use patterns surprised 

some of the Fraternity students. Several said the only other time people have wanted to 

know their opinions for research was to find out how much they drank and did drugs). 
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The apparent prevalence of substance use in the fraternity system helped validate 

some impressions of the LMC students regarding fraternity brothers and further explained 

the animosity many LMC students held towards the Fraternity students. The LMC 

accused the Greeks of taking their financial good fortune for granted. This, more than 

anything else, seemed to irritate the LMC students. The prevalence of substance use and 

abuse in the fi^temity system was one manifestation of this attitude of taking things for 

granted. 

According to the Fraternity students, many in the fraternity system were spending 

their parents' money on drugs and alcohol. Their free time was spent spending money on 

hedonistic activities where, some LMC students might have seen themselves using this 

money to pay for more productive things. Oscar (Fraternity student) actually made the 

point that the money one fraternity brother squanders on partying and top-of-the line 

stereos and multiple vehicles would be enough to pay for the entire educations of several 

other less advantaged students. 

The Fraternity and LMC students had two different perspectives on this issue. 

The LMC students saw the Greek lifestyle as taking their financial freedom for granted. 

However, the Fraternity students seemed to view it more in the positive light of taking 

advantage of their financial opportunities. In other words, the LMC students felt the 

Fraternity students were completely unaware of their financial advantages and were 

simply acting like spoiled children. The Fraternity students felt they were simply 

maximizing their opportunities to capitalize on their fortunate situations. The Fraternity 
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students believed they could lead a party lifestyle at little risk of compromising their 

chances for success in their futures. For instance. Will explained how his attitude toward 

drug-use changed once he got to college: 

Will: Everyone has this myth that, "Oh, if you do drugs or you smoke a joint, 
then you are a bad person and will go crazy and ..." 

SS: That's what they told you in high school? 

Will: Yeah. That's what they've been telling me all my life. That's what they tell 
everyone, "Stay away from drugs. It will turn you into a meat-head that has no 
future." Well, you know, 1 use drugs recreationally and I graduated firom college 
and I'm gonna get a good job and make lots of money, and it hasn't ruined my life 
anyhow. 

Will was defending his use of drugs more in the sense of a moral issue. However, 

this explanation combined with the information gathered from the rest of his interview, 

suggested he felt he was in a position to be able to enjoy these opportunities at little risk 

to his future. His GPA was 2.8 (below the cut-off for graduate admissions), but he was 

going to get into graduate school through his father's business contact. Will's future was 

somewhat secure in that his connections would insure his opportunities would be open. 

He did not view his relatively decadent lifestyle in college as taking things for granted. 

Instead, he felt he was using his social position to take advantage of the more pleasurable 

sides of college without risking his future position in society. 

This contrast between the LMC student perspective of the Greek lifestyle and the 

Greeks' views of their own lifestyles illustrates further the separation that existed between 

these two social classes within the university setting. Due to financial constraints, the 
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LMC student perspectives were focused on practicality and efficiency. They felt they 

could not afford to let their grades slide and enjoy the social aspects of college because 

their grades would determine their success. In this sense, the LMC students felt the 

Greeks were taking their parents' money for granted by not putting forth the effort to their 

schoolwork and just partying all the time. The Greeks felt they were only using the 

resources they had to do things they would not otherwise be able to do. They did not 

have to worry as much about making grades and keeping focused. They had other 

resources available to them (i.e., the network and their parents' financial backing) that 

made their academic performance less critical to theu* success. 

Moreover, the Fraternity students felt they should focus on the social component 

of the college experience. Many of them saw the development of their social skills and 

their network as the primary benefit (personal and professional) of college, not the 

curriculum. These Greeks, similar to the Greeks at the turn of the century, were there to 

have a good time and create the social networks that would facilitate their transition into 

their upper-middle class professions (Horowitz, 1987). All they needed to do was pass 

their courses and have a good time while they were at it. The LMC students were not in a 

financial position to consider the Greek lifestyle as a possibility and needed to focus on 

what they felt was their reason for attending college: the education and credential. 

As some of the Fraternity students suggested, it is also possible that the LMC 

students were jealous of the Greeks and, therefore, chose to interpret the Greek lifestyle 

as taking things for granted. In fact, several of the LMC students admitted they would 
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like to have the money the Fraternity students had without actually becoming like the 

Greeks they detested. For instance, Marty (LMC student) confessed: 

Marty:... So, I kind of think to myself, gosh, you know they've (fraternity 
brothers) had everything handed to them. They don't appreciate it. But then 
again, I almost wish that I was in their same situation because it's a lot nicer going 
out and having fun than having to work on a Sunday afternoon. Uhm, so, I guess 
that I kind of resent it. But at the same time, I kind of wouldn't mind being in 
their situation. 

Some of the LMC students and Fraternity students might not be that far apart 

philosophically. If these LMC students were given the money, they might have spent it 

in ways that provided them a lifestyle very similar to the fraternity students they were 

attacking. However, the bottom line is the LMC students were not in that position and 

were very aware of their limitations relative to fraternity brothers. Social class identity, at 

least in part, was determined by the way these students were able to spend their free time 

and the experiences they believed they could explore without jeopardizing their futures. 

Summary of Social Class Identitv Formation 

These Fratemity student perceptions of the fraternity system seemed to support 

the views held by the LMC students. Both identified similar behaviors and attitudes that 

separated the two groups in terms of socieil class identity. The difference was the LMC 

students seemed to be much more aware of the Fratemity students than the Fratemity 

students were of the LMC students. This lopsided awareness of each other further 

emphasizes the relative social position between these two groups. It clarifies how social 

J 
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class identity formation in college was very different for these two groups and how these 

groups interacted (and failed to interact) to perpetuate this difference. 

As Rick stated, the Fraternity students and LMC students were in training to 

take-up different roles in society. Both groups were on different tracks within the 

university structure. Although the process may have been unconscious, both groups were 

being tracked based on their socio-economic backgrounds. Just as much as it served to 

equalize, this university setting seemed to be perpetuating an inherent disparity in life 

chances for these two groups of students. Just as the literature shows the various 

institutions in higher education serve to perpetuate social class standing (Clark, 1960 & 

1980; Heam, 1984; Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Zwerling, 1976), so it was being 

perpetuated within Mesearch University. 

•Aspirations and Kxpectations and the Achievement Ideologv 

Up to this point, I have discussed (a) the differences in background of the LMC 

and Fraternity students, (b) the differences in social class identity formation - both prior 

to and during college, and (c) the mechanisms at work which helped define their relative 

social class identities within the university setting. Now, I analyze the relative aspirations 

and expectations of the LMC and Fraternity Students in light of their immersion in the 

achievement ideology. In this context, aspirations and expectations help clarify social 

class identity formation for these students at Mesearch University. Ultimately, I propose 

a new theoretical construct of "acceptance" to help explain the mechanisms driving social 

class reproduction for these students. 
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MacLeod (1995) advocated a comprehensive theory for explaining social class 

reproduction. In short, MacLeod integrated social reproduction theories grounded in 

structure with those grounded in agency. MacLeod's frustration with previously existing 

social reproduction theory was that those theorists who focused on structure (e.g., 

Bourdieu, 1977a; Bowles and Gintis, 1976) did not give enough attention to the 

individual's ability to respond to perceived social constraints in numerous ways, 

depending on their individual personality and cultural influences (i.e., agency). 

Moreover, MacLeod felt those social theorists who focused on agency (e.g., Willis. 1977) 

did not lend enough attention to the role of structure in determining culture and 

personality characteristics that, in turn, formed the basis from which structural constraints 

were interpreted. In other words, MacLeod proposed that the dialectical nature of 

structure and agency variables were not fully considered in existing social reproduction 

theory. To better consider the dialectical nature of structure and agency, MacLeod 

focused on the individual's aspirations. MacLeod suggested aspirations "provide a 

conceptual link between structure and agency in that they are rooted firmly in individual 

proclivity (agency) but also are acutely sensitive to perceived societal constraints 

(structure)" (p. 137). 

Similarly, I investigate the aspirations and expectations of the LMC and Fraternity 

students to help bridge the gap between structure and agency. Like MacLeod, I pay 

particular attention to the dialogue between agency and structtire and the multiple ways 
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individuals from each social class responded to societal constraints, based on their 

individual characteristics. 

The degree to which the students believed the socio-economic system was 

meritocratic formed the baseline for their perception of structured barriers to 

socio-economic advancement. As I mentioned in earlier analysis, many of these students 

simultaneously embraced an achievement ideology and professed the importance of 

connections in obtaining success in America. The combination of political and 

meritocratic ideologies seemed to be somewhat of an oxymoron. In the following, 1 

discuss the relationship of these conflicting ideologies, with the aspirations and 

expectations of these smdents. 

It Is All Up To Me 

As discussed earlier, the achievement ideology may play a major role in the social 

class reproduction that occurs in this country. It is, in fact, the very belief in this ideology 

that can serve to maintain the socio-economic status quo (MacLeod, 1995). The 

achievement ideology considers the affects of agency, while ignoring or discounting 

structural inequities. If one buys into the achievement ideology, then structural 

constraints are not considered a legitimate excuse for those who fail, or a legitimate 

explanation for those who succeed. Therefore, the inequities in the system (structure) are 

rarely challenged (MacLeod, 1995; Olin-Wright, 1994). 

It is widely recognized that being bom at a socio-economic advantage or 

disadvantage could, in fact, determine one's given level of success (Ehrenreich. 1989; 
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Jencks & Riesman, 1968). Given the power of structural constrains, the odds of social 

class reproduction for any given individual are much higher than if the system were truly 

meritocratic (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Heam, 1984; Jencks, 1979; MacLeod, 1995). 

Students in my sample believed in the achievement ideology to various extents. 

Some of the LMC students believed whole heartedly the achievement ideology was true 

for all Americans regardless of race, gender, or social standing. For instance, here are 

some of the responses of LMC students to the statement that "anyone can get ahead in 

America if they work hard and pay their dues:" 

Chad: I strongly agree because I've seen it happen in my own family and I've 
experienced other countries where no matter how hard you work, you can not get 
ahead. We as Americans have the freedom to move ahead. Life may be harder 
for some because of history, but why is it that there are many Asian, Black and 
Mexican doctors? They are doctors for the same reason white people are doctors 
- Hard work! 

Fred: The person must have confidence and determination to get their dream. 

Gary: That's what makes this country so great. If you want to earn money and be 
successfiil, the only way to do that is bust your butt, and reap the rewards. 

These LMC students felt success was mostly, if not completely, up to the 

individual. They believed that they (and everyone else) would succeed or fail based on 

their own merit. Note how Gary placed the burden of responsibility on the individual: 

Gary: Every one has equal opportunities. It's those that take advantage of them 
who make something. Those that don't, blame the system. 

This statement by Gary captured how belief in the achievement ideology puts all 

the emphasis on agency. If Gary succeeds, he has done so on his own merit. If he fails. 
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he fails because he did not work hard enough, or was not good enough. As he said, 

"Those that don't (take advantage of the equal opportunities) blame the system." As 

MacLeod (1995) might argue, Gary was not aware of the structural constraints that put 

him at a disadvantage in getting ahead and that the probability is high that he will 

reproduce into his parents' social class standing. Wherever he ends up, as far as Gary is 

concerned, it will be his own doing. And such is the power of the achievement ideology. 

It is, for many, above reproach. 

Adam (LMC student) provided another example of a staunch belief a meritocratic 

system. He felt people within the system made their own choices as to where they 

wanted to end-up in the socio-economic strata. In this exchange, Adam explained why he 

thought his fiiends "decided" not to go to college and did not have higher aspirations: 

Adam: I think that some people just accept that they're gonna be one of the 
people that has the blue-collar job, that they have to do the work, you know, like. 
"I'm not cut out to be someone who lives in the Northside," or somethin' like that. 
You know, they just go to work now. 

SS: So you think that some of your friends just made that decision at some point? 

Adam: I'm not sayin' that they don't want more. I'm sayin' that they, uh, just 
realize that that's what they're gonna have to live with. 

SS; What do you think makes them come to that realization? 

Adam: I guess you'd have to ask them. Maybe they just decided that's what they 
wanted, just to work, like, have the money now. Or maybe they just don't want to 
go to school now, like, "I just got out of it (i.e., school). I'll just get a job now and 
be happy with it." I mean, that's not to say maybe later down the road, that's not 
to say, "Man, I wish I went to school so I wouldn't have to be putting up with this 
shit right now, having three kids and having to work every single day of the 
week." You know, just paycheck to paycheck. 

J 
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Adam seemed to be on the verge of recognizing societal constraints in the way he 

said, "they just realize that that's what they're gonna have to live with." But he never 

quite made the leap to suggest he understood that their realization, at least in part, was 

because of their experiences in the system due to their low socio-economic background. 

Adam identified his parents' values as a primary reason that he was in college, but 

he still saw the decision to go to college as up to the individual and did not recognize 

structural variables that may have contributed to this decision for his friends. I 

deliberately asked Adam if his fiiends just made the decision not to go to college, not to 

cue his answer, but as a "reflective statement" (i.e., a statement that rephrases or reiterates 

what one is saying in order to help someone clarify their perceptions, or as in this case, 

challenge one's beliefs). Moments before this exchange, Adam talked about how 

intelligent his non-college friends were, "... they're not stupid, they just don't educate 

themselves," he said. In my question, I reflected the fact that he believed they were 

making a conscious decision to encourage him to explain how they could be "not stupid" 

and at the same time, choose not to educate themselves. His presence at Mesearch 

indicated he saw the value of an education. I felt this would give him an opportunity to 

explain any non-agency factors, but he did not even mention parent influence, or any 

societal constraints that could have affected his friends' decisions. This was consistent 

with Adam's responses throughout the interview. When talking about affirmative action, 

he felt it was completely urmecessary. Moreover, he felt that his friends (who were 
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mostly Hispanic) did not need it because, if they lost a job, it was in his words, "their own 

fault." 

Similar to Adam, Bob (LMC student) felt one's success was solely dependent on 

choices made by the individual. For instance. Bob talked about why he felt he ended-up 

attending college and most of his friends from his old neighborhood did not: 

Bob: Uh, I don't think most of them care, really. They always just seemed to 
have that kind of attitude that whatever happens, happens, you know. They 
weren't going to do anything about it. They weren't going to try in school. It 
wasn't important to them. 

SS: Can you attribute that to any differences between you and them? 

Bob: Not really. I mean, the same neighborhood, the same people, I mean (puts 
his hand on his chin and looks up toward the ceiling for a moment) 1 really don't 
know why. They just chose not to. 

For these LMC students, success was up to the individual. There were no 

excuses. There were no structural barriers acknowledged. Agency was the only variable 

considered. This was not too surprising, given the fact that these LMC students did 

achieve their relative levels of success because of their own hard work. As far as they 

were concerned, the system was meritocratic and working. 

This deep and unquestioning belief in the achievement ideology reminded me of 

the "Brothers" (low-income black youth) in MacLeod's (1995) work. The Brothers were 

convinced that the barriers of racism had been diminished enough that they really did 

have equal opportimity. In comparison to the opportimities of their parents and 

grandparents, one might understand why they felt they were in an egalitarian society. 
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Unlike their parents and grandparents, they were allowed to sit in the front of the bus and 

drink from the same water fountains as white people. Not only were they allowed to go 

to college, many felt they were encouraged to attend through affirmative action and 

minority scholarship programs. As it turned out, the Brothers' experiences demonstrated 

that the inequities in the system were still quite daunting. Their belief in the equality of 

the system, however, did not disappear. They simply blamed themselves and not the 

system. Even in the face of failure, they maintained a belief that the system was fair. 

The views of several of these LMC students reflected the same sort of deep 

commitment to the belief in the achievement ideology as the Brothers, but for very 

different reasons. All of these LMC students were white lower-middle class. They did 

not grow up in a culture that grew out of a history of oppression. Their social class 

connected them but not in the same way as the Brothers were connected to each other. 

The Brothers shared a powerful history in a discriminatory society that appeared to be 

becoming more equitable. The LMC smdents, on the other hand, like many people in the 

working or lower-middle strata, simply considered themselves as "typical middle class" 

and did not see themselves at any disadvantage (Ehremeich, 1989; Jencks & Riesman, 

1968; Parker, 1972). 

As I mentioned earlier, for these LMC students, the system was working. They 

felt they may have to work a little harder than some of the upper-middle class students, 

but they believed with all their hearts the opportunity was there. As Gary stated, the only 

advantage that the fraternity brothers had over him was that "they have more time to 



239 

play." With their strong work ethics to get them through, the LMC students believed they 

would become successful. 

Blind Faith or Tacit Consensus? 

The reasons for this strong belief in the achievement ideology for these LMC 

students varied from individual to individual. For instance, Chad felt his belief was due 

to the fact that he has seen the benefits of hard work modeled in his own family. Fred 

suggested he learned to believe in the merits of hard work from his experiences and the 

responsibilities he had to take on at a young age without a father. Like Chad, Irv saw the 

success of his uncles and aunts who graduated from college. Gary, Adam, and Bob, on 

the other hand, believed in the achievement ideology because it was something their 

parents stressed and, they never really thought to question. Some of the LMC students 

openly admitted that they never questioned their parents' views on what was best for 

them and how they should go about living their lives. As 1 mentioned earlier, several of 

the LMC students stated they were in college simply because their parents directed them 

to be there. They had no concrete examples within their immediate social circles to 

support their beliefs. They simply believed. 

In addition, this blind faith in the achievement ideology seemed to transcend class 

lines. All of the LMC and Fraternity students professed a belief in the achievement 

ideology in one form or another. One explanation was summarized by Olin-Wright 

(1994): 

The logic of the social system itself affirms their (the upper class') interest quite 
apart from the conscious strategies and internal organization of political 
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approaches. Operation of the system as a whole universalizes certain class 
interests (p. 102). 

In other words, the power of the achievement ideology, through our social 

systems and structures, is perpetuated to serve the interests of the upper classes. But it is 

so enmeshed in our culture that no one, not even those exploited by the achievement 

ideology, will question it. This phenomenon is similar to the some of the principles of 

Bourdieu's (1977a) habitus (already discussed), and Lukes' (1978) notion of 3rd 

dimensional power. The basic principle of Lukes' 3rd dimensional power is that certain 

power is exerted over members of society without their even knowing it. The power 

differential is so much a part of the culture, that it is never questioned. The students in 

both groups grew-up in the achievement ideology and believe that the American Dream is 

what makes this country unique. This is a basic belief that Americans are encouraged to 

hold true and is not something that is open to question. 

Bowles and Gintis (1976) argued the primary mechanism for perpetuating the 

achievement ideology is the school system. They suggested, our children are 

indoctrinated into the values of capitalistic culture all through their schooling. They are 

taught the system is fair and that they will achieve based on their merit. Even when they 

see evidence to the contrary, individuals may not challenge the achievement ideology and 

just see any contradiction as an isolated exception and not the rule. In this light, a 

pervasive blind faith in the achievement ideology is really not surprising. 

This may help explain why most of the LMC and Fraternity students could 
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maintain their belief in the achievement ideology in one context and accept that it did not 

apply in another context. Many of the students saw social programs like affirmative 

action as discriminatory and unfair, but did not see the notion of being bom into money 

as unfair. In both cases, an individual is being handed an advantage based on an arbitrary 

variable, either skin color or family name and position. In theory, neither the minority 

receiving a scholarship, nor the son of the rich parents had to earn their advantage. 

However, the LMC and Fraternity students felt it was unfair to award an advantage to 

someone just because of their race, but did not challenge the fact that our society does the 

same thing based on birth right. 

Bowles and Gintis (1976), Heam (1984), and Lareau (1987), might argue that this 

is not surprising, in that our popular media and school systems inherently value the 

capital of the upper classes. It is not in the best interest of the upper classes to have the 

financial advantages they bestow upon their off-spring seen as inequitable by the masses. 

Therefore, it is not an issue that receives a great deal of attention and never really reaches 

the level of national consciousness. This item is left off the public agenda, so to speak. 

Jencks and Riesman (1968) offered an alternative explanation. They suggested 

there are inequalities based on birthright that are accepted by the underprivileged in our 

society. For instance, it is usually not contested that a parent should be able to hand over 

their business to their offspring, or that a wealthy family should send their children to the 

most expensive schools. They went on to say: 

Yet, when all such exceptions to meritocratic principles are taken together, they 
provide upper and upper-middle class children with enormous advantages over 
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other people's children. The elite, in other words, get what Everett Hughes calls 
"equality plus." Nor are the reasons for this hard to discover. There seems to be a 
tacit consensus among all classes that downward mobility is more painful than the 
frustration of upward aspirations. Devices for preventing downward mobility, or 
at least preventing too great or conspicuous a fall, are therefore widely accepted 
(p. 97). 

Jencks and Riesman suggested there is a tacit consensus between classes at the conscious 

level. But the question may be raised, who, exactly, is included in this consensus? From 

my data, it seemed not so much a conscious agreement, and more the power of an 

ideology that is perpetuated in our structures and cultures in a manner that it is never 

called into question: That is to say, it was more in-line with Olin-Wright's (1994) ideas 

on universalized upper class interests and Bourdieu's (1977b) concept of habitus. 

For example. I pressed Gary (LMC student) to reconcile the seeming 

contradiction of his being anti-affirmative action for minorities and his having no real 

awareness of affirmative action for the rich. 

SS: It's like they're (the children of the rich) getting something for just because of 
who they are, they're bom into a family and have this name and so they get all this 
help and, just like you say the people who benefit from affirmative action, now 
they're bom a certain color or gender and you get the same kind of advantage. 
The children of the rich get the same sort of advantage. 

Gary; I don't know if I see a similarity because the affirmative action, to me, it's 
not a monetary thing. It's not something where you want something to receive a 
lot of money. It's something where you could receive a high status quickly. 
(Long pause) I guess there would be a similarity between the expectations but 
most of the people who use affirmative action are not well off. (In the interview, 1 
could tell he caught himself when he said affirmative action and being bom into 
wealth wasn't the same and then said that it was not a money issue but an ability 
to receive high status quickly. He started to realized that that is exactly the 
advantage of the children of the rich). 
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SS: How is it different that someone who is bom wealthy is given certain 
opportunities based on just because of who they are, not because of their talents? 

Gary: I don't agree with that. For me, it's all about work ethic and everything. It 
they are wealthy and work hard, then, they deserve what they get. If they are 
wealthy and have this last name and people say, "oh, it's you..." and "come on in 
I'll give you an A," you know, that's not the same thing. (He was standing by his 
achievement ideology and kept falling back on it in his argument as if it was an 
answer to my question but it was seemed more an effort to avoid the question). 

SS: How about, "It's you, I'll give you a job." Or, "I'll let you into school here 
even though you don't have the grades because your family has a lot of money?" 

Gary: I don't think there's a similarity because, like you are giving money to 
(pauses to redirect his thoughts) if this person is well off and had the last name but 
didn't have the grades or a work ethic or something like that, uhm, they still get in 
(long pause), that's not right (as if he was just realizing it for the first time). If 
someone was black or female and didn't have the grades and still got in, that's not 
right either. You know, there's similarity there (starting to see the parallel nature 
of these inequities), but if they were well off, you know, black, white, whatever, 
and they worked hard, achieved standards, and the guidelines set forth to attend 
the university, that should be the factor (Again, he closes his argument with his 
belief in the achievement ideology. It seemed he was seeing certain advantages of 
the rich for the first time but he still was able to maintain his belief in the 
achievement ideology and that, at the very least, things "should" be based on 
merit. He was not about to let go of his belief in the achievement ideology. It 
was like a religion). 

As we talked, Gary was realizing the similarity between affirmative action for 

minorities and Everett Hughes' notion of equality plus for the children of the rich (as 

referenced in Jencks &, Riesman, 1968, p. 97). From his comments, it was obvious he 

had never considered this similarity before. He seemed reluctant, at first, to see the 

similarity, but by the end of our discussion, he could no longer deny it. 

Similarly, it seemed Bob (LMC student) never thought about the parallel nature of 

affirmative action for minorities and/or women and equalit>' plus for the children of the 
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affluent. In response to my comments about the rich kids receiving benefits just because 

of their position in society and how this was similar to his complaint about affirmative 

action. Bob maintained the system should be meritocratic no matter how much money 

one has. However, with some reluctance, he did acknowledge that the "rich get richer" 

and saw this as a problem. But, that was it. It went no further. He spent a great deal of 

time complaining about the inequities related to affirmative action for minorities and 

women but, even when he seemed to realize the similarities between affirmative action 

and equality plus for the rich, he just let it go: 

Bob: Yeah, I do see a problem with it. The rich get richer. Yeah, more benefits 
for them. But I don't see anyway of changing it, really. Yeah. No way to really 
change it. 

Bob could not fit this new realization into his achievement ideology and just 

accepted it as part of the system that could not be changed. Bob hated the fraternity 

brothers because they did not have to work for what they earned. Yet, he could not see 

that their advantage over him was just as unfair as what he perceived affirmative action to 

be. Affirmative action, on the other hand, the program designed to help equalize the 

advantages the rich whites have been receiving throughout this country's history, was 

seen as racist and something that should be stopped. 

It is my interpretation that Gary, Larry, Adam, and Bob were not in tacit 

consensus (as defined by Jencks and Riesman, 1986) with the Greeks and there was no 

agreement that these Greeks could have certain advantages over them. These LMC 

students were not fully aware of their relative disadvantage. Most of the LMC and 

j 
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Fraternity students seemed to feel the same about our economic system and the financial 

inequities witWn it: "That's just the way it is." 

The power of the achievement ideology kept the LMC students focused on 

inequities at a personal level and not at a societal level. Bob clearly could see how he 

might be victimized by affirmative action. Even though he, or anyone he knew, had 

never been victimized by affirmative action, this was his preoccupation with the 

inequities of the system. He did not see that his social class provided far greater hurdles 

to success than did his Hispanic and African American peers. This was very similar to 

MacLeod's (1995) Hallway Hangers who realized the inequities of the system and could 

see through the achievement ideology. However, they focused most of their anger on the 

Brothers, who they felt were getting scholarships for just being bom black. Again, 

inequalities due to social class were seen as just "the way it is." For the Hallway 

Hangers and these LMC students in my sample, there was a sense that to fight the 

inequities of social class was out of the question. 

It is possible, Bob and these other LMC students may not have wanted to see the 

inequities due to social class. If they were going to do as well as or better than their 

parents, they needed to believe the system was fair and that someday they might be able 

to give their children the same advantage that the affluent parents were giving the 

fraternity brothers. If this was the case, and these LMC students were actually secretly 

aware of the inequities of class, then I could see the notion of equality plus for the 
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children of the rich being more of a tacit consensus (as defined by Jencks & Riesman, 

1968). Based on my data, however, it was difficult to make this conclusion. 

Politics or Merit. Which Is It? 

Even though some of the LMC seemed fairly dogmatic about the achievement 

ideology (as Gary demonstrated, it often came across as a strong religious belief), the rest 

of the LMC and Fraternity students realized that social standing by birthright could 

influence the aspirations and attainment of the individual to some extent. Most of the 

LMC and Fraternity students could identify the access to better connections, services, and 

resources as advantages of being bom into higher levels of the social strata. For instance, 

notice the difference between the following LMC student responses about what it takes to 

get ahead in America, in contrast to Chad. Fred, and Gary's (LMC students) responses 

cited earlier: 

Larry: I do feel that hard work will pay off, but the rich are always willing to put 
someone back down. 

Norm: Cormections up top give big help to some. Not having them can make it 
hard, but still possible. 

Justin: Some people carmot get ahead no matter what because of their upbringing: 
abuse, poverty, etc. 

Dave: I think hard work is important, however, luck is also a major part (To 
Dave, "luck" just meant the life conditions you were bom into as well as the 
random events that might change one's life circumstances, as was the true in his 
case). 

Hal: I believe that predisposition plays an important role in one's ftiture. 
However, if one has a strong enough desire, enough to do the work involved, they 
will be able to achieve their goals. 
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These LMC students believed family background and social status could play a 

role in personal attainment. However, even these LMC students did not agree on the 

nature of the structural limitations. For instance, Larry's comments implied some son of 

conspiracy of the rich against the poor (I discuss Larry's point of view in greater detail 

later in the analysis). Justin felt some socio-economic forces were too powerful for some 

individuals to overcome. Dave lumped variables outside his control into what he called 

luck. Hal and Norm acknowledged the increased difficulty for those coming from less 

money, but felt hard work could overcome these hurdles. Although these LMC students 

were not as convinced as Chad, Fred, and Gary that the system was completely 

meritocratic, they also felt that the achievement ideology was more fact than fiction. 

Most importantly, even those who acknowledged some inequities in the system felt they 

would be able to overcome these inequities with hard work (i.e., as far as their own 

success was concerned, they might have to work harder, but they believed the opportunity 

was still there). As I will discuss later in greater detail, this may have been due to the fact 

that they felt they were living the achievement ideology and felt that it did apply to them 

as individuals, even if it did not apply to everyone. 

The Fraternity students also felt the system, for the most part, was fair and 

meritocratic. If asked what would determine their success, most said, "hard work" and 

that it was "up to them." This prevailing sentiment echoed the beliefs of the majority of 

the LMC students. For instance. Will, Tim, and Bill (Fraternity students) could identify 

inequities in society that made it harder for lower income groups and certain minorities to 
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get ahead, but felt that their own personal success was based on their merit. The 

following exchange with Will provides a good example. Early in the interview. Will 

talked about the role of money and success: 

Will: Well, in order to do anything, you have to have money in this country. If 
you don't have money, then hopefully you'll be fortunate enough to get a 
scholarship. But, if you don't have money then you will have a harder time 
succeeding than somebody that does have money. As far as how competitive as 
this country is, you have to at least be in the same ballpark when you're playing 
the game. 

However, later. Will made comments that suggested he did not think these same 

rules applied in his personal situation: 

SS: Do you see yourself as having an advantage over students who come from 
less money? 

Will: No. I don't think where I'm going to go or what kind of job I'm going to get 
right now is decided because of my parents' financial background. I think it has 
nothing to do with it. 

SS: What has to do with it? 

Will: Who I am, what I have to offer, how marketable I am. I mean, somebody, 
you know, whose on financial aid, doesn't have a car or nice clothes, but he's got 
the skills, experiences, and he's more qualified - he'll get the job. 

SS: So, it's pretty much meritocratic. 

Will: Right. But that's not really financial. I think you can know just as many 
people being poor as you can being rich. 

Will seemed to be aware that money made the difference and that financial 

background could determine opportunities. "You have to at least be in the same ballpark 

when you're playing the game." However, in his case, he did not recognize he was at an 
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advantage over the lower income students for those very reasons. Earlier, Will talked 

about how important contacts were in getting a job, "Yeah, I think that's the number one 

way of getting a job these days, is who you know." Later he went as far as to say, "you 

can know just as many people being poor as you can being rich." This may be true, but 

he did not recognize it is the quality of the contacts that separates the rich from the poor 

and the money behind the individual that puts them in one ballpark or another. For Will 

and other Fratemit}' students, the simultaneous belief in a meritocratic system and the 

advantage of money presented a perplexingly preponderant perspective. 

Bill also felt his success would be determined by his own merit. Bill, however, 

was somewhat unique within the Fraternity students. He had a learning disability and had 

to work extra hard to obtain the grades in high school. He was able to get around his bad 

test performance by doing extra credit work. So, even after earning C's on tests, he could 

get A's in the classes. As a result, he graduated from high school with a 3.5 GPA. 

However, he was having more trouble getting high grades in college because the grading 

system was not as flexible. Bill expected to graduate with only a 2.0 GPA. Bill's 

situation was reminiscent of Jencks and Riesman's (1968) comments on how upper-

middle class parents, whose children did not have the skills, would still find a way to get 

their kids through college. 

Upper-middle class parents can and often do resist educators' efforts to relegate 
their sons and daughters to mediocre jobs and modest incomes. Those with 
connections in the business world, for example, can often find a sinecure for their 
dropout son in which he can maintain both social respectability and reasonable 
income; indeed, he can sometimes do very well for himself, for sometimes he has 
valuable talents that school and college repressed or at least ignored (p. 102). 
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Bill attributed all of his success to his parent's values and persistence in helping 

him get through school. It seems his dad and mom instilled a strong work ethic that may 

have actually helped him to negotiate the educational system, in spite of his disability. In 

this respect. Bill's experience was similar to the LMC students. He worked hard and was 

rewarded for his effort. Therefore, it is not hard to understand why he felt the system was 

meritocratic. 

Moreover, when asked if he thought he had an advantage over people coming 

from less money. Bill (like Will and Tim) did not acknowledge his economic advantage. 

Throughout the interview he conveyed his belief that success is due to hard work. 

However, later in his interview, he talked about how much his success might depend on 

the network that the fraternity provided. Moreover, he spoke to how his financial backing 

made possible his access to this fraternity network. Similar to Will, Bill did not make the 

connection between his socio-economic standing and how that might provide an 

advantage over lower income students, who were not able to access similar professional 

networks. Somehow he was able to believe the system was completely meritocratic and 

that connections and politics determine success, without recognizing a conflict between 

these two beliefs. I discuss possible explanations for this, but first 1 introduce the 

perspectives of the rest of the Fraternity students. 

In contrast to Will, Tim and Bill, other Fraternity students recognized they had a 

personal advantage that was due to their socio-economic backgrounds: 

JU 
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Stewart; Yeah, I definitely think I have an advantage. Because I don't have to 
have a job. I don't have to worry about paying my way through college, car 
insiarance and different things. I can just concentrate on grades. So, I don't have 
as many factors or things to worry about as they (lower income students) do. 
They have a hell of a lot more on their mind. When they get out of class, they got 
to go to work. I can go home, study, play Nintendo, whatever the hell I want to 
do. So, yeah, I definitely have an advantage. 

Carl: You could have a genius poor person that really doesn't have the same 
opportimities I have. I mean, my dad went to college, but he had to work like a 
dog to get through, whereas he's paying for me to get through. It kind of creates a 
different breed. 

Al: I think I have a nice step up since I was able to go to school. Especially the 
schooling I've gotten throughout my life. Like, I had to pay to go to high school. 
I paid more to go to high school than I do at this university. So the ability of me 
to pay for an education. I think that gives me an advantage over somebody who 
didn't have that opportunity. So, in certain aspects, yes, I have an advantage to 
achieve my goals a little bit easier than some one who comes firom a harder 
backgroimd. 

But even those Fratemity students who recognized their advantages, to some 

extent, talked out of both sides of their heads. For instance, most of the Fratemity 

students commented how the system should be meritocratic and the best person should 

get the job, but in the next breath, these same students would tell me how connections 

were the most important ingredient to success. This exchange with Paul exemplifies the 

philosophical conflict that seemed to exist undetected in the minds of the Fraternity 

students: 

SS: Is what you know important in achieving your goals? 

Paul: No. I think it's who you know - 80% who you know. Well, maybe 100% 
who you know because if you know someone you have a better chance of getting 
a job. 

SS: What about keeping a job? 
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Paul; I guess that woiild factor in later, but, you could probably get by. And by 
the time you did enough, you should know it. 

SS: You could leam on the job. 

Paul: Yeah. 

SS: What are your views on affirmative action? 

Paul: Against it. 

SS: What makes you say that? 

Paul: I think the person who is most qualified should get the job no matter what 
race, color or sex or gender or whatever. (So, it's okay to know someone to get the 
job because it's 100% who you know, but the best qualified person should get the 
job?). 

Seemingly, these philosophical views were on parallel tracks that would never 

cross and. therefore, would never have to be reconciled. However, after taking into 

consideration other comments by the rest of the Fraternity students, I began to develop 

some theories as to how these conflicting ideologies could remain separate and equally 

true for these students. This exchange with Zack (Fraternity student) helped to explain: 

SS: So, what does it take to get ahead in America? 

Zack: Well, fi-om the sociology class it would be being in the correct race and all 
that, but... 

SS: What do you believe? 

Zack: For me it's more of a meritocracy (laughs as if to recognize his own good 
fortune). Just by doing the things that are beneficial and working hard, I'm gonna 
get ahead or reach my goals by putting forth the effort. 

SS: Why do you say that "as opposed to what you learned in sociology?" 
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Zack: I'm not saying that what I learned is wrong. I'm just saying that it's wrong 
for me because I don't have to deal with those issues. 

Zack went on to explain that "those issues" referred to limitations that he would 

have to deal with if he was from another race, gender, or social class. Zack knew that he 

was benefiting from his social standing in relation to many other people in this society, 

including lower income students. However, within his circles, he still had to prove 

himself and play the game that paves the road to success. In this sense, he saw the system 

as meritocratic. 

Bill, Will, and Tim (Fraternity students) did not seem to recognize the conflict 

between their belief in the achievement ideology and their knowledge of structural 

inequalities that hindered certain groups from climbing the ladder to success. In Bill's 

case, it seemed to be partly the result of his somewhat unique experience moving through 

the educational system. For Will and Tim, I got the impression that they just had not 

been pushed to reconcile these conflicting ideologies before this interview (similar to 

Ralph and Gary of the LMC sample). The way they contradicted themselves convinced 

me they had not previously considered these conflicting ideologies. Again, this 

underscores the resilience of the achievement ideology. Everyone, including the rich, is 

indoctrinated (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). Those that never have a reason to question, 

for example Tim and Will, may never become aware of the contradictions they embrace. 

Until they are forced to confront the issue (e.g., Zack in his sociology course), they do not 

have a reason to think about the inequities in a system from which they benefit. 
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For some of the fraternity students, it was no so much a contradiction of 

philosophies, but an inconsistency of philosophy across context. Even though they might 

acknowledge they had an advantage in comparison to the lower income students, they felt 

success was merit based within their own financial circles, or in Will's terms, their own 

ballparks. In Zack's words, "For ms. (his emphasis) it's more a meritocracy." These 

Fratemit>' students seemed to acknowledge that life is not fair. Some people are bom 

with more advantages than others. But within their social circles, they still had to earn 

their places. Similar to the LMC students assessment of class inequality, the Fraternity 

smdents felt the unfair natiire of life was, "just the way it is." Again, this is the power of 

ideology in our national culture that serves the interests of the rich and powerfiil. 

Politics are merit? In addition, many of the Fraternity students, like Zack and 

Paul, saw the "network" as part of the equation in determining the most qualified for the 

job. To them, social skills were just as important, if not more important, than knowledge. 

To the Fraternity students, the person with the best combination of social skills, 

connections and knowledge would be the best qualified. The LMC students, on the other 

hand, seemed to be working of the more traditional definition of meritocracy and felt that 

the best qualified in terms of knowledge and credentials should get the job. 

The LMC students felt politics should not be important and that a true meritocracy 

would exclude politics. TTie Fraternity students treated social skills and connections as 

just another credential to be considered in determining who is most qualified. For 

i 
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instance. Rick described the balance of credentials and social skills in determining the 

most qualified person for a job: 

Rick: I think they would go for the Harvard guy. Just based on the schools, on 
paper. Not based on personality or anything. 

SS: What if you had a better personality that the other guy from Harvard? 

Rick: Well, I think that would be definitely different. I think it would change 
their decision. I think if I was in that position, I think they would understand me 
and how I present myself well. I think that the way I am that it could work for 
me. I think that if we had personal interviews and everything that would impact 
their decision to the point where they might pick me. I know that sounds cocky or 
arrogant, but that's basically confidence in myself 

Rick saw his social skills as part of the credentials that employers consider. 

Moreover, he felt social skills were as important as, if not more important than, 

knowledge. For the Fraternity brothers, a merit based system included intangibles, such 

as personality , the equation. They did not limit qualifications to academic performance. 

as did the LMC students. In the following. Rick identified the ingredients to success: 

Rick: An education. People knowing that you have an education. That's a big 
one. "Okay, this guy is intelligent. He went to school. He can do the work." 
Even if they don't really know him. Connections. Connections are a big one. 
School, connections, then to money. 

SS: How do you balance who and what you know? Which is more important? 

Rick: I think who you know is more important to get ahead. Because if you 
know them, they'll help you out to get through it. They'll find loopholes. 

Again, this gets back to the notion of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977b). The 

Fraternity students were at an advantage because they were acquiring the social skills and 

connections beyond the academics that would help make them become successful in the 
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professional culture. The crux of the matter is the difference between the LMC students 

version of meritocracy and the Fraternity students version. For the Fraternity brothers, it 

was a "political meritocracy." The Fraternity students knew that their connections would 

play a big role in their relative levels of success. Stewart (Fraternity student) summed up 

the notion of the political meritocracy that all of the Fraternity students described: 

Stewart: I think that credentials and just being qualified and knowing the 
material, only gets you so far. That's just kind of a fact of life. Because you apply 
for a job and there are a lot of people qualified for the job. But, you know, having 
that person, having that connection will help you get further. So, I think that for 
certain jobs and certain goals that it is important to meet people and have 
connections. The resume gets you so far and the rolodex helps you get that much 
fiirther, you know. 

As an interesting aside, this upper-middle class attitude about the balance of 

politics and merit is similar to what Weis (1990) foimd to be the prevailing attitude of the 

teachers of low income youth in high school. The following is what Weis found to be the 

prevailing ideology in the high school, as it was expressed by the teachers and consumed 

by the students: 

Teachers perceive that although you need credentials, the way you really move 
through the system is by whom you know and so forth. It is not knowledge, per 
se that can be exchanged for valued goods. What is exchanged is something that 
has nothing to do with education, although schooling is a necessary ticket to 
getting into the game (p. 138). 

However, the LMC students in my sample did not convey this attitude. They 

believed they would survive or fail based on their merit. Weis' observations did not hold 

true for the LMC students. If the high school teachers of the LMC students held these 

beliefs, somehow they did not communicate them to these students. Or if they did 
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express this view, the values and beliefs of the LMC students' parents, or other important 

persons, were much more influential. Contrast Stewart's (Fraternity student) comments 

above with Irv's (LMC student) perception of the role of politics in achieving success; 

Irv; I'd say who you know is helpful but it's really not necessary. You can, if you 
know somebody and it's advantageous to you, you are better off for knowing 
them, but if you don't know them, I don't think it's impossible to go somewhere 
without knowing somebody. So, if you want to climb to the top, if you know 
somebody who can give you a boost, that's nice. But I don't think it's necessary. 

Irv felt connections were nice, but not necessary to get to the top. Stewart saw the 

need for connections as a fact of life and that you can only go so far with credentials. 

This difference in perspective put the LMC students at a disadvantage. Their belief in the 

achievement ideology potentially prevented them from achieving levels of success similar 

to the Fraternity students. The Fratemity students knew the nature of the game, were 

learning the rules, and practicing the skills that would help them maintain their relatively 

high social standing. 

The LMC students would not have the same opportunities because of their lower 

social standing. Will said, "the poor can know just as many people and have just as many 

contacts." But he failed to consider the nature of the contacts. If you want to be a lawyer 

and your dad knows lots of plumbers and mechanics, you are at a networking 

disadvantage. Dave described his classmate who had her dad (an executive for the Ford 

Motor Company) call Bart Lick (a famous local Ford car dealer) to come in and talk to 

Dave's marketing class. As Dave pointed out, "My parents couldn't call Bart Lick and 

ask him to come into my class and speak." 
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LMC students, like Irv, Keith, Dave, Gary and others, acknowledged that 

connections were important, but did not feel they were necessary. It is possible that this 

different perception of the roles of "what" and "who" you know between the Fraternity 

and LMC students was due to the fact that the LMC students knew they did not have 

these types of resources at their disposal. The LMC students may have figured, given 

their socio-economic backgrounds, there was no use in counting on cormections to get 

them where they wanted to be. The Fraternity students, on the other hand, knew politics 

were more important than knowledge in obtaining their goals within their social strata. 

Moreover, most of the Fraternity students had contacts that could help them 

professionally, at their disposal. 

The different views on the roll of politics also seemed to be connected to the 

relative aspirations and expectations of the Fraternity and LMC students. As I discuss 

later, the Fraternity and LMC students were defining success to be in very different 

ballparks. The Fraternity students were aspiring to much higher professional positions 

and richer lifestyles, so they were concerned about their network. It is possible the LMC 

students knew the network was important, but did not aspire to positions as high as the 

Fraternity students. So, to reach these lower aspirations, the LMC students might not 

need connections. For instance, the following exchange with Dave supported the notion 

that the Fraternity and LMC students were aspiring to different ballparks and that, while 

the Fraternity students may have needed connections to play in their ballpark, the LMC 

could achieve success in their less prestigious ballpark without connections. 

JL 
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Dave: Yeah, that's just real life. It's just who you are and who you know. 

SS: Where does that leave you in terms of being successful? 

Dave: Youjiast got to rely on yourselfand that's it. That's just true anywhere in 
life. Some people are gonna have connections and some people are going to have 
to do it the hard way and climb their way up the ladder or whatever. 

SS: You think you can go as high as you want? 

Dave: I don't think that. I think everyone is, unless something extraordinary 
happens, everyone's limited as to where they can go. I mean, I think all I am 
trying to do is maybe reach a higher level than my parents did. So then, my kids 
can go higher than that. Eventually you make it there, maybe. But I don't think 
the average Joe has a chance of being a millionaire. But, there are a lot of 
unrealistic people out there. 

Dave's comments highlight the difference between the aspirations and 

expectations of the LMC and Fraternity group as they related to the role of connections in 

achieving success. Dave started out by identifying the fact that success is "all who you 

are" and "who you know." However, he was talking more in terms of high level 

attainment comparable to the aspirations of the Fraternity students. Dave and many of 

the LMC students were not trying to climb as high as the Fraternity students. Dave was 

tr>'ing to "maybe reach a higher level" than his parents. He was shooting for a smaller 

ballpark. He saw socio-economic gains as something that are incremental and take 

generations to accomplish, if all goes well. Therefore, Dave and other LMC students did 

not see themselves as needing to be as professionally connected as the Fraternity students. 

Dave and many of the LMC students felt they could climb as high as they wanted to go 

(which was significantly lower than the Fratemit>' students) simply on their own merit. 
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In subsequent segments of my analysis, I disctiss the relative aspirations of these two 

groups and possible reasons behind the discrepancies that related to social class standing. 

But first, I recap the views surrounding the achievement ideology. 

Summary of the Perceptions of the Achievement Ideology 

The achievement ideology was prevalent in the beliefs of the LMC and Fraternity 

students. However, as MacLeod (1995) proposed, the nature of the beliefs were 

somewhat different and related to individual experience and social class standing. For 

instance, some of the LMC students were blinded by the achievement ideology and 

seemed to believe the system was equitable for everyone regardless of race, gender, or 

social class. For them, success for everyone was entirely up to agency: Only those that 

did not work hard enough would fail and blame the system. Other LMC students and 

most of the Fraternity students saw the inequities of the system based on race, gender, 

and social class. However, even if the LMC students could see larger social inequities, 

they felt the system was meritocratic for them (personally), and that they would succeed 

according to their own efforts. 

Although some Fraternity students placed more weight on connections than 

others, overall they placed much more importance on cormections than the LMC students. 

For them, the system was a political meritocracy. This may have been due to their 

relative life circumstances. The Fraternity students were being raised in a culture that 

placed more of a premium on the social network in obtaining success. They were simply 

expressing the values of their upper-middle class culture. The LMC students recognized 
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that connections made a difference, but did not place as much credence in them -

possibly because they were not in the social position to develop these networks and 

needed to believe more in the value of their credentials. In addition, the relative 

importance these two groups placed on the role of politics in obtaining success could be 

tied into the nature of one's aspirational level of success. That is, the higher you climb, 

the more politics are involved, and the LMC just did not aspire to climbing as high as the 

Fraternity students. 

Although I did not attempt to address it, differences in views of the achievement 

ideology could have been related to dieir major field of study. Some students firom the 

LMC and Fraternity groups said things that might suggest their views on the balance of 

merit and connections could depend on the desired career. This opens the door to the 

relationship of other sub-cultures and the balance of agency and structure in social class 

reproduction. For instance, many positions in business might be highly political, but if 

one is trying to be a nuclear physicist, one is selected more based on performance. 

However, this does not address the inequities of the structure that might be present to put 

one in a position to even consider studying nuclear physics (i.e., the upper classes still 

have a great advantage, whether it be based on access to educational or political 

resources). However, this issue is beyond the scope of this study. The data I have 

collected here are far too sparse to make any conclusive comments on this topic. I simply 

wanted to make the point that major field of study and career aspirations may interact 

with social class standing to impact one's view of the achievement ideology. 
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The role of the achievement ideology and its relationship to aspirations and 

expectations is examined throughout this analysis. This segment was intended to provide 

a philosophical base for the LMC and Fraternity students, from which further 

investigation and hypotheses could be conducted. So far, I have presented an overview of 

what each group believed in relation to the achievement ideology, both individually and 

collectively. Moreover, I started to analyze how these students might come to hold their 

beliefs. Next, I explore, in greater detail, the possible explanations as to why they held 

such beliefs and the implications for their beliefs regarding aspirations and social class 

reproduction. For instance, I now investigate why the LMC students were lowering their 

aspirations and expectations due to their experiences in college, while simultaneously 

maintaining their belief in the achievement ideology. 

LMC Students: Expectations Without Aspirations 

MacLeod (1995) distinguished between aspirations and expectations: 

"Expectations are tempered by perceived capabilities and available opportunities. 

Aspirations are one's preferences relatively unsullied by anticipated constraints; 

expectations take these constraints squarely into account" (p. 61). For most of the LMC 

students, there was very little difference between their life aspirations and expectations. 

They talked of their aspirations in practical terms. Their cispirations were, in their words, 

"realistic." 

Hal: I don't see myself as, like, a filthy rich person cuz it's just kind of unrealistic. 
I see myself as someone who will be able to support a family and do it nicely and 
not have to worry about monthly bills or toward the end of the month have to 
worry about paying bills and that sort of thing. 
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Dave: Yeah. I don't know. Success to me is just, uhm, I just don't want to have 
to worry about finances and things like that. Real important to me is the house 
and, it's just pretty important to me - having a home. 

Larry: Yeah, it would be nice to have a million dollars (said with a tone that 
implied it was ridiculous to expect that) but I just want to live enough to where I 
know I can get my rent and my car payment and save a little bit everyday, every 
month, every week, just so I can get by. 

Marty: Hopefully, we'll (he and his yet-to-be-determined wife) be able to keep 
the income my parents had. 

Ed: Yeah, I don't think my life is gonna suck or anything... I don't think that I'll 
necessarily have as good a standard of living as my parents did, necessarily. I 
mean, at some point, but, growing-up and everything, we always had money and 
everything, but I think it might get tougher for me. I don't know. I'm not sure. 

It is obvious from these responses that there was not a lot of unchecked dreaming 

going on in the LMC group. This surprised me. I expected the lower financial 

backgrounds of the LMC students, combined with the fact that they were attending a 

large university, would result in higher aspirations of wealth. Larry did say that "it would 

be nice to have a million dollars," but it is implicit in his statement that he thought 

aspiring to substantial wealth was unrealistic. 

As opposed to the majority of the LMC students, the Fraternity students all had 

upper-middle class aspirations and some had much higher. 

Dan: Probably something like a beach fi-ont mansion, couple of nice cars parked 
outside, wife, few kids, have a couple vacation homes somewhere else, just a 
real up-scale wealthy atmosphere. 

Stewart: My whole life I've always had the things I want. I've always had the car, 
money. My parents would take me shopping, whatever. I've always had what I 
wanted. So, I don't think that will be a big change (when I am successful). 
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Zack: I won't have a mortgage on the house, driving a nice sports car, probably 
for a while. Be able to fly-off on weekends. Go do things as they come up. 

Bill: Successful would not necessarily be the amount of income but whether I 
could provide for a family - anywhere from sixty to a hundred and twenty, if you 
want to put a number on it. I don't need a whole lot. But as long as I have love in 
my life and a career, I think that will be as successful as anything (Bill felt these 
financial aspirations were modest in comparison to his peers). 

Carl: There's a dream of what it will be like when I'm filthy rich. I'll be living 
outside of Paris in a Chateau and everything and I'll have ten acres of land so I'll 
never have to see neighbors and I'll have forested and stuff. I haven't actually 
seen myself with a family yet. I mean, I know I want one and want to get married 
and have kids and stuff, but I don't know what that's gonna look like. But I'll have 
like a penthouse office in Paris and a helicopter pad on top, which I can fly to my 
little castle where I don't have to see anybody. This is when my portfolio gets so 
huge that I actually own several companies and I'll probably have a place in New 
York to stay in, an apartment, you know, the typical dream of the 
multi-millionaire guy. 

Carl's (Fraternity student) "typical dream of the multi-millionaire guy" was not so 

typical for the LMC students. Many of the Fraternity students had lofty financial dreams 

of success. Chad was the only LMC student that had aspirations significantly higher than 

the lifestyle his parents provided. In addition, Gary, Bob, Fred and Irv were from the 

LMC group and had aspirations that were higher than their parents, but none of them 

were aspiring to be as well off as the Fraternity students. 

Higher education is touted as the gateway to opportunity in our culture and its 

very structure and philosophical base both embrace and model the achievement ideology 

that permeates our national culture. In other words, the road to success is to go to school, 

work hard, and reap the rewards commensurate with your talents and effort. Both these 

groups of students were taking the same classes from the same professors and, most 

i 
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likely, would graduate with the same credentials from the same university. How could 

their aspirations for their futures be so different? In light of the fact that the LMC and 

Fraternity students had similar grades, the LMC students' lower aspirations seemed 

inconsistent with their beliefs in the achievement ideology. The achievement ideology is 

merit based, the most qualified should receive the most opportunity. The LMC students 

in my sample had an average GPA of 3.04. The Fraternity students had an average of 

2.88. Based on all of the students' professed belief in the achievement ideology, their 

performance and merit, the LMC students should have had aspirations at least similar to 

the Fraternity students. 

1 already addressed some possible explanations for how variations in belief in the 

achievement ideology and how the balance of merit and politics might contribute to 

differences in expectations and aspirations. In earlier sections, I focused on the relative 

socio-economic backgrounds and relative social class identity formation, of the two 

groups of students. In the following, I build on these earlier analyses to discuss the 

relative aspirations and expectations and the mechanisms at work within the university, 

that helped to determine these differences. My aim is to gain a deeper understanding of 

the social class reproductive mechanisms at work in our society. First, I identify some 

cultural variables that might explain why the LMC and Fraternity students had such 

different definitions of success. 
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Success as a Cultural Concept 

As evidenced by their relative definitions of success, cultural differences seemed 

to perpetuate the social class lines between the LMC and Fraternity students. One might 

consider the possibility that what one is "used to" may be enough for most people. Many 

of the LMC students and all of the Fraternity students seemed quite happy with the 

lifestyle in which they grew-up and would consider a replication of that lifestyle, success. 

Most of the LMC and Fraternity students aspired to being able to make enough to be 

"comfortable." Comfortable for most of them meant not having to worry about bills. For 

many LMC and Fraternity students, comfortable also meant that they just wanted to do as 

well as, or just a little better than, their parents. Justin, Marty, and Ed provided a good 

example of the aspirations of the LMC students who were trying to duplicate what their 

parents had provided: 

Justin: Just, if I can live as well as I did when 1 grew-up, that will be fine. I 
mean, my parents provided for me fine. There was always a roof and food on the 
table and things like that (Justin's parents made $24k combined). 

Marty; It's not important for me to be filthy rich. It's important to me to be secure 
and comfortable. So I hope that's similar. I hope we're (he and his yet to be 
named wife) not struggling. Probably have the same amount of cars and same 
kind of things (Marty's parents made $40k combined but made around $20k 
combined most of the time Marty was growing-up). 

Ed: Not much really. Because, maybe I can't say my parents really didn't have 
the money. We weren't like rich or anything but we were always comfortable, 
you know, we had enough money and everything. We were never hurting for 
money or anything. I don't know. I mean, I'd like to be able to live, I guess, I 
would like to have a little more money than my parents but I'm not looking to be 
like wealthy or anything (Ed's parents made $40k combined). 
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Similarly, most Fraternity students felt very content with their upper-middle class 

backgrounds. Although they tended to have much higher aspirations, they said they 

would still feel successful if they were able to duplicate their parents' lifestyle in their 

own futures. 

Tim: I guess I grew-up well-off, you would say. So, hopefully it will be the 
same. 

Dan: My parents live a pretty comfortable life. I think I want to live a pretty 
comfortable life. 

Paul: I'm gonna have more money than my parents or about the same amount. 

Rick: Prett>' much the same. Of course, it's going to be different if my wife wants 
to move back east or something. But, my ideal way is to keep it the same. 

For these LMC and Fraternity students, success would mean to duplicate a 

lifestyle their parents provided for them. In addition to the financial environment, most 

of these students were very happy with the home life they experienced under their 

parents' roofs. Most wanted to duplicate that sort of family experience. If anything 

would be changed, it would be that they made a little more money than their parents. I 

thought this was interesting, especially for the LMC students. I figured they would be 

more inclined to define success in terms of higher levels of income and material wealth. 

It did not surprise me that the Fraternity students would be happy with duplicating their 

parents' financial status. They were already enjoying upper-middle class lifestyles. 

There are endless possibilities as to why these students, in particular the LMC, 

would consider duplicating their parents' lifestyles a measure of success. One reason was 
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offered by the interviewees themselves. Several of the LMC and Fraternity students 

believed their aspirations were directly tied to their social class background. Norm (LMC 

student) and Paul (Fraternity student) provide two good examples; 

SS: Do you think your career goals are influenced by how much money you came 
from? 

Norm: Yeah. Cuz, if I came from a richer family, I'd probably want to be richer-
Keep up the same thing I'm used to. 

Paul: Cuz if I wasn't used to a certain amount of money; if I was used to a lower 
standard, I could accept becoming a police officer cuz that's all I'm used to. I 
wouldn't be used to anything better than that. But, the way I'm living right now. I 
don't think I could tolerate that. That's not what I want. I mean, you feel a certain 
way and you want that always. You don't want to feel less than that. 

This awareness of the impact of their background on their aspirations and 

definitions of success was somewhat surprising. MacLeod's (1995) study found this 

relationship between background and aspirations to be true for his sample in that habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1977a) greatly impacts one's aspirations. But none of the Brothers or Hallway 

Hangers verbalized this level of self-awareness regarding these sorts of social class 

reproductive mechanisms. Without prompting, several students from both the LMC and 

Fraternity groups were able to critically assess their life situations and verbalize the 

notion that they were products of their environment. In other words, they knew that 

"what they were used to" was very influential in determining "what they aspired to." As 

Rick (Fraternity student) so plainly put it, "I can't say there's much difference (i.e., 

between his values and expectations and his parents' values and expectations) because 

they (his parents) raised me and I'm a product of learning from them." 
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Although the ability of these students to recognize the important role of their 

backgrounds in forming their aspirations surprised me, the societal dynamic, of which 

they spoke, seemed simple enough to understand. It reminded me of something Jencks 

and Riesman (1968) said: "Children raised in different circumstances necessarily have 

different hopes, expectations, and compulsions" (p. 146). This seemed to be the case for 

these LMC and Fraternity students. Their relative expectations seemed very much in line 

with how they grew-up. They were coming from different ballparks and aspiring to 

different ballparks. 

The question Jencks and Riesman take for granted is "why?" If we are bom into 

an achievement ideology, why would we be so eager to settle for that into which we were 

bom? According to Norm, Paul, and others, it is just a matter of "what you are used to." 

The following is an attempt to delve deeper into the relative aspirations of these students. 

The concept of "lazv" and social class reproduction: A cost/benefit analvsis. 

Asking someone about their aspirations is inherently a loaded question. Some of 

these students, who did not aspire to much more than replicating their parents' lifestyles, 

felt compelled to offer some explanation - even though none was solicited. Some of the 

students implied they were just "lazy" and did not want to put the effort into achieving 

greater gains. They believed in the achievement ideology, but felt they were too lazy to 

really take full advantage of the meritocratic system. For instance, Justin (LMC student) 

said he knew he could obtain much higher goals if he had the motivation, but he was just 

too comfortable where he was; 

J 
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Justin; It came down to, "It's just not worth it here." I mean, like there's a lot of 
nice material things here, but, at this point in my life, I can't put in the effort to 
make it there (to higher fmancial outcomes). I'm just too content now. I mean, 
sure, I'd like all that stuff in the end, but, I'm not willing to put in the work now. 
Maybe I will later (pauses) go back to school, or something, get a Masters. 

Justin believed in the achievement ideology for himself, but felt he was making a 

conscious choice not to do the work it would take to get ahead. Justin was content, while 

allowing for the possibility that someday he might be willing to work harder and achieve 

greater rewards. So, was Justin just lazy? Or, was he used to his standard of living and 

just comfortable where he was for the time being? He decided not to work harder to 

obtain a significantly higher standard of living, when he could continue at his current 

work load and maintain the lifestyle in which he grew-up. 

Weber (1930) coined the term, "traditionalism." He used this term in an argument 

referring to some of the resistance that capitalism had to overcome, in order to take its 

place as today's economic system. His illustration was based on the piece-work nature of 

the growing industries and how increasing the amount of money paid per piece might 

affect production. It was initially thought that increasing the amount of money paid per 

piece would ignite the workers' interest in increasing their own efficiency. If one were to 

assume an innate desire to improve one's life standing, it sounds reasonable that increased 

income opportunity might increase productivity. Weber realized that it often had the 

reverse effect, in fact, less got done in the same amount of time. His explanation was his 

concept of traditionalism. That is to say, the worker could reduce his workload and still 

earn the same amount, while continuing a lifestyle in which he was accustomed. These 
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workers were handed a raise. All they had to do was just keep working as hard as they 

were working before, and they could have enjoyed an increase in their standard of living. 

They chose to work less and maintain their current standard of living (Weber, 1930, p. 

59-60). 

Granted, Weber's idea describes a production phenomenon of wage laborers 

during the beginnings of our industrial age. However, at some level, the perceptions of 

several students in my study tended to reflect this notion of working as little as possible 

to obtain their goals. The contexts are very different, but the phenomenon seemed very 

similar. 

For instance, students had an idea of what it would take to achieve a degree and 

what they could "get away with." All students in the study identified an ideal GPA and a 

CPA that they could not "fall below." The ideal GPA was the GPA they perceived they 

should have, based on their abilities. A common perception among students in my 

sample was that they could get far better grades if they were to work harder. They simply 

felt they did not need to do better to achieve their goals. Basically, the amount of work 

necessary to get their GPA to the ideal level, would be far too great a cost in relation to 

the benefit. As Irv (LMC student) put it: 

Irv: Uhm, well 4.0 for me to achieve that it would just symbolize that I would do 
absolutely nothing but live in a book, you know. Really, college is about getting 
an education but it's also about having some fim. So, I don't want to go below a 
B. In all my educational years I've always held a 3 at least, and I'm capable of 
doing it. Between a B and an A is where 1 am. If I worked for it and knocked 
myself retarded, I could probably get a 4.0 but I really don't want to (laughs). I'd 
be afraid if I graduated with a 4.0 they would be expecting way too much from me 
after that, you know (jokingly). 
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This attitude of "doing the minimum required to get by" was even more prevalent 

in the Fraternity group. Paul (Fraternity student) said of his grade aspirations, "I'm just 

doing the minimiun effort. Just trying to get a 3.0,3.2 or something for the rest of my 

career here at the university." He even boasted about keeping track of how many points 

he needed to get his desired grade and restricting his studying to "just enough to reach 

this grade." Paul explained that he was simply putting in the minimum effort to get the 

most out of his effort. He realized that he could obtain his lifestyle goals without having 

to get above a 3.0 GPA, so he was not about to "knock himself retarded," as Irv put it. 

Paul said without hesitation, "I'll do the minimum effort, if I can get away with it." 

Students from both SES groups shared this attitude of doing the minimum work 

to get the GPA they felt would help them attain their goals. However, the students in 

each group had very different aspirations. In effect, students from both groups were 

willing to put forth just enough effort in to maintain an acceptable level, that would allow 

them to progress to their relative positions in society. Some Fraternity students were 

doing just enough work to get by, but expected to make over $ 100,000 per year. Some 

LMC students were doing just enough work to get by, but were expecting to make only a 

fraction of that. Justin actually had a target of $ 18,000 per year. His rational was that 

$18,000 was about three times as much as he was making at the moment and that he was 

living an okay life. He felt he easily could be comfortable with three times what he was 

currently making. 
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The argument could be made that the human animal is quite adaptable and 

resilient, but in general, more motivated to maintain what it has than to improve its 

condition. This, of course, could be true only to a certain degree. If living conditions 

become so miserable that basic needs cannot be filled, motivation to improve one's 

circumstances might increase substantially. This study, however, is looking at middle 

class America. As diverse a sample of our population that it represents, most middle 

class people are not worried about the next meal or having a place to sleep. For these 

LMC and Fraternity students, motivation to improve their lifestyles would have to come 

from a desire to improve on an already acceptable level of comfort and quality. There 

was no motivation stemming from a desire to put clothes on their backs, or food in their 

stomachs. As Justin said earlier about being fine with living the same lifestyle his parents 

provided, "...I mean, my parents provided for me fine. There was dways a roof and food 

on the table and things like that." Motivation for the middle class, whether it be lower-

or upper-, must come from a desire to improve one's circumstances above and beyond 

being relatively comfortable. There has to be a real desire to improve on living 

conditions that are already, at best, quite nice, and at worst, tolerable. Weber's (1930) 

notion of traditionalism seemed to be an observation of a human quality that translated 

nicely from its intended context to this present day professional culture. Moreover, it 

provided one theoretical perspective as to why these students' aspirations were influenced 

by what they were accustomed to. 
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It would appear, Jencks and Riesman (1968) took Weber's (1930) traditionalism 

to the next level with their notion that downward mobility is more painful than the 

frustration of upward aspirations (i.e., the notion of the tacit consensus, discussed earlier). 

1 propose this notion may provide further explanation into why there seemed to be a 

tendency for these LMC students to be satisfied with aspiring to their parents' social 

standing. As Jencks and Riesman concluded, there is a basic human tendency to agree it 

is often much harder to lose something than to have never had it at all. This notion goes 

hand-in-hand with traditionalism and the notion that, what you can tolerate for living 

conditions may depend on what you are accustomed to. 

Ehrenreich (1989) pushed this notion even further by adding the element of fear to 

the equation. Ehrenreich proposed that maintaining one's current social standing is not 

just tolerable, but to fall back is something feared by the professional-middle class. She 

suggested such a fear provides the main impetus for the professional-middle class to keep 

working harder to maintain what they have. 

Fear of falling: A national culture? 

The professional middle class is an elite group in society relevant to the working 
class and poor. Their credentials and their certifications and knowledge give them 
status above the others. However, these aren't like money that can be hoarded in 
times of scarcity. Therefore, the professional middle class is not safe from falling 
or slipping to a lower status. They may even be an extension of the working class 
but are in constant fear of falling back. The professional middle class has to work 
to maintain its status. It might also have a fear of getting lazy and losing what it 
has attained (Ehrenreich. 1989, p. 13). 
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Students from the LMC and Fraternity groups talked about being lazy. According 

to Ehrenreich, this was a concern of the parents of the middle class. Consistent with 

Ehrenreich's assessment of the children of the middle class, many of the Fraternity 

students were raised in environments where they did not have to hold jobs during high 

school and were allowed to indulge in instant gratification throughout their formative 

years. With this as a baseline, it is difficult to instill such values as sacrifice and delayed 

gratification. The parents of these children can only skirt around qualifications and 

credentials to a certain extent because "the professional domain inhabited by the middle 

class is respected and tolerated by the larger public only in the belief that the system is 

impartial and meritocratic" (Ehrenreich, 1989, p. 83). 

A couple of the Fraternity students in my sample seemed to be aware of this 

middle class concem to some extent. The Fraternity students talked about some of their 

peers who had everything handed to them and who were just partying all the time and 

would probably drop-out of school until they "got their shit together." Many Fraternity 

students, like Paul, Vem, Rick, Carl, Zack, and Dan admitted they were lazy and needed 

to be more motivated. Paul suggested that joining a fraternity was good and bad. The 

bad thing was there were too many ways to waste time. As a result, his grades dropped 

significantly since he joined. 

Stewart (Fraternity student) provided a highly insightfiil account of how he saw 

this tendency to be lazy as something that was a societal trend: 

Stewart: Now middle class, like 1 was saying, 1 think it's kind of split. You have 
a group of people, they're not lower class, they're not upper class, but they want to 
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have more. They see what it's Uke so that's a goal, they want to get there. And 
they have a family to support them. And they have the money to do it. And then 
again, on the other hand, you have some people in the middle class, you know, 
kind of like me. Their parents give them whatever they want. They never have to 
work for anything., they don't have to have a job over the summer, so I think they 
become lazy. And, you know, I'm lazy at times too, and I think it's bad because 
parents are more and more relaxed with their children and they don't discipline 
them. Now, I'll make an exception for me. I never had a problem with drugs and 
in school. But I know some kids that did. Some kids that are even going to 
school here now, you know, they just had very mediocre grades through high 
school and you know, this is a good school but it's not untouchable to get into. 
You don't have to have incredible grades. It's not a Harvard or an Academy. And 
they've always had stuff given to them and so they just expect it to be that way. 
So their not working as hard and they just kind of have this dandy outlook on the 
future like everything is going to work out. And, you know, like it's the attitude 
of America now, my generation included. They don't want to go out and work for 
it, because it's just, you know, 'Give me, give me, give me." 

Stewart's perceptions seemed congruent with Ehrenreich's (1989) analysis. The 

children of the professional-middle class were getting lazy and the parents may have 

reason to be concerned. However, Stewart implied the reason kids were lazy is because 

the parents failed to discipline them and teach them the values they needed to stay 

motivated. So, although the parents were concerned about the futures of their children, 

Stewart felt the parents might be largely responsible. 

These Fraternity students certainly had a "dandy" outlook towards the future, as 

Stewart put it. However, as Horowitz (1987) suggested, this "care-firee" attimde has been 

characteristic of the fraternity culture since its inception. These Fraternity students were 

not acting any different than the college men of years past. In spite of an 

acknowledgment that they might be lazy sometimes and needed to do better, the 

Fraternity students did not seem to be worried. Almost all felt the world turns more on 
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"who you know" and not "what you know," and that they were already in a good place in 

terms of cormections. They believed they could "have it all," so to speak. They could be 

building their future through the contacts they developed while they were enjoying life in 

the moment. 

Stewart (Fraternity student) provided his perspective on how the students of his 

generation were becoming more lazy. But, he did not communicate a real sense of fear 

about not being able to duplicate his social status. Moreover, he did not suggest the lazy 

fraternity students of his generation would have trouble reproducing their social class 

standing. He simply echoed what Ehrenreich (1989) was saying about the tendency of 

the children of the professional-middle class to lose their ambition because of their soft 

up-bringing. Similarly, other Fraternity students, seemed confident that the "fuck-ups" in 

their fraternity might have to take time off school and get their "shit together." However, 

they did not think their peers would lose their reserved seating in the upper-middle class 

ballpark. 

Comments like Stewart's seemed little more than a value judgment of the 

attitudes of the children of the rich. This seemed a little peculiar, since Stewart was rich. 

However, Stewart was on of the few Fraternity students with very strong academic work 

ethics. He seemed to have a moral belief in working for something that was more 

characteristic of the LMC students, possibly because his father worked very hard for his 

financial success. Although he could identify with being raised with a silver spoon in his 
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mouth, he, in a sense, looked down on his peers that did not make academics more of a 

priority. 

The parents, on the other hand, may have been concerned for their children's 

futures and not just casting moral judgment. Parent concern was implied based on some 

student comments. For instance, several Fraternity students made statements regarding 

"having to do better" or "needing to get the grades up" in the context of their parents' 

expectations. Ehrenreich's (1989) notion of an underlying fear of the parents of the 

middle class seemed substantiated to some extent. Unfortunately, I did not have access to 

the perspectives of the parents to allow thorough investigation of Ehrenreich's theory. 

Summary of the cultural influences on defining success. The students from both 

groups seemed to aspire to very different levels within the social strata. In spite of the 

fact they were enrolled in similar majors, and taking classes from the same teachers, and 

would graduate with the same credentials, the LMC students had much lower aspirations 

than the Fraternity students. This is especially interesting because the LMC students had 

an average GPA similar to the Fraternity students. Moreover, the LMC students averaged 

many more hours per week at their jobs. The LMC students were working harder and 

aspiring to less. 

The LMC and Fraternity students seemed to aspire to different levels because they 

considered replicating their parents' lifestyles (or doing a little better) as success. This 

did not seem unusual for the Fraternity students. They enjoyed an upper-middle class 

upbringing. However, for the LMC students, their aspirations to do "just as good as their 
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parents" seemed just a little perplexing, given their current position. Many v^^ere 

attending a major research university, earning above average grades, and living in the 

"land of opportunity." Given their belief in the achievement ideology and their successes 

in high school, they believed they were in the position where they could change their 

socio-economic standing. Why were they not aspiring to more? 

Weber (1930), Jencks and Riesman (1968), and Ehrenreich (1989) all provided 

theoretical insights to help explain why the LMC and Fraternity students were not more 

motivated to significantly improve on their current standard of living. Weber introduced 

the concept that what we are used to can often be enough. Jencks and Riesman added 

that it is more painful to lose one's position within the social structure than it is to not 

move ahead. Although I did not fmd substantial evidence that these students were 

actually afraid of falling back, Ehrenreich's notion that the children of the 

professional-middle class are growing soft and less motivated was postulated by the 

students themselves. Culture goes a long way in explaining the disparity in aspirations 

between socio-economic classes, within this university setting. For many of the LMC 

and the Fraternity students, what they were used to greatly impacted their desired levels 

of success. Meuntaining what they had was the priority and obtaining anything beyond 

that would be considered "gravy," so to speak. 

Success. Aspirations, and Context 

In addition to being used to their standard of living, something else seemed to be 

influencing aspirations for the LMC students. When Keith (LMC student) thought of his 
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accomplishments in relation to his high school peers, he was quite confident and 

physically beaming. His face lit up, his posture became more assertive, and he looked 

confident. When Keith talked about his aspirations in relation to fraternity brothers, he 

would slouch a little and take on a much more self-conscious and less positive attitude. I 

experienced a similar phenomenon with most of the LMC students during the interviews. 

The power of this observation is that these students were visibly torn in their perceptions 

of their own success. 

It is my belief that definitions of success, for these students, were contextually 

dependent. The LMC students felt their being in college made them more successful than 

most of their peers in high school. In this context, they were already living a success 

story. When they compared themselves to their upper-middle class peers in college, 

however, they felt they were not nearly as well-off. Their definitions of success, and so 

their aspirations, were contextually driven and not simply a matter of being used to their 

current standard of living as discussed earlier. To illustrate, here is what Keith had to say 

about his success in relation to his high school peers: 

Keith: I'll be Robert Crumb, you know? I'll show them all, this famous artist -
except without the weird family. That (movie) really hit home for me. 

SS: You identified with that character? 

Keith: Yeah, well, all except the weird family or the odd sex stuff. 

SS: But what he's done? 

Keith: Yeah, especially with his memories and his "I'll show them" attitude. All 
those people who picked on him and everything. "I'll be a famous artist and I'll 
show you." That really sounded good. And usually when I encounter people that 
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I used to go to high school with, I usually try to make the things that I'm doing 
right now sound a bit better than they are so I come across sounding a bit more 
well to do, not financially, but more that I'm doing something that I really want to 
do and I'm doing it really well and that people like it (i.e., his art). 

SS: A little "in your face" stuff? 

Keith: Yeah. Somewhat. Cuz, most of the people that, I don't know, I really 
wasn't that popular in high school and most the people I know only knew me as an 
acquaintance so they didn't really know what I was actually like. And I want 
them to know that I wasn't a weenie, you know, that kind of thing. 

Keith, and several other LMC students made it very clear that they felt highly 

successful in comparison to their high school peers. In Keith's case, it was personal. He 

wanted to show his high school peers he was not a "weenie." He "showed them" by 

going to college and achieving a level of status and success that most of them would 

never obtain. In relation to his high school peers, he felt very successful and satisfied 

with what he had accomplished, even though his financial goals were not realized. 

The LMC students were already so far ahead of their high school peers that just 

landing an average job and making just a little more than their parents would provide a 

status and standard of living higher than most of their high school classmates. At the 

ver>' least, they could enjoy the prestige of having a college degree - something very few 

of their high school peers would enjoy. In this light, they were successful! 

Lowered aspirations 101. Earlier in my analysis, I used Keith (LMC student) and 

Oscar (Fraternity student) to illustrate the difference in access to technology and how that 

might have an impact on the relative success of students from different socio-economic 

backgrounds. I also addressed how the transition from high school to college caused the 
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LMC students to lower their self-concepts, which led to lower social class identities 

(when compared to the Fraternity students). In the following, I continue with the story of 

Oscar and Keith to show how their relative social class identities led to the lowering of 

Keith's aspirations (and definition of success), and the perpetuation of Oscar's high 

aspirations. 

Remember, Oscar and Keith were both seniors in graphic design who were ready 

to graduate in a few months from the time of the interviews. Both experienced relatively 

high levels of success within their academic program and were optimistic regarding their 

futures. But, Keith was required to complete the same assignments in the same amount 

of time as Oscar, while working 20 hours a week and having to use the computers in the 

computer lab (a 25 minute drive from his house). Oscar had the latest computer and 

software in his apartment and did not have to work for supplemental income. In order to 

remain competitive, Keith had to do more with less. Moreover, as Keith discovered the 

disadvantages of his social background and where he fit into the social strata within the 

university, he lowered his aspirations to accommodate this self-perceived drop in social 

standing. 

Keith: ... and I know the people that have the benefit that they can get a job 
straight out of school because your daddy knows people and things like that. 
And, unfortunately, my daddy doesn't know those people. So, I couldn't live off 
that. I just think that you would have a harder time if you don't have the money to 
start with. With few exceptions, you would actually be able to reap the financial 
success that these other people do. But I think that if you can't reach the financial 
success, you have to somehow, sort of, not really lower your expectations, but 
change your expectations at what you find success to be - like a happy family 
instead of a yacht. Maybe that's an extreme example, but (he let his sentence trail-
off). 
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SS: Do you feel that you've adjusted your expectations? 

Keith: Somewliat. Not based on my family's (stops his sentence short, but I think 
he was going to say,"... family's financial background") well, maybe (drops his 
head to reflect). 

SS: I mean, in relation to what you just said? 

Keith: Maybe. Yeah, to some extent. Actually, I didn't realize that my parents 
weren't that rich. I actually thought my parents were really rich before I came to 
the university and started meeting people that were much, much richer. 

So, this is what Keith learned in college. He learned he had to change (i.e., lower) 

his aspirations, not because of his ability, but because of his social class background. 

Compare Keith's perspective to what Oscar learned regarding his aspirations in the same 

program during the same four year period: 

Oscar: Well in my major, there is like three levels, a low, a high and a high-high 
sort of thing. In design you're either just a normal designer making about 30 
(thousand dollars/year), or you are an art director making about 100 (thousand 
dollars/year), or you are an extremely successful designer making (stops to think) 
you can't even put a number on it. And that's not necessarily happiness, but it's 
possible. I expect to obtain the middle ground. I want to make that 120 range, 
but I'm doing what I want to do so I can handle it if I don't. But I expect (his 
emphasis) that that's where I'll end-up in that range eventually. I can see myself 
doing it. And then there is another way I can arrive at that. I could also do it as a 
tenured professor/fi"eelancer. Put those together and that's reaching that level too. 

Oscar felt his future looked bright financially and expected to obtain an 

upper-middle class income. He even described career options that would allow him to 

achieve these goals. Keith also felt his future looked bright, but not as bright as he 

originally thought before he started college and not nearly as bright as Oscar's future. 

Keith felt his future was not as bright because of his experience during college and 
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viewing himself and his future prospects relative to students who came from a financial 

advantage. Keith provided his assessment of why he lowered his aspirations once he got 

to college: 

Keith: The fatalist thing is probably pretty much due to the obvious success that 
rich people get over people that don't have the financial things. But I don't think 
that I'll ever be rich. I don't think that anymore. I used to think that. Now I want 
to change my goals. I think you have to end-up changing them somewhat. 

Keith and several other LMC students were aware of the role of their social class 

background on their aspirations. Keith adopted a "fatalistic" philosophy about his 

economic background and, hence, saw the inequalities as a reality to which he had to 

adjust. The way he and other LMC students adjusted was by lowering their aspirations. 

By lowering aspirations, the LMC students redefined what it meant to be successful, thus. 

increasing the probability of achieving success. 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) implied there is a circular relationship between 

what a student perceives to be their opportunities and their actual experiences with 

structural constraints. In other words, one might start out with a given set of aspirations. 

which then may be adjusted downward as repeated experiences make the possibility of 

those aspirations less realistic. In turn, the new lowered aspirations validate the structural 

constraints that encouraged the individual to lower his or her aspirations in the first place. 

This certainly seemed to be the case for some of the LMC students and reflects the whole 

notion that the achievement ideology places blame on the individual and not the system. 

These LMC students decided they needed to lower their aspirations based on their 
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experiences within the university environment, without assigning any blame to the 

university envirormient or socio-economic system. 

The act of lowering one's expectations and redefining definitions of success is 

something we all go through on a regular, if not daily, basis. Somewhere along the way, I 

figured out that I was not going to be competitive for a spot in the NFL. Someone else 

gave up their aspirations to be a concert pianist and decided teaching music was a more 

attainable definition for their success. In some respects, the system is meritocratic in that 

it does provide a culture of competition that inherently limits people according to ability. 

The difference with these LMC students' lowering their aspirations is that it was 

based on an awareness of social class and the formation of a social class identity, not 

ability. Like Keith said, "there is obvious success that rich people get over people that 

don't have the financial things." Some people have more and will get more because of 

that advantage. Keith had a 3.8 GPA and Oscar had a 3.3. For the LMC students, even if 

they obtained superior credentials, their levels of attainment would be limited by their 

socio-economic standing. In addition to their curriculum, this was the lesson the LMC 

students were learning in college. 

Summarv of success, aspirations, and context. The LMC students felt quite 

successful when compared to their high school peers, but their experiences with 

Fraternity students humbled their aspirations. Consequently, they were simultaneously 

successful and relatively downtrodden: a strange combination, indeed. 
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The fact that they were ahready quite successful compared to their high school 

peers could have contributed to their aspirations being lower than the Fraternity students. 

This sense of accomplishment relative to their high school peers could have been serving 

to increase their level of satisfaction with their current situation and decrease their 

motivation to improve on it, substantially. Even though they felt like they had to lower 

their aspirations because of their socio-economic backgrounds, they still preferred to view 

themselves as the successes they were in comparison to their high school peers. 

This is not unusual. On the other hand, it is revealing about the natiu-e of our 

social class relations. We all want to feel good about ourselves and where we end-up in 

life. These LMC students certainly had accomplished a great deal in relation to where 

they started. However, they aJso learned that they had to lower their aspirations because 

of their socio-economic backgrounds. The bottom line is that these students were 

experiencing limitations, not based on abilit>', but on their relative socio-economic 

backgrounds. Hence, their definitions of success were being influenced by their financial 

backgrounds as much as their ability. This is something many accepted as "the way it 

is." 

"Acceptance" and Social Class Reproduction 

"You can't always get what you want, but if you try sometimes, you just might 

find, you get what you need." (Jagger & Richards, 1969). Some of the LMC students 

managed to adapt the achievement ideology to meet their needs and reduce the conflict 

between the ideology and their knowledge of structural inequalities. This was 
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reminiscent of the Hallway Hangers' resistance to the system (MacLeod, 1995). The 

Hallway Hangers saw through the achievement ideology, but felt they could do nothing 

about it. They conveyed a sense of helplessness when addressing the structural 

limitations they encountered in our socio-economic system. To obtain a sense of control, 

many resisted and dropped-out. This way, they were able to feel like they had some say 

in the matter. At least they could take some of the responsibility for reproducing their 

own social standing and not just play victim to an uncompassionate system. It was 

almost like saying, "You can't deny me something I wasn't even trying to get." 

Similarly, the LMC students developed their own means of taking control of their 

situations. Those that saw structural limitations in the system needed to maintain their 

belief in the achievement ideology in order to keep going and stay motivated. Justin 

reflected the attitudes of some of the LMC students when he said, "a college degree 

doesn't guarantee anything, but it's my best shot." The LMC students were invested and 

needed to keep going, or all would be lost. In order to keep going, it was necessar>' that 

their college experiences (i.e., those experiences that reinforced the realities of the 

inequities of the system) were minimized in relation to their beliefs in the achievement 

ideology. This way they could still achieve a certain level of success and maintain a 

meritocratic view of the world that made sense in spite of all the inequities. The response 

of the Hallway Hangers was termed resistance, but the response of the LMC students was 

more like, "acceptance." To illustrate this new theoretical interpretation, I start with 

Larry. 
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Larry was unique in this LMC group. The government was funding his college 

education, out of appreciation for his six years service in the military. Larry had come 

back to college as a non-traditional aged student. He had seen the world and experienced 

some of the darker sides of our system's hierarchical structure. The military was a terrible 

experience for him and he hated being treated like "dirt." However, his experience gave 

him the belief that anyone, if they wanted to, could get ahead in this country. According 

to Larry, nobody could use money as an excuse for not going to college because he went 

through the military to pay for it and the military "takes anybody." 

In addition, his life experiences left him with a great deal of animosity for the 

children of the financially advantaged, with whom he shared his classes and this campus. 

Based on these experiences, he had come to a very sobering conclusion. This exchange 

was in reference to Larry's feelings about special treatment for athletes, but was similar to 

his attitude towards the children of the financially advantaged: 

Larry; ... they're getting everything handed to them and that's taking money away 
from the people who are paying tuition and going to school to leam. And they 
don't want to pay anything. They just want to play ball and hang out in the class. 
And I don't think that's fair. But, then nothing is fair. 

SS: Did you leam that (i.e., nothing is fair) in the military? 

Larry: You just leam that by breathing. 

Larry felt nothing in life is fair. But he also depended on his belief in the 

achievement ideology. His perceptions of the inconsistencies in the world bothered him, 

but he was able to adjust his perspective and maintain a belief in the achievement 
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ideology. This exchange shows he was quite aware of the material advantages of the 

children of the rich. He felt no amount of his own effort could compete with what the 

rich kids claimed as a birthright. On the other hand, Larry was able to placate his 

resentment with the notion that, due to his social standing, he would receive something 

for his efforts that the rich kids would never be able to obtain: 

SS: How do you feel about the students who come here on a free ride because 
their parents have money? 

Larry: What comes around goes around. It's all gonna come back. You know, 
they're gonna find out. They might not find out for fifty years because they will 
be millionaires by the time they're thirty with the connections that they have 
already. But, it will all come back, you know. 

SS: Do you think they have an advantage in terms of being successful in college? 

Larry: Uh, they might have advantages in that they don't have to wony about 
where their mition is coming from. You know, when they get off at eleven at 
night they don't have to study for three hours because they don't have to go to 
work. Whether their frat buddies have all the notes from the last 25 semesters that 
they went to. They can get all that stuff. Just the fact that they have an advantage 
in that way. 

SS: How about just in life in general? 

Larry: They might, as far as the connections and the money they're coming from 
might have and the things they can do with it and the networks that they're in. 
But, they might have an advantage but still I'm doing this because I take pride in 
what I can do for myself 

SS: Do you think your situation is an advantage over them? 

Larry: As far as I'm concerned, yeah. I take pride in the things I do for myself I 
don't' think they'll (pauses to rephrase) They might think they have that but they 
might not really ever have that. But that's just something that I have to motivate 
myself with. They might have different types of motivation. They might not even 
think about it. But that's the thing that gets me through school. I don't think 
there's anything noble about being bom into money. But 1 don't think people who 
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are bom that way would think that way. They'd think it's their right. They go to 
Harvard or, never have to work - never know what it's like to get dirty. So, it's 
their privilege. Let, 'em have it! (said with a tone of contempt). 

Larry identified all the advantages of being bom into money. He acknowledged 

that his socio-economic background, when compared to fraternity brothers, placed him at 

a substantial disadvantage in achieving financial success. He really believed the rich kids 

were going to achieve financial success well beyond his own dreams. In fact, he inflated 

their advantage to gross proportions, thinking they were all going to be millionaires by 

the time they were thirty. However, he felt his social standing was validated because he 

was going to get something they could not. Larry's "payback" was more spiritual than 

financial. Larry may have wished he had their advantage, but knowing he could not, 

Larry changed his definition of success to make it attainable. He would get something 

money could not buy: his sense of pride. 

Larry knew that the rich kids probably did not even think about things the way he 

did and that they probably had different motivations. He allowed that some of the rich 

kids would never know what he was talking about and would probably never feel like 

they missed anything. However, he created this adaptation to the achievement ideology 

to keep himself motivated. It's "the thing that gets me through school," he said. 

Gary (LMC student) also emoted contempt for the privileged and adjusted his 

definition of success: 

Gary: Well that's fine if that's what makes them happy, but for me, I find I have 
much more happiness and success knowing I worked hard for what I have. I 
mean, it wasn't just given to me. I don't take to handouts (he said this last 
sentence in a sort of rustic dialect or "country tone" that he used when he began to 
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get somewhat emotional. It was similar to the way Hollywood might portray a 
fanner talking in contempt about some "city folk"). 

Similar to Larry, Gary was invested in his pride. In lieu of money, that was his 

success. He would not take ""handouts," like the rich kids. He would attain whatever 

level he could within the social strata based on his own efforts. But, no matter how high 

he climbed, rich or poor, he would always have his pride. 

I sensed that Larry and Gary's reinterpretations of the achievement ideology spoke 

to a larger issue. It is possible, belief in the achievement ideology seems to serve a 

purpose that transcends rationality. This belief may be tied into the human spirit and the 

need for hope in order to continue. It provided the LMC students a rational myth to give 

their efforts meaning and granted them a sense of esteem. It also gave them a sense of 

control over their destinies. To believe that one can determine one's outcomes based on 

merit is the epitome of what it means to be free and in control of one's life. Achieving a 

sense of control over ones life circumstances is, arguably, a basic human need and 

seemed to be the impetus for redefining success for these LMC students. 

Like the Hallway Hangers, Larry saw through the achievement ideology. He 

knew he could never hope to obtain what the rich kids might obtain just because of 

birthright. Unlike the Hallway Hangers, the LMC students did not openly and 

consciously "resist" and drop-out of the system (and, thus increase the probability of 

reproducing their social class). The LMC students' resistance was more of a creative 

form of acceptance of the life conditions they were dealt. Larry, Gary, and other LMC 
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students simply lowered their financial expectations and redefined success. In this 

manner, they could maintain, simultaneously, their belief in the achievement ideology 

and accommodate the undeniable inequities in our socio-economic system. In effect, 

acceptance (like resistance) still facilitated the reproduction of their financial social 

standing. Instead of wealth, Larry and Gary would accept their destinies to make less 

money than the fiatemity brothers, but they would have more pride. 

Keith (LMC student) also lowered his aspirations, but he did not feel that he 

would be getting something that fraternity brothers could not. Remember what he said 

about his aspirations since he came to college: 

Keith: The fatalist thing is probably pretty much due to the obvious success that 
rich people get over people that don't have the financial things. But I don't think 
that I'll ever be rich. 1 don't think that anymore. I used to think that. Now I want 
to change my goals. I think you have to end-up changing them somewhat. 

Unlike Larry and Gary, Keith identified himself as a "fatalist." He accepted the 

system and it's inherent inequities. He did not challenge it or need to modify the 

achievement ideology to keep himself going. He simply accepted his place in the social 

strata and focused more on how much better he was doing than his high school peers and 

not on how much worse he was doing than his rich college peers. 

Like Keith, several other LMC students seemed to adopt a similarly fatalistic 

outlook. They saw the limits of meritocracy and the achievement ideology in our system. 

Justin (LMC student) described his views on how his exposure to wealthy students 

affected him: 
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Justin: Okay, it lets me see that I didn't have as cool a life as I thought I did. But, 
it also lets me see these are nice people and I can get along with them and even 
though I don't have a lot in conunon with the rich frat boy, we can still get along. 
We just came from different backgrounds and that's just the luck of the draw. 

SS: Do you think there is an advantage to coming from that background? 

Justin: Probably connections. They probably get better connections. 

SS: Do you think connections are important for you achieving your goals? 

Justin: No (laughs likes that's ridiculous). Yeah, it would be nice if maybe I, as 
soon as I graduated, I had a nice cushy job, but - that would be nice - but, that 
would be just dreaming. I can't say my life sucks because it's not happening. I 
am a person who is a cog on the way to keep everything going and I recognize 
that and that's what I want to do. I have no higher aspirations. If they were 
handed to me, great. But I'm not going to work for them. And I've just accepted 
that and I don't have a problem with that. It takes different personality types to do 
different things. There are people who will cure AIDs or whatever because of 
their personality type - because they're a hard worker or whatever. And that's 
great. There needs to be people like that in society. I'm just not one of them. I 
don't even want to be one. I'm not even envious I didn't turn out that way. I just 
didn't and that's that. 

SS: It's not necessarily a choice? 

Justin: It's a choice to a certain extent but you just are what you are. I believe I 
have my role in society. You just have to accept where you are gonna be or where 
you'd like to be. I mean, if I wanted to aspire to be there (wealthy), I could 
probably be there. You have to have the right mind set. And I'm okay with that. 
I'm not like regretful or, you know, or anything because I'm not like that. It's just 
the way it is. 

Justin's thought processes "danced around" the roles of structure and agency in 

social class attainment. From his comments about the advantage of connections, he was 

obviously aware of the inequities of birthright. However, from his comments about being 

able to achieve wealth if he wanted to work for it, he also believed the system is 
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meritocratic. But, then again, he put a fatalistic spin on things and said, "you are what 

you are," implying this is what determines your aspirations. Justin's fatalistic acceptance 

of his place within the system exemplified the challenge these LMC students faced in 

reconciling their beliefs in the achievement ideology with their knowledge of the 

structural inequalities of the system. 

Keith and Justin were similar to Larry and Gary in that they both had a sort of 

resigned acceptance of their lots in life. But, they were not as angry as Larry and Gary. 

BCeith's and Justin's perspectives still were reminiscent of the Hallway Hangers inversion 

of their aspirations once they recognized the futility of high aspirations. Instead of 

dropping-out and rebelling, however, these LMC smdents simply lowered and modified 

their definitions of success within the system. 

Instead of harboring resentment and becoming antagonistic because of the 

inequalities, Justin, Keith, and several other LMC students embraced the system and 

accepted their role within it. Justin called himself a "cog" in the machinery of society. 

Most of these students in the LMC sample referred to this "acceptance of their life 

conditions" as a sign of matixrity. They felt they had matured because they used to be 

unrealistic with their aspirations by setting them too high. Then, once they were 

introduced to the hard realities of the world, they lowered their aspirations, as Keith said, 

"because you have to." "It's all part of growing up," said Justin. Fair enough, but what 

these LMC students may not have realized fully, was that their more "mature" aspirations 

were limited by their social standing and not by merit. 

1 
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Summary of the notion of acceptance in social class reproduction. Similar to 

MacLeod's (1995) notion of resistance, this notion of acceptance could be used to 

describe the self-selection of individuals within the system. Instead of responding like 

the Hallway Hangers and giving-up completely, these LMC students were convinced 

(like the Brothers) that they could get-ahead if they wanted to do so. Some LMC students 

simply chose not to because they felt the effort required to overcome the social barriers 

would not be worth it. They accepted (some with angst and some without) their socio

economic limitations. The similarity to MacLeod's (1995) notion of resistance is that 

these LMC students were making a conscious decision that would inadvertently facilitate 

the reproduction of their social class standing. They felt they were making a decision and 

their attainment was up to them, which gave them a sense of control of their own 

outcomes. However, their acceptance of socio-economic inequities, in effect, contributed 

to their oppression via structural barriers in our socio-economic system. The 

environment at Mesearch University was teaching them where they belonged based on 

their socio-economic backgrounds. 

Cultural Resistance and Social Class Reproduction 

In addition to the acceptance described above, there was evidence of a cultural 

resistance that was manifest in the responses of the LMC students. This cultural 

resistance was reminiscent of Willis' (1977) work and tightly tied to Bourdieu's (1977a) 

concept of habitus. There is a certain pride associated with being from the lower-middle 

class and a predominant belief that the rich were wastefial and took things for granted. 
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The LMC students' aversion to these perceived values of the rich ran at a very deep level. 

It was sort of a self-imposed barrier that decreased their desire to associate with the rich. 

The importance to maintain their concepts of high moral standards and strong work 

values made the LMC students resistant to the notion of becoming like the rich. 

Chad was the only LMC students who talked about how he needed to actively 

socialize himself into the "higher" culture. He believed he needed to build relationships 

with people from the upper-middle strata, and learn to talk and act the way they did. 

Without prompting, he said he needed to increase his "networking" with students from 

the upper-middle class. He even had a word for becoming part of the upper-middle class 

culture: "assimilation." 

Even though Chad recognized the importance of assimilating, culture seemed to 

be a bigger hurdle to upward mobility for the LMC students than Chad would 

acknowledge. In fact, most of the LMC students had little or no desire to assimilate into 

the higher culture if it meant adopting the values they perceived to be characteristic of the 

Greeks. Most of the LMC students either looked down on the values and behaviors of the 

rich students, or felt that they did not belong in those circles because it "just wasn't 

them." For instance, Hal's (LMC student) comments provide a good example of how he 

looked down on the values and beliefs of the upper-middle class. His revelation that his 

own financial success could turn his futiare kids into future "frat boys" revealed his 

animosity towards his perception of the laziness that comes with privilege; 

Hal; Yeah, that would be, like, my worst nightmare. Totally ironic. I work for 
this all my life and then my kids turn into frat boys. But, uh, I plan to instill the 
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same qualities that are important to me that my dad instilled in me. I don't want 
my kids to think they can live off of me. I don't think I would pay for their 
college because I think it would show me that they want to be there. I don't want 
to put them there. And I don't want them to be all, "Dum de dum, my parents are 
paying for it, it doesn't matter" (said in a voice conunonly used when mocking a 
"simple" person). Because I see that a lot. That's not what school is about. 

Chad, in spite of his determination to assimilate, still seemed to be struggling with 

some class cultural issues. Unlike Hal, Chad was willing to become a part of the upper-

middle class culture. However, he still looked down on some of the snobby attitudes of 

the class too which he aspired. He was struggling, at a very basic level, with his low 

income origins. 

Chad: I want to live in a middle class, upper-middle class, upper class, 
upper-middle class neighborhood. One thing, that brings out the point, that no 
matter if 1 made a million dollars, I would not exclude my kids from society and 
like a lot of my friends I know that went to Lacatina Foothills. They have never 
been south of 52nd street in town because their parents don't want them to be 
around that. And to me, that is ridiculous and, I would want you to note, I would 
involve my kids and shov/ them around and even if 1 made a million dollars and 
lived there (in an upper-middle class neighborhood), then okay, but I would also 
go to dinner on sixth avenue and do things like that to where I would just be 
involved and, the kind o family I want, I hope to have a wife and kids and be like 
my dad (his step-father), he passed away last year. I want to be a very pro-active 
father - be a little league coach, that kind of thing. And as far as the car, there's 
no doubt about it - a BMW. 

Chad knew what he wanted and he was willing to make the necessary changes. 

However, he still felt it important to mention the difference between himself and his new 

richer friends. Throughout our interview he professed great confidence in his own 

abilities and created the outward impression that he would achieve his dreams at all costs. 

He talked at great lengths about how he needed to assimilate to the higher culture and cut 

i 
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his connections with his low income past. However, in the above exchange he feh it 

necessary to make a specific point (that he would have me "note") that he would not look 

down on the poor, like his upper-middle class friends. He would take his kids south of 

52nd street and try to maintain some sort of contact with his origins. In spite of his desire 

to assimilate, his animosity for those bom into privilege seemed to bubble beneath the 

surface. 

The other LMC students were more judgmental about what they termed, "snobby 

values" and "ungrateful attitudes" of the rich. For most of the LMC smdents, their 

definitions of success did not include an assimilation to the upper-middle class culture. 

They felt they would be successful if they did not adopt what they perceived to be the 

culture of the upper-middle class. Even those LMC smdents who set slightly higher 

aspirations were sure to include indicators of success that distanced them from the values 

and behaviors of the upper-middle class. 

This cultural resistance of the LMC students was similar to the behavior of Willis' 

(1977) "Lads," whose cultural values served as a hurdle to moving into the upper-middle 

class. The Lads' culture valued manual labor and looked at it as a sign of masculinity and 

something desirable. Mental labor was not considered real work or masculine. 

Ehrenreich (1989) also talked about cultural conflict between working class and 

white-collar workers. Ehrenreich found the working class to have preconceived notions 

of and resentment toward the white-collar workers and did not regard their work as "real 

work." However, the working class wanted to get into the white-collar ranks. The 



299 

conflict was that they wanted to have the white-collar jobs but did not want to be seen as 

having the characteristics they associated with the white-collar workers. 

For the LMC students, the political networking and perceived shallowness of the 

upper-middle class conflicted with the values of their culture. Whether the upper-middle 

class students really did take things for granted, or were shallow and irresponsible, is not 

important. The fact that these LMC students perceived the fraternity brothers this way, 

was enough to make the LMC students resistant to even trying to assimilate into the 

upper-middle class cultural values. Therefore, the LMC students' animosity toward the 

culture of the upper-middle class may have acted as a barrier to their opportunity to 

achieve upper-middle class standing. While at Mesearch, the LMC students redefined 

success and lowered their aspirations. Perhaps they were allowing themselves the 

opportunity to gain some level of success and financial standing, without feeling like they 

were "selling-out" amd abandoning their lower income cultural values. 

Summary of cultural resistance and social class reproduction. In addition to 

redefining their aspirations to accept the perceived structural constraints, the LMC 

students seemed to be resisting the adoption of the values of the upper-middle cleiss 

professional culture. This acceptance of socio-economic inequities and cultural resistance 

increased the potential for reproducing their social class. But, the LMC students were 

struggling with their belief in the achievement ideology and their experiences of social 

inequity. Acceptance and cultural resistance were simply how the LMC students 

responded to their perceptions of these inequities. 
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Some LMC students placated their knowledge of the inequalities of the system 

with the fact that they would have their pride, a value strongly associated with the lower 

classes in this country (Ehrenreich, 1989; Willis, 1977). Moreover, they would have 

integrity that comes from "not playing the political game," as their reward and their 

success. To assimilate and become part of the upper-middle class would take this away. 

The fact is, they were being excluded by structural inequities in the system. Ironically, 

they were facilitating the very system that hindered their opportunities for success. 

Summary of Aspirations and Expectations and the Achievement Ideology 

Both the LMC and Fraternity students bought into the achievement ideology to 

various extents. Some were blindly faithflil to their belief that our system was 

meritocratic. Others were less confident that the system was meritocratic for everyone, 

but felt they would be able to achieve success based on their ovm individual efforts and 

talents. The LMC students seemed to have a more literal definition of meritocracy in that 

they did not consider politics and networking skills as necessary. The Fraternity students, 

on the other hand, seemed to incorporate politics into their definition of merit. They 

believed one's ability to network was rewarded more than knowledge or expertise. 

Several of the LMC students believed their strong work ethics gave them 

advantages over the upper-middle class students. Other LMC students were aware they 

would not have the same advantages as the upper-middle class students in achieving 

success. The Fraternity students knew they had advantages over other students, but 

maintained they had to "fight it out" within their own elite social circles. Both groups 

j 
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had to compete, but they seemed to be playing in different ballparks within the same 

university. The ballpark in which one played was determined by their social class 

background. This finding suggests the playing field was not equal, even within this large 

public university. In the end, the LMC students reported much lower aspirations than the 

Fraternity students. 

1 talked about several dynamics that might inform why there was such a 

discrepancy in aspirations. It seems the students from both groups were aspiring to 

lifestyles not much different than how they grew-up. This seemed reasonable for the 

Fraternity students. But, I was perplexed at how this could be the case for the LMC 

students, especially when they were in a position to drastically improve on their parents" 

lifestyles through higher education. I discovered that what these students were "used to" 

greatly influenced what they "aspired to." 

Moreover, for the LMC students, it seemed their definitions of success were 

contextual. Their self-concepts or social class identities were dependent on the frame of 

reference. That is, if they compared themselves to their high school peers, they felt quite 

successful. When they compared themselves to their college peers, some LMC students 

felt almost depressed. Most, however, preferred to think of themselves as successful and 

developed various ways to create a successful image of themselves. This was not easy, 

given some of these LMC students saw through the achievement ideology and recognized 

many of the structural constraints that would limit their success. In response, many 

accepted these constraints by redefining success so it would be attainable. In addition, all 
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but one of the LMC students resisted the notion of assimilating into the values of the 

upper-middle class culture. 

Ultimately, the perceptions and resulting attitudes of the LMC and Fraternity 

students reflected the larger social sorting mechanisms at work in society. The LMC 

smdents were at a substantial disadvantage when compared to the Fraternity students. 

Most of the students from both groups would probably reproduce their relative social 

standings. The acceptance and cultural resistance exhibited by the LMC smdents, out of 

a need to gain a sense of control, would only serve to increase the chances of their own 

social class reproduction. 

Larry (LMC smdent): I'll probably be single. I don't want to be married. But I 
can picture myself in my truck, the one I got now, 20 years from now. Just 
because I'm happy with it. And, I don't really need a big place. Everybody likes 
to dream about what they'd do if they had an unlimited supply of money, but I'd 
be happy with just a two room apartment. 
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CHAPTER V 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

I have utilized a building theory methodological approach throughout this entire 

study. The study was, after all, investigative and intended to be exploratory. As presented 

in my methodology, the study was shaped and reshaped, with dramatic and subtle changes 

in direction and purpose, before I decided it was time to stop. One of the things I learned 

from conducting this qualitative inquiry is that, indeed, at some point a decision must be 

made to stop. I found that, given adequate time and resources, I could have gone on forever 

integrating and exploring new angles and approaches until the proverbial cows came home. 

You never can have all the information. You never can cover all the bases. 

Now, as a reflection on my experience with this work, I make some final comments 

and observations on social class studies in the higher educational setting, the LMC and 

Fraternity students, and social class reproduction research in general. 

Conclusions About Social Class Smdies in the Higher Educational Setting 

Grounded in this country's achievement ideology, the popular mind assumes that 

once students reach the university level, the playing field is leveled (MacLeod, 1995). 

Equal opportunity has been achieved and anyone with the desire to succeed will have just as 

good a chance at the American Dream as the next person. Many people in the educational 

system (and even those weeded out of the system) believe this to be true. If this is the case, 

there is no mystery why there is not more research looking at social class impacts wthin a 
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single university setting. For many, it is a non-issue. But the findings in this study may 

suggest otherwise. 

One of the most significant findings was the incredibly low number of students fi-om 

lower class or working class backgrounds who were attending this large public land grant 

university. As I discussed, I had originally started out with the intention of studying 

working class white males. I ended up loosening the sampling criteria to include lower-

middle class white males because I could not find a sufficient sample of working class 

students. Depending on the criteria, roughly 1 % - 2.5 % of the 1995/96 fi-eshman class 

could be classified as lower and/or working class white mzile. If one were to include 

women and minority students, using the most liberal class affiliation criteria, there were 

around 8 to 10 % of the student body fi"om working class background (estimates are based 

on fi-eshman survey data from the 1995/96 and 1996/97 cohorts). 

Actually, Astin (1997) reported that it is typical of universities (in particular, large 

public flagship institutions) to have lower numbers of lower income students than four year 

colleges. However, I never expected the number of working class students to be this low. 

If this is typical of our land grant institutions, let alone our elite private institutions, I can 

see why there are few studies on the needs of lower and working class students in the 

universit>' setting. There may not be enough lower and working class students in our 

universities to study. 

Regarding social class reproduction, some researchers have approached the inequity 

issue from a slightly different slant. For instance, there has been a recent surge of research 
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on the first-generation student (London, 1992; Richardson & Skinner, 1995; Riehl, 1994; 

Terenzini, 1994). The assumption is similar to the premise that students from different 

ethnic backgrounds and/or social classes will have different experiences and issues during 

their educational journey. Only, with first-generation students, the assumption is that 

smdents who come from families whose parents did not attend college will face different 

obstacles than the sons and daughters of college graduates. Obviously, there is a great deal 

of overlap between families whose parents did not attend college and those who are from 

the lower social strata. As I have noted in this study, defining first-generation students may 

be more complicated than considering parents' educational attainment. In several cases, 

students had regular interactions with aunts and uncles or members of their church who had 

advanced degrees. This poses the possibility that there would be smdents considered first-

generation, who had neither parent go to college, but still spent significant amounts of time 

with an aunt or uncle who had a Ph.D. While another student, who had one parent attend 

community college for a semester and then drop-out and had no extended family members 

who graduated from college, would not be considered first-generation. The problem being, 

the student classified as first-generation might, in actuality, not face the problems 

characteristic of first-generation status. Whereas, the student who was not classified first-

generation, might be facing the problems associated with first-generation status. 

Defining social class is even more complex than defining first-generation. 

However, there are more checks and balances in current definitions of social class that make 

it more pertinent to addressing inequities in the higher educational system. For instance, if 
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a female student is the first in her family to go to college, she might be the daughter of a 

self-made millionaire who started and built a successful business without the use of a 

college education (I came across one such person in my sample search). This person might 

be first-generation, but may have attended a private high school and lived the life of the 

upper-middle class. Her life experiences and issues would be far different from a student 

who was raised by two community college graduates earning a combined income of 

$40,000 a year. However, using the more sophisticated definition of social class 

(Kahlenberg, 1996), could help reduce the number of such inconsistencies in classification. 

For those who believe social class issues are worth investigating, there are definite 

difficulties in carrying out this sort of research. I had a hard time securing a sample of 

Anglo male students from the lower-middle class strata. There is information available in 

student data bases that can help make identification easier, but laws such as FERPA keep 

certain information about students under protection and inaccessible. This is a good thing. 

But, it makes research on social class arduous. If one cannot easily and effectively identify 

social class standing, one cannot easily and effectively study social class issues. 

Like the popular media, the majority of educational research on social inequity 

focuses on gender and racial issues. A recent article in the Chronicle of Higher Education 

highlighted an ongoing debate over which variables are more pertinent: race issues or 

social class issues (Shea, 1997). The argument seems moot to me. It should not be an 

either/or situation. Gender and race are important issues but should be considered in a 

social class context. For example, when we speak of women's issues, how much do a 
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married female physics professor and a destitute single mother have in common? Well, 

they are both women. But that is about the extent of it in terms of lifestyle and day-to-day 

concerns. The same is true for students. There are obvious differences of concerns for 

Hispanic, Black, Native American, and Caucasian students. However, low income minority 

and white students may have much more in common regarding needs and issues while 

attending college than, for instance, a wealthy Hispanic and a poor Hispanic. 

Discovering the extreme differences in college experience of the upper- and 

lower-middle class white males in this study really emphasized this pwint for me. Social 

class is important and needs to be considered when conducting any study on social 

relations. Social stratification and class, like it or not, are the foundations of our 

socio-economic system. Our higher educational literature reflects our interest in 

understanding how demographic variables, such as gender and race, contribute to impede 

mobility within our socio-economic structure. However, little is written on the role of 

social standing in impeding mobility (there is virtually nothing written on the effects of 

social class during and after your college education). Immersed in our achievement 

ideology, we are accustomed to thinking of social class as an outcome and not as a variable 

contributing to its own outcome. In reality it is both variable and outcome. For many, the 

"sk>' is not really the limit." Socio-economic variables hinder some and help others, even 

within a single university setting. Just ask the LMC and Fraternity students at Mesearch 

University. 
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Final Comments on the Students at Mesearch University 

Based on the data, the Fraternity and LMC students were experiencing university 

life differently and were forming social class identities quite separate from each other. The 

university setting, as an identity formation site, seemed to mirror larger economic system 

biases that facilitate the perpetuation and development of different social class identities. 

The different social class identities became evident as the students talked about their 

lifestyles, aspirations, and expectations. 

The Fraternity students were enjoying more free time and devoting much of their 

energies to the social aspects of university life. They were developing networks and honing 

the skills necessary to reproduce or improve on their upper-middle class backgrounds. The 

Fraternity students expected to move into professional positions among the upper-middle 

class. In general, their aspirations were much higher than the aspirations of the LMC 

students. 

The LMC students were spending their free time working in off-campus jobs that 

provided supplemental income, but did little to develop social skills or connections for 

future participation in the professional culture. The LMC students, for the most part, were 

isolated and removed from the campus community. These students expected much less in 

return for their educational investment than the Fraternity students expected. In general, the 

LMC students aspired to lower standards of living than the Fraternity students. 
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This whole study boils down to the relative life chances of these two social groups. 

The issue being that, even with identical educational credentials, the playing field is far 

fi-om equal. As one Fraternity student poignantly stated, "You have to be in the right 

ballpark." From birth, the Fraternity students played in a social ballpark that provided 

much greater opportunities than the LMC students. The Fraternity students went to better 

schools and had access to more valuable contacts and resources than the LMC students 

(before, during, and after college). Even within this single university setting, the LMC 

students were still playing in a different, lower quality, ballpark. 

The best evidence of this inequity was how the Fraternity students were not aware 

of the lower-middle class students on campus. Some of the Fraternity students had a hard 

time believing some people in college dS! not have money. The Fraternity students were 

concerned with other Fraternity students. They were competitive among each other and 

saw themselves as the future leaders of the country. As several Fraternity students stated, 

they did not care about students who were not in their social circles. They "weren't 

important." They "weren't a threat." 

The LMC students, on the other hand, were very aware of the Fraternity students. 

They knew about them, had definite opinions about them, and often defined themselves in 

terms of what Fraternity students were not. The LMC students may have been, consciously 

or unconsciously, battling to enter this elite social group. However, the vast majority came 

to the realization that there is only so much room at the top. Their experiences at the 

university showed them who would occupy those spots after college. The LMC students 
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were taking the same classes and getting the same grades (actually slightly better) than the 

Fraternity students. However, most of the LMC students, in the end, settled for aspirations 

much lower thzin the Fraternity students. Even though the data suggested the LMC students 

were working harder for their education than the Fraternity students, their expectations were 

much lower. The relative social standing of these two groups within the university setting 

made the playing field anything but equal. 

Not all of the LMC students were aware of the advantages of the Fraternity students. 

These LMC students felt they could achieve their aspirations through their own hard work. 

Even though they may have been holding substantially higher GPAs than the Fraternity 

students, these LMC students were not aware their aspirations were much lower than those 

of the Fraternity students. Some of these LMC students actually felt they had an advantage 

over the Fraternity- students because they knew how to work hard for something and would, 

consequently, achieve greater outcomes. These students believed wholeheartedly in the 

achievement ideology and that they were playing in the same ballpark as the Fraternity 

students. However, based on the data from this study, they were not. 

Some other LMC students were not completely sold on the notion of a meritocratic 

system. They were aware of the advantages of the Fraternity students, but felt college was 

still their best option. They accepted the equality plus for the children of the rich as a fact of 

life. Others were bitter towards these inequalities and loathed the upper-middle class 

students for their good fortune. These LMC students did everything they could to define 

themselves as different from the Fraternity students. They wanted no part of the 
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upper-middle class culture and felt the value of working hard for what you earn far 

exceeded any material gains obtained through birthright. 

Both Fraternity and LMC students believed, at least to some degree, in the 

achievement ideology. Even the LMC students who saw through the achievement ideology 

did not forsake it completely. They would not have been in college if they did not think 

their efforts would pay-off. For all of the LMC students, the achievement ideology served 

to give them hope, if not, keep them from noticing and/or questioning the inequities of the 

system. 

In many cases, the achievement ideology and the obvious inequities of the social 

system could not be reconciled. I pushed some of the LMC and Fraternity students to 

explain how affirmative action for minorities and women was different from equality plus 

for the rich. None could offer a convincing explanation. Many, dogmatically stood by their 

beliefs in the achievement ideology, or just defaulted and said something to 

the effect of "that's just the way it is," without further attempt to explain the inconsistencies. 

This philosophical contradiction seemed to be a manifestation of the paradoxical nature of 

our economic system and national culture. The fact that the contradiction could exist 

unchallenged in the minds of these students might be indicative of the power of the 

achievement ideology and how it serves to simultaneously unite and stratify our national 

population. Even when one is the victim of blatant discrimination, one is inclined to defend 

the system as a fair one. One's beliefs in the achievement ideology run deep and often are 

above reproach. 
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It is my interpretation that the achievement ideology provides a sense of order and 

security within a highly biased system. Widespread belief in the achievement ideology 

allows those on top and those on the bottom to agree, for the most part, that we all 

determine our own destinies. To abandon the achievement ideology is to relinquish hope 

for ourselves and our children. MacLeod's (1995) Hallway Hangers did just that. They 

dropped-out. They came to the conclusion that, for them, life would not get much better. 

Given their life circumstances, the Hallway Hangers may not have been able to deny the 

darker truths of capitalism. And so, the rational myth of equality was shattered. Whether 

they knew it or not, they played a very necessary role in our socio-economic process. The 

Hallway Hangers were the sacrificial lambs of a capitalist economy. By design or default of 

our economic system, some must be denied the American Dream so that others can achieve 

it. The very premise of capitalism demands that in order for there to be rich people, there 

has to be poor people. Currently, the schism between rich and poor can be negotiated 

through governmental intervention, but the dichotomy is inherent. 

The LMC students were a long way from the Hallway Hangers. The LMC smdents 

had distinguished themselves from the majority of their high school peers and were going to 

obtain a college degree. They had, to some extent, achieved the American Dream. They 

were not about to renounce the achievement ideology just because the realities of our 

socio-economic system started shutting doors once they were in college. Similar to the 

Hallway Hangers, some LMC students saw through the achievement ideology. Although 

the LMC students did not resist and drop-out, I propose they helped facilitate their own 
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social class reproduction. The LMC students were actively limiting themselves through a 

combination of acceptance and resistance (discussed thoroughly in the last section of my 

analysis). 

The LMC students would never consider dropping-out completely. However, like 

the Hallway Hangers, the LMC students lowered their expectations and aspirations to fall 

within limits that became more reasonable considering their socio-economic constraints. 

Ironically, these socio-economic constraints were not perceived, and their aspirations were 

not lowered, until they started attending college. For the Hallway Hangers, it meant 

dropping-out and settling for whatever they could get without a high school diploma. For 

the LMC students, it was more a matter of setting their sights lower than originally intended 

after enrolling at Mesearch. In the case of the LMC students, the dream did not die. It was 

simply redefined according to the limitations they encountered at Mesearch. 

For the most part, the LMC and Fraternity students were hoping to replicate or 

slightly improve on the lifestyles provided by their parents. Some differences in 

experiences and identit>' formation were initiated by socio-economic inequities present prior 

to their arrival at the university. For the majority of the LMC students, however, their life 

expectations were raised during their high school experiences and then lowered during their 

time at the university. Their interactions (and/or lack of interactions), in and out of class 

with students from higher socio-economic backgrounds, served to show the LMC students 

that their chances of breaking into the uppjer-middle class were slim. The LMC students 

were exceptional students in their high schools but most were only average or slightly 
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above average students at the university. Many of the LMC students came to realize that 

similarly average or slightly below average students from the upper-middle class had a 

much better chance of reproducing their social class than the LMC students had of breaking 

into the upper-middle class. At Mesearch, it seemed the LMC and Fraternity students were 

not being tracked solely on their merits, but based on their socio-economic backgrounds, as 

well. 

Many LMC students learned they should not aspire to too much. The best jobs were 

reserved for those with the right connections. Those students in the LMC group did not 

hang-out and party with sons and daughters of corporate leaders, lawyers, or doctors. They 

were not working on the latest computer systems and software. They did not have parents 

who knew other professionals in the fields of their interest. Working jobs for supplemental 

income was not really optional. 

Moreover, the LMC students learned that they were not able to live the same 

lifestyles as the Fraternity students and still achieve their goals. The LMC students did not 

play Nintendo games all day and waste the afternoons away in front of the television. They 

did not go to the full price theaters to see the latest movies and eat at restaurants on a regular 

basis. They did not get drunk with all their "brothers," have a steak cooked on a barbecue 

in back of their parent's Winnebago, and then head over to die football game on 

homecoming weekend. They were not wondering about who they might ask to the next 

formal or costume party. They were not riding around in expensive cars and wondering 
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where they might go for the weekend. Most LMC students were either working a minimum 

wage job, helping their families out at home, or doing homework. 

But, life is often relative and filled with compromise. A major finding in this study 

supported the notion that f)erceptions of success were contextually dependent. Whether the 

glass is half-empty or half-full, depends on where one might be standing at the time. When 

these LMC smdents compared themselves to their high school classmates, they felt 

extremely successful. However, when they compared themselves to their college peers, 

many felt limited and disadvantaged. In this sense, the LMC students could feel both 

highly successful or depressed depending on the context of my questions. 

Underneath it all, whether they were feeling successful or short-changed, their belief 

in the achievement ideology persevered. The achievement ideology was not foolproof and 

did not apply to all situations, but it had its role in the lives of these students. For most of 

these LMC students, their belief in the achievement ideology lay somewhere between fact 

and faith. 

In the greater scheme, the achievement ideology is both fact and faith. If one is 

fortunate enough to possess the natural skills, motivation, and intelligence necessary to 

achieve superior grades throughout the school system, they will be granted high credentieds 

and most likely achieve a high socio-economic standing, regardless of background. 

However, this is a fate only for the truly exceptional. For the vast majority who fail into the 

"average" academic perfomiance category, their socio-economic strata provides daunting 

structural and cultural barriers to improving social class standing (Jencks. 1979). In fact, it 
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appears necessary for members of each generation to increase their credentials, just to 

duplicate their parents' social standing (Ehrenreich, 1989). The difference between the 

reality of this condition for the Fraternity and LMC students is that upper-middle class 

individuals progress toward their credentials quite naturally. Attending college is part of the 

cultural values and norms particular to the upper-middle class. For the LMC students, the 

battle was uphill. All of the LMC students attending this institution were the exception to 

the rule. Most of their high school peers did not attend college, let alone a large uruversity. 

For the Fraternity students, attending college was part of their culture and pretty much 

automatic. 

Based on the data, I conclude there was great inequity within this university setting, 

especially in relation to Weber's (1958) notion of life chances. There are many 

socio-economic hurdles that restrict college attendance. But, just because one gets to 

college, it does not mean that the playing field is equalized or that one will be playing in the 

same ballpark as others from higher socio-economic backgrounds. On the other hand, these 

LMC students will have greater opportunities than if they did not attend Mesearch 

University (similar to Clark's (1980) observation that community college students had 

advantages over those who did not attend any sort of higher educational institution). Even 

the LMC students who saw through the achievement ideology still believed college was 

their best option in securing their futures. But this study was about what occurred within 

this university setting. All said and done, the data suggest: (a) this university setting 

facilitated the maintenance and/or development of a lower social class identity for the LMC 
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students relative to the Fraternity students; (b) the role of the achievement ideology often 

seemed to serve the interests of the upper classes, since the LMC students had to work 

harder and aspired to less than the students from the upper-middle class; and (c) the relative 

social class identities of the LMC and Fraternity students seemed to guide their relative 

aspirations and expectations, which could facilitate the social class reproduction of these 

upper- and lower-middle class students. Given the responses of the students in this study, 

social class reproductive mechanisms were alive and well within this large public 

university. 

Reflections On Social Class Issues in America 

On a final note, the complexity of the social class issue was brought to light in this 

study. There was evidence that these LMC students were envious of upper-middle class 

students. For as much as they belittled the "shallow" achievements of the Fraternity 

students and valorized their own work ethics, the LMC students seemed equally envious of 

the advantages of wealth. Several LMC students gave the impression that they would 

probably be doing the same things the Fraternity smdents were doing, if they had come 

from money. Others admitted that, if they were successfiil, they would give their own kids 

advantages similar to the fraternity brothers. Some of the LMC students would not concede 

this as a possibility. They remained hard and fast in their value of hard work for themselves 

and, in the fiiture, for their children. However, if one was to read between the lines and sift 

through the animosit}', even these LMC students seemed to envy the lifest>'les of the 

fratemitv' brothers. The impression I took away from talking to these students was that. 
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given the opportunity, they would trade the satisfaction of hard work, for a "silver spoon." 

However, the LMC students knew their lower income life condition was their reality. They 

needed to make sense out of it and find some value in what their fates had brought them. If 

it were a mathematical equation, it might look something like: (I wish I was in their 

situation) + (I hate them because they are rich and I am not) + (I know I will never have the 

advantages they had) x (In order to feel good about my situation, I need to find something 

wrong with theirs) = (Fraternity brothers are lazy and will never know the true value of hard 

work, so I'm glad to be me). 

At its base, the perpetuation of class inequality seems to be grounded in a human 

value that stems directly from the human condition. At our more primal levels, we seek to 

survive, obtain security, and care for our young. Up to this point in history, we have 

attempted to satisfy these primal needs through controlling our surroundings and others as 

much as possible. This approach goes hand-in-hand with a characteristically capitalistic 

desire to exploit others in order to achieve personal gain. This is tempered with a 

humanitarian instinct that encourages us to care for others, as well. However, in this 

culture, a community instinct seems superseded by the other more primitive instincts of 

personal survival. Although we often talk a good game, our behaviors within our 

economic structures reveal that we do not fully embrace the notion of "interdependence" 

and still live more by the law of the jungle. 

In describing their lives if they had come from more money, most of the LMC 

students depicted the lifestyles of the Fraternity students. They simply described how their 
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own situation would improve. There was no mention of helping others who came from less 

money. This, in my mind, is the crux of the social class issue in this society. For these 

LMC students, there seemed to be nothing binding them together. If the views of these 

LMC students could be generalized, one might observe there is no class consciousness that 

forms any sense of loyalty or connection between members of our society in a common 

economic condition. 

Parker (1972) and Ehrenreich (1989) suggested, most people in this country, 

including the lower income groups, describe themselves as middle class. This mislabeling 

blurs the lines of class and makes it difficult for lower income individuals to see themselves 

as part of a group that is suffering systematic oppression. The lower income groups do not 

seem to be aware of a common interest brought on by their shared lower income status. 

Social class bonding may occur within ethnic groups but, rarely is it acknowledged across 

racial lines to the point of forming a shared consciousness for the entire lower class. 

The principles of our economic culture are to "get ahead." That means those around 

you have to be "behind." Zwerling (1976) believed the notion that "there is only so much 

room at the top" is an historical artifact of this countr>'. He felt that we could redirect our 

social conscioiasness to allow for more room at the top. Olin-Wright (1994) and Parker 

(1972), on the other hand, might argue that this is impossible without a strong enough force 

to motivate this sort of widespread social change. I like his ideas, but my questions for 

Zwerling are, what sort of social consciousness would allow more room at the top and who 

might be willing to start this wheel in motion? In addition, even if we made more room at 
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the top, there would be many who are still on the bottom. Allowing a few more to enjoy the 

privileges of being on the top may only be a slight improvement It would not solve the 

problem. If anything, we may need to focus more on narrowing the gap between the top 

and bottom to allow everyone a better quality of life, without destroying the benefits of 

healthy competition. 

Social class stratification is perpetuated by the rich and poor because the priorities in 

this culture focus on the individual. For many, our desire for security far outweighs our 

desire for equity. This is best illustrated when it comes to our children. We want the best 

for our children. The last thing we want to talk about is equity when it may compromise 

any advantage our children might possess. We do not want equity, we just want ourselves 

and our children to have the same advantage that we perceive others to have. 

Unfortunately, in capitalism, to give everyone an advantage is logistically impossible and 

similar to the notion of the children of "Lake Wobegon" all being above average. There has 

to be those at a disadvantage in order for there to be some with an advantage. 

These LMC students may resent the rich and call them immature because they never 

had to take financial responsibility for themselves. But, if it came down to it, like the rich, 

these same LMC students would put their children in the best schools they could afford and 

give their children all the advantages the Fratemit>' students had growing-up. Many people 

do not have a problem with the inequities of the system, so much as where they find 

themselves within the system. This makes it easy for social stratification to persist without 

coercion. 



Our system preaches the philosophy of equity, but rewards the philosophy of 

inequity. We may tell our children that we need to be inclusive and respect differences. In 

the next breath, we might become frustrated with them for not being competitive enough. 

The children are told to cooperate, but to get better grades than the rest. One may go to 

work and be told to be a "team player." Later, one may be told that part of being a team 

player is taking a pay-cut or losing one's job because business is not so good. Usually, the 

team player hears about the self-awarded pay raise for the CEO and his or her advisory 

board for saving so much money by cutting subordinate salaries. The lesson is clear. Those 

beneath the top are unimportant and expendable. Either get to the top or suffer at the hands 

of some unpredictable and unforgiving godhead. The way to do this is to find ways to make 

oneself look good or others look bad. In our society, and in spite of all the chummy and 

inclusive community talk, ultimately, one is not part of the group and is fighting for one's 

life by oneself. 

This may be the most important challenge of our educational system. How can we 

ever expect anyone within this societ>' to make social class issues a priorit>' when we are 

socialized in our socio-economic systems to value the individual in spite of the group. 

Foley (1990) states, "Each new generation of Americans learns our republican ideals of 

equality and brotherhood from their textbook lessons, but we continue to socialize each new 

generation to communicate in ways that undermine our egalitarian intents and ideals" (p. 

155). This philosophical contradiction is enmeshed in all of our social and economic 

structures and cultures. We are taught to value community, but we are usually financially 
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rewarded for doing better than the next person. To the victor goes the spoils. The "loser" 

gets nothing except pity or ridicule, depending on the context. There is no acknowledgment 

that everyone who competes is instrumental in the winner's accomplishments. We forget 

that without the losers, there could be no winners. Again, without the poor there can be no 

rich. Right now, our society does not adequately acknowledge this interdependence, let 

alone reward those who practice principles of interdependence. 

But, is this the way we are? There are many, from both the upper and lower classes, 

who do not acknowledge our current disparity between philosophy and practice. As I 

pointed out, even the LMC students did not complain about inequities in the system. They 

just wished they had the same advantages as the fraternity brothers. Maybe those that do 

see hypocrisies in our system as problematic are just not high enough in number, or 

strategic enough in position, to spur widespread philosophical and behavioral changes that 

embrace the practice of interdependent thinking. The achievement ideology may provide 

too much of a smoke screen to permit the majority from seeing the true nature of our current 

social problems. Unfortunately, until the conflict between our philosophy of equity and our 

practice of rewarding exploitation is seen as problematic, all discussions about social 

equality and equal opportunity are just noise. 

In order to address the social issues that plague our society, we need to fully 

understand the reasons behind the conditions. Once we understand and accept the inherent 

hypocrisies in our socio-economic system and national culture, we can begin to make plans 

to create a better society. If the name of the game is to get ahead, we also need to educate 

I 
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our citizens to what happens when the discrepancy between rich and poor becomes too 

great. Survival and security of the individual is also dependent on the health of society, 

meaning all the individuals within society. Ideally, the rich would come to understand that 

they cannot be rich without the consent of the poor. The system is a relationship between 

the richer and the poorer. Whether it is a healthy relationship, is up to us. 

I have no solution or operationalized plan of attack for bringing about this change. 

I can only recognize the magnitude of the problem and morally support further study 

towards understanding and addressing socio-economic equity. Ultimately, it seems it is an 

issue of social conscience at the individual, national, and global levels. If enough people 

feel that aspiring to equity is important, it will happen. If a critical mass is not reached, 

things will remain unchanged and we will continue to run the world's motor on high octane 

exploitation. Those who believe it is important, need to set an example and act in a manner 

that embraces the notions of interdependence in dl aspects of their lives. Admittedly, this is 

tough to do when it takes all our energy just to get that promotion. 

Therefore, it is not going to be easy. Moving from an ideology of exploitation to 

one of interdependence is something that will take some work. Everyone will have to do 

their part and find value in creating this change in order for it to occur. For those of us in 

the higher educational setting, it would behoove us to be creative and forward thinking. For 

instance, teaching the realities of social class reproduction in this society, along with 

advocating the notion of interdependence, can become an essential part of the curriculum. 

We might help students to develop the tools to discuss these social issues of equity and 
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interdependence through their coursework. We could design courses for a general 

curriciolum that would be based on a social justice theme, thus infusing the curriculum with 

the principles of social equity. Ideally, students could not become educated in any math, 

science, business, or arts and humanities discipline without having to discuss and integrate 

principles of social equity into their fields of study. 

In addition to using the curriculum to promote a society that values and practices 

principles of social equity, there are other things we can do to help our students and bring 

about social change. For instance, the way we serve our students could be improved 

through the application of social class reproduction theory. As I discussed earlier, 

developmental issues historically have overlooked socio-economic variables that might 

affect students' development, and ultimately, educational and career opportunities for their 

ftitures. Social class reproduction constructs could be used to inform and improve our 

current theories on student development. 

At the very least, it is the role of higher education to get the conversation going. If 

we can encourage discussion by bringing social equity issues to the forefiront of the minds 

of our students, we might be able to start the wheels of social change. Of course, it will take 

effort fi-om all levels in our social system. But, as educators, we need to concentrate on 

what is within our control. We should never, ever underestimate the potential impact of our 

slightest efforts. 

J 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR INITIAL LMC SAMPLE 

Where did you just come from? 
Did you have any classes today? 
How were they? 
What's your favorite TV show? 
What are you going to do this weekend? In your free time? 
What did you do last weekend? In your free time? 
When you aren't studying, what do you like to do? 
What musical groups do you like? 
What is your favorite sport? 
What's your favorite magazine? 

Interview guide (format is open-ended so these questions may or may not be included and other questions 
will develop from student responses and comments): 
If I say UA, what is the first thing that comes to your mind? 
What don't you like about going to the UA? 
What do you like? 
Did you think about going anywhere else? Where? 
What could happen that would make you leave UA? 
If you weren't going to the UA now, what would you be doing? 
How did you make-up your mind to come to school here? 
Have you decided on a major? 
How did you make-up your mind to choose your major? 
Tell me about your career goals. 
When you become successful, what will that look like? 
How will it be the same or different than the way you grew-up? 
What will determine whether you get what you want out of life? education? career? 
Is going to the UA what you expected? 
How are you handling the workload? 
What makes it easy or hard? Other commitments? 
Tell me about your relationships with other smdents, 

faculty, 
university staff, 
administrators. 

What are your friends from high-school doing? Did you meet new friends in college? Tell me about them. 
Could I hang-out with you during a typical day? 
Do you have fnends who come from a similar background that might be interested? 
Can I count on you for the next interview? 
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APPENDIX B 

FIRST STUDENT PERCEPTION SURVEY 

I. Age: 2. Class level (circle one): Fresh Soph Junior Senior 
3. Estimated graduation date: 
4. Student classification (circle one): Full-time Half-time Less than half-time 
5. Did you ever stop out of school? yes no 6. When? 7. For how long? 
8. Did you ever attend community college or the military before you attended the UA? yes no 
9. How many credits did you transfer in from community college or military college? 
10. Number of siblings? 
I I .  N u m b e r  o f  s i b l i n g s  i n  c o l l e g e ?  
12. Are you eligible for a Pell Grant? 
13. Are you currently working? yes no 
14. What are you doing? 
16. Mother attended college? yes no 
18. Type of college (circle all that apply) 
19. Dad attended college? yes no 
21. Type of college (circle all that apply) 
22. Mom's occupation: 
23. Dad's occupation: 
24. Family Income (circle one): less than 10,000/yr 10k-20k/'yr 20k-30k/yr 
30k-40k/yr 40k-50k/yr 50k-60k/yr 60k-70k/yr over 70,000/yr 

Please RATE the following statements and THEN EXPLAIN why you rated the statement the way you did. 
The ratings are: l=strongIy agree, 2=somewhat agree. 3=neutral response, 4=somewhat disagree, 
5=strongly disagree. If you need more room, please use the backs of these pages. 

I. Anyone can get ahead in America if they are just willing to work hard and "pay their dues." 
12 3 4 5 

E.xplain: 

2. If I get an education. 1 will get the job I desire. 12 3 4 5 
Explain: 

15. Hours/week 
17. Graduated from college? yes no 

2yr 4 yr Trade School Military Academy 
20. Graduated from college? yes no 

2yr 4yr Trade School Military Academy 

3. The only factor that will determine if I obtain my goals is how much 1 "want it" and how hard 1 work to 
get it. 1 2 3 4 5 
Explain; 
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4. This country has equal opportunities for everyone regardless of their race and religion and regardless of 
whether they are from rich or poor families. 

1 2 3 4 5 
Explain: 

5. The UA and its faculty and administrators are doing an excellent job. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Explain; 

6. 1 am doing very well in my classes. 1 2 3 4 5 
Explain: 

7. I get graded fairly and other students in my classes get graded fairly by my instructors. 12 3 4 
5 
E.\plain: 

8. The grade I get in a class depends on the professor. 12 3 4 5 
E.xplain: 

9. Affirmative action is a great program. 1 2 3 4 5 
Explain: 

10. Scholarships should be based on ethnicity to help students who are disadvantaged by their racial 
background. 1 2 3 4 5 
Explain: 

1 1 . 1  t h i n k  I  w i l l  h a v e  n o  t r o u b l e  g r a d u a t i n g  f r o m  t h e  U A .  1  2  3  4  5  
Explain: 

12. For me. the UA is a very friendly and comfortable place to attend school. 
12 3 4 5 

Explain: 

i 
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13. The UA was my first choice of schools. 1 2 3 4 5 
Explain; 

If you wish to participate in the interview portion of this research, please fill in the following information 
and I will contact you shortly: To reiterate, your panicipation and the information in this survey and in the 
interviews is guaranteed confidential. Thanks again for your participation! 

Name; Phone; 
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APPENDIX C 

MAILING SURVEY 

My name is Sam Sanders and I am a student in the Department of Higher Education at the University of 
Arizona. I am researching the student point of view and would appreciate your input. The survey includes 
some background information and some statements that ask your opinion on a variety of topics. Please 
complete the survey and return it in the pre-paid postage envelope provided. 

Please take a moment to explain your responses. This information is crucial to the study. For example, if 
you strongly disagree with the statement, tell me the reason(s) you strongly disagree. Please do the same if 
you strongly agree, somewhat agree, are neutral, or somewhat disagree. 

I am also conducting interviews to provide a deeper understanding of what students are thinking. The 
interviews last approximately one hour and would be scheduled at your convenience. $5 (American) will 
be paid to those who participate in the interview portion. I know this isn't a lot but it's an easy S5 for you 
and it's the best I can do and still cover my living expenses (research costs a lot when you don't have a 
grant). I truly would be grateful for your help. 

Complete confidentiality is guaranteed in every aspect of your participation in this study. The information 
obtained in my research is for my own use to fulfill educational requirements and your privacy will never 
be compromised as a result of this study. 

If you decide to help with the interviews, please include your name and phone number at the end of the 
survey so I can contact you and arrange a time and place at your convenience. Or, call me at 882-2068 and 
we will set-up a time. 

Thanks again and have a great "rest of the semester." 

Sam Sanders 
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Student Perception Survey 

The information you provide in this survey will be held completely confidential and in no way will your 
responses ever be connected to your identity in a way that would compromise this confidentiality. 

I. Age: 2. Class level (circle one): Fresh Sophomore Junior Senior 
3. Estimated graduation date: 
4. Student classification (circle one): Full-time Half-time Less than half-time 
5. Cumulative GPA (circle one): 0.0-0.5 0.5-1.0 1.0-1.5 1.5-2.0 2.0-2.5 2.5-3.0 3.0-3.5 3.5-4.0 
6. Did you attend college right after high-school? yes no 

6a. If not, how much time was there between your high-school graduation and when you started classes 
in college? 
7. Did you ever take time off from college? yes no 

7a. If so, when? 
7b. For how long? 

8. Did you attend (circle all that apply): another 4yr college community college or military college 
before you attended the UA? 
9. What was you class standing when you started taking classes at the UA? (circle one): 

Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior 
10. Number of siblings? 
I I .  N u m b e r  o f  s i b l i n g s  i n  c o l l e g e ?  
Your major field of study: 
If undecided, what is your anticipated major? 
Desired career and job position: 
Are you eligible for a (circle all that apply): Pell Grant Workstudy SEOG Supplemental Stafford 
16. Are you currently working? yes no 
17. If so. describe the work you are doing; 

17a; How many hours per week do you work? 
18. Mother attended college? yes no 19. Graduated from college? yes no 
20. Type of college (circle all that apply) 2yr 4 yr Trade School Military Academy 
21. Dad attended college? yes no 22. Graduated from college? yes no 
23. Type of college (circle all that apply) 2yr 4yr Trade School Military Academy 
24. Mom's occupation; 
25. Dad's occupation: 
26. Family Income (circle one): less than 10,000/yr 10k-20k/yr 20k-30k/yr 
30k-40k/yr 40k-50k/\T 50k-60k/yr 60k-70k/yr over 70,000/yr 
27. Parents marital status: 

Please RATE the following statements and THEN EXPLAIN why you rated the statement the way you did. 
The ratings are; l=strongly agree, 2=somewhat agree, 3=neutral response, 4=somewhat disagree, 
5=strongly disagree. If you need more room, please use the backs of these pages. 

1. Anyone can get ahead in America if they are just willing to work hard and "pay their dues." 
12 3 4 5 

Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

2. If I graduate and get the degree, I will get the job I desire. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 
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3. This country has equal opportunities for everyone regardless of their race and religion and regardless of 
whether they are from rich or poor families. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

4. Obtaining my professional goals will depend on "who I know" and not "what 1 know." 
12 3 4 5 

Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

5. 1 am learning something useful in my classes. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

6. My instructors grade fairly. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

7. My professors are helpful and easy to talk to. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

8. My professors have confidence in me and encourage me to succeed. 12 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

9. The grade 1 get in a class depends on the professor. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

10. Affirmative action is a great program. 12 3 4 5 



Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

1 1 .  S o m e  s c h o l a r s h i p s  s h o u l d  b e  a w a r d e d  b a s e d  o n  e t h n i c i t y .  1  2  3  4  S  
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

12. Some scholarships should be awarded based on need. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

13. For me, the UA is a very friendly and comfortable place to attend school. 
12 3 4 5 

Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

I wish I were more involved with other activities on campus besides my classes. 
1 2 3 4 5 

Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

14a. Please identify what kinds of activities you would like to be involved 

14b. Please identify the kinds of activities you are involved in already. 

15. I think joining a fraternity is a good idea. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

16. I've made some good fnends at the UA. 1 2 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

3 4 5 
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17. I hang-out with my high-school friends more than my UA friends. 12 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

18. I study with my UA friends and we help each other with homework. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

19. The UA was my first choice of schools. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

19a. Please identify any other choices you had and why you chose the UA.. 

20. Only running out of money for school would make me drop-out or stop taking classes before I 
graduate. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

20a. If there would be other reasons for leaving, what would they be. 

21. The UA is a "well-run" institution. 1 2 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 
(please include what the UA could change to be better if you don't fully agree with this statement) 

22. I think 1 will have no trouble graduating from the UA.. 12 3 4 5 
Please explain why you responded the way you did. 

Please list your name and phone number so we can set-up a time to do an interview (or call me at 882-2068 
and leave the information on my answering machine). Once again, your participation and the information 
in this survey and in the interviews is guaranteed confidential and your help is greatly appreciated. 
Thanks for your lime and effort. 
Name: Phone: 

t 

i 
A 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW OUTLINE FOR THE LMC STUDENTS 

Introduce myself and what I am doing (can be done during the phone call to schedule interview). 
Interviews will be scheduled at the Main Library. 

Qgngral fggl for how he spends time: 
Are you going to summer-school? 
What are you doing this summer? 
Describe a typical day/week for you this summer (walk him through it - "the alarm goes off, eat 
breakfast?, what do you do before you go to school, work, etc..."). Or, describe yesterday (make sure it's 
a weekday) and tell me how that is similar or different from a typical day. Weekends spent doing ... 
Describe a typical day during the school year (I know this may be difficult since it isn't during the school 
year but I need to try it anyway -1 may have to ask this question again during the school year). Weekends 
spend doing ... 

Reasons for attending the UA and selecting their major and how thev see these decisions impacting their 
life; 
Why did you decide to get a college degree? 
Did you have help making this decision? 

From what or who? 
Why did you decide to get a college degree from a large public universit>' like the UA instead of going 
straight to work or going to a community college? 
Why did you pick the UA? 

Did you have help making this decision? 
From what or who? 

What are you high-school friends doing? 
Why do you think the ones that did not go to college did not go? 
How are you different from them? 
If you weren't going to the UA now. what would you be doing? 
(If they say "working" ask where and in what capacity and why and how they would find themselves 
there). 
Did you think about going anywhere else? 

Where? 
Why? 

Could anything happen that would make you leave school? 
Could anything happen that would make you give-up on a college degree altogether? 

Career Goals: 
Tell me about your career goals. 

How did you come to decide on these goals? 
When you are successful, tell me what that will look like (type of job, position, lifestyle, family?, income, 
where live?, kind of car, etc.). 
How will it be different than how you grew-up? 
How will it be the same as how you grew-up? 
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Fambucks: 
How do you feel about students who have money from the start and don't have to work or take out loans to 
get through school? 
Do you see these students as having an advantage over you in being successful at college or in life? 

How or how not? 
Do you think your career and life goals have been influenced based on how much money you come from? 

How? or How are they not? (e.g., have you ruled-out any possible future based on your family's 
financial background?) 
Is "who you know" important in achieving your goals? 
If you came from or had more money, would you be going to the UA and would you have chosen your 
current major? 

If no, where/what would you be doing? 
Why? 

HOtirs: 
Do you live with your parents? 
Do you have a summer job? Tell me about your job. 
Do you need to work to pay for school? 
Are you aware of any other options (loans, scholarships, etc.)? 

If so, why don't you do them? 
Do you have a job during school? Tell me about your job. 
(if have a job during school) Tell me why you chose to work and go to school full-time. 
Do you have alternatives you were aware of? If so, why didn't you take the alternatives? 
If worked 20 hours or over, ask how it went and why chose to work so much and go to classes full-time. 
If you have a test that you are studying for but have to work, do you take time off work or do you go to 
work and not study as much for the test? 

Why? 
(if do not have a job) Tell me why you chose not to work while going through school. 

GEA: 
How are you handling your workload? 
What makes it easy or hard? Anything else? 
How important is your GPA to you toward achieving your goals? 

Explain. 
How are your grades? 

Are they where you want them? 
Why or why not? 

If not, are you doing anything to get them where you want them? 
What could happen (besides personal effort) that would help you improve your grades - at home, or at 
school, etc.? 

Meritocracy Issue: 
What and'or who will determine whether you achieve your college goals? 

What else? 
Why? 
Who else? 
Why? 

Do you think you get what you deserve based on your efforts? 
(Ask to reconcile "who you know" and "what you know" issue) 
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Do you think you should be making contacts while at school to give you a better chance of success in the 
workplace? 
Do the professors and classes seem fair? 

What makes you say one way or the other? 
Do you think you will be treated fairly in the woricplace? 

Why or why not? 

College Preparation: 
Is going to the UA what you expected? 

If so, how and why? 
If not, how and why different? 

What would make going to the UA better? 
Is there anything about the UA that makes it hard to graduate? 
What about the UA helps make it easier for you to graduate? 
Are classes what you expected? 

If so, how and why? 
If not, how and why different? 

What would make your classes better? 
Is there anything about your classes that makes it hard to graduate? 
Is there anything you particularly like about your classes? 

Relationship with Faculty and Classes: 
Tell me about your relationship with faculty at the UA? 

Are they helpful? 
How are they helpful? 
How are they not helpful? 

Do you get the impression that they care if you succeed or not? 
What makes you feel this way? 

Is it important to you to get to know faculty members or to have them know and like you? 
Why or why not? 
Will it make a difference in you achieving your goals? 
Why or why not? 

Are they good teachers? 
What would make them better? 
Does it matter to you if they are good teachers? 

Mem and Dad Edtication: 
Determine from survey whether mom and dad went to and graduated from college. 
(Ask if student lives with both or one parent or does not live with either). 
How does mom talk about college? 

How does she talk about professors? 
Do you share her views? 
Why or why not? 

How does dad talk about college? 
How does she talk about professors? 
Do you share her views? 
Why or why not? 

How do your fnends talk about college and professors? 
Do you share their views? 
Why or why not? 
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Techbus and Humart: 
If decided on a major, ask how they decided and why? 
If not decided, ask how they will decide and why? 
Do you and your parents see eye-to-eye on most things? 

What things do you agree on? 
What things don't you agree on? 

Has what you have learned in college (and/or in your major) changed the way you think about things? 
How? 

Relationship with Smdents and the IJA: 
Teil me about your relationship with other students at the UA. 
Is it important to you to have other students as friends at this university? 

Why or why not? 
Will it make a difference in you achieving your educational goals? 

Why or why not? 
Is it important that you feel comfortable and welcomed and a part of the community at the UA? 

Why or why not? 
Is it important for you to be involved in extracurricular activities (e.g., club and orgs., sports, etc.)? 

Why or why not? 

Expectations from Education: 
Do you have the same educational and career goals you had when you started school? 
Have you changed them? 

Why? 

Closing: 
Could 1 call you for another interview and/or sit-in on one of your classes with you this fall? 
Do you have any friends at this institution that come from a similar background that might be interested in 
being interviewed? 
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR UA FRATERNITY SAMPLE 

Demopraphic Background: 
Age: 
Year in college: 
Major: 
Anticipated major: 
How many credits are you taking? 
CPA: 
High-school GPA: 
Mother attended college? 
Mother graduated? 
Type of college (name): 
Father attended college? 
Father graduated? 
Type of college (name): 
Father's occupation: 
Mother's occupation: 
Family income: 
Parents marital status: 
Are you local or from out-of-town? 

Living Situation: 
Describe your living situation at school. 

A Dav in the Life: 
Tell me how you spend a typical day ... when you get-up and then a play-by-play ... hour-by-hour. 
Weekends? 

High-school Experience: 
Tell me about high-school? 
Tell me about your peers in high-school. 
Did they go to college? Where? 
Why do you think they chose to go there or do what they are doing? 
Tell me about your teachers in high-school. 
Tell me about your counselors in high-school. 

College Going Influences: 
Did your teachers or counselors talk to you about college? What did they say? 
Did your peers talk to you about college? What did they say? 
Did your parents talk to you about college? What did they say? 
Anyone else in your family go to college (extended family included)? 
How did they talk about college? What is your relationship like with them? 

College Impact on Values: 
Do you share the same values as your parents? See pretty much eye-to-eye? 
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If so how ... if not, how different? 
Have you changed any of your values and attitudes since you came to college? 
How did they change? Did your view change because of college? What makes you say this? 

Aspirations: 
What are your career goals? 
How did you decide on these goals? 
When do you plan to finish school? 
Is there anything that could make you leave school? 
Have your goals for career or school changed since you started at the UA? Why or why not? How do you 
feel about the changes? 
Tell me about what it will look like when you are successful. 
How will it be the same as how you grew-up? 
How will it be different than how you grew-up? 
Have you planned out how you are going to get there? 
What will determine if you reach your goals? What makes you say this? 

Why Colkgg? 
What does a college degree mean to you? 
What will a degree do for you? 
What made you decide to go to college as opposed to other options you might have? 
Did you have help in deciding? From what or who? 

Collggg Choi^g: 
Did you have other college options besides UA? What were they? 
What made you finally decide on UA? 
Did you have help making the decisions? What or who? 
Did anyone come to visit you at your high-school about coming to UA? 
What did they say or do that helped you decide? 
Is there a difference between going to Pima and going to the UA or going to Harvard? How is it different? 
Describe a typical fraternity brother. 
Describe a typical non-fraternity UA student. 
Describe a typical Pima student. 

Expectations: 
Is going to the UA what you expected? 
How or how not? 
How could it be improved? 

College Network: 
Why do you belong to a fraternity? 
Tell me about your peers here at the UA. 
How are they different than your peers in high-school? same? 
Is it important to meet a lot of people in college for you to achieve your goals? What makes you say this? 
Are you meeting people in college that will help you achieve your goals? 

Instructors: 
Tell me about your instructors here. 
How often do you talk to them one-on-one? 
What do you talk about? 
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Is it important to your goals that you have a friendly relationship with your instructors? Why? 
Do your instructors grade fairly? What makes you say that? 
Have you ever received a bad grade because of an instructor? What makes you say that? 
Have you ever received a good grade because of an instructor? 
What makes a good instructor? 
What makes a bad one? 
Does in make a difference m your grade if they are good or bad? What makes you say that? 

Grades: 
How are you handling the studies? 
Are your grades where you want them? Why do you say that? 
Are you doing anything about them if they aren't? What? 
Why or why not? 
How important are grades in achieving your goals? What makes you say this? 

Staff: 
Do you interact with any staff here at UA? Which ones? 
Tell me about your interactions with staff. 
What is good about the UA? 
What could make it better? 

Meritocracv: 
What does it take to get ahead in America? What makes you say that? 
Does this country provide equal opportunities for people of different race, gender, or financial 
background? What makes you say that? 
If no. should we change anything? What? Why do you say that? 
Is what you know important to you achieving your goals? 
Is who you know important to you achieving your goals? 
What are your views on affirmative action? What makes you say this? 
Has it ever affected you or anyone you know directly? How? 

Monev: 
Are you working now? 
If no, why don't you work? 
If yes, where? 
How do you like it? 
Why do you work? 
Do you need the money for school? Who pays for your school? 
If not. what do you spend it on? 
If you have a test or assignment you need to get ready for, will you take-off work to get ready for it? 
How about loans and grants ... have you applied? Why or why not? 

SES: 
Do you see yourself as having an advantage over students who come from less money? Why? 
Do you think your career and life goals have been influenced based on how much money you come from? 
What makes you say this? 
If you come from more money, would you still be here? 
If you come from less money, would you still be here? 
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