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ABSTRACT 

This project speaks to those with broad research interests in rhetorical studies, the 

ethnography of working class students and scholars, and the role of socioeconomic class 

in education. In this dissertation, I take as the object of my study two groups of primary 

sources—the autobiographical rhetorical pieces that appear in a set of five main books of 

essays by and about working class people and postings to a national working class 

academic listserv. My purpose in examining these texts is to compare definitions and 

experiences of "working class scholars" as conveyed by the writers and to explicate and 

analyze these definitions and rhetorical strategies. This study argues for the existence of 

a shared discourse among working class intellectuals that developed from the 

autobiographical essays the scholars created for a core set of published texts, the working 

class listserv, and additional related texts. These shared narratives give insight into 

working class scholars' beliefs, actions, education and worldviews as the writers attempt 

to understand the ways class has acted on their lives and their scholarship. On a larger 

scale, this study investigates how people tell stories about themselves and how these 

stories evolve over time to become stronger and more similar to each other, the longer the 

discourse exists. 

In their discourse, the working class academics give voice to members of an 

emerging and identifiable common discourse. Texts in this discourse include 

commonalties of form and thematic content that circulate freely among members even 

though the discourse community is widely dispersed geographically. The working class 

writers use a common language to characterize their experiences and to speak 
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meaningfully to each other about them. Exploring the classed discourse and difficulties 

expressed in these texts sheds light on American class structures, and suggests ways in 

which universities might better serve and retain working class people. 
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Chapter 1 

IN THE BEGINNING THERE WAS... ; 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY, METHODOLOGY AND THEORY 

Thus, in the working-class movement, while the clenched fist is a necessary 
symbol, the clenching ought never to be such that the hand cannot open, and the 
fingers extended, to discover and give a shape to the newly forming reality. 

—Raymond Williams, Culture & Society 

There's room at the top they are telling you still 
But first you must learn how to smile as you kill 
If you want to be like the folks on the hill 
A working class hero is something to be [...] 

— John Lermon,"Working Class Hero" 

Said you was high class; that was just a lie. 
— Elvis Presley, "Hound Dog" 

One to Symbolize Many 

"The scorn I felt for my past, my parents, my students was nothing compared to 

the scorn I felt for myself (254). For years, one man rose with apparent ease through the 

ranks of the American higher education system. He earned his PhD, a tenured position, 

and eventually the respect of his rhetoric and composition colleagues nationwide. 

Nonetheless, while building these credentials, he also harbored feelings of estrangement, 

isolation, and awkwardness deep inside himself. For eighteen years, he hid an addiction 

to painkillers, drugs taken in an attempt to dull a mental rather than a physical ache that 

would not heal. 
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For a long time, he did not understand the root cause of his dejection and believed 

that something powerful but elusive must be wrong with him. Eventually he found 

"reminders of how far [he] had grown away from [his] beginnings, how much [he] had 

changed, how much [he] had denied" (253) and began to suspect that his discomfort and 

doubt might stem from socioeconomic class differences between his home culture and the 

culture of the academy. He located the small body of texts available on social class and 

higher education to learn more about the experiences of other working class scholars, 

understand fiuther the nuances of class, and find solace among peers. He began to resist 

the negativity he discovered in some of the articles published on working class scholars 

and in himself. He sought to find a positive angle with which to view his work and 

presence in academia. The man, rhetoric and composition scholar Gary Tate, has come 

to appreciate his class roots and has now even co-edited a recent collection on 

socioeconomic class and the lives of people holding academic appointments. His hope is 

that other working class scholars might not have to struggle and go imsupported as he did 

for so many years. 

Overview of the Study 

This project speaks to those with broad research interests in rhetorical studies, the 

ethnography of working class students and scholars, and the role of socioeconomic class 

in education. In this dissertation, I take as the object of my study two groups of primary 

sources—^the autobiographical rhetorical pieces that appear in a set of five main books of 

essays by and about working class people and postings to a national working class 
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academic listserv. My purpose in examining these texts is to compare definitions and 

experiences of "working class scholars" as conveyed by the writers and to explicate and 

analyze these definitions and rhetorical strategies. This study argues for the existence of 

a shared discourse among working class intellectvials that developed from the 

autobiographical essays the scholars created for a core set of published texts, the working 

class listserv, and additional related texts. These shared narratives give insight into 

working class scholars' beliefs, actions, education and worldviews as the writers attempt 

to understand the ways class has acted on their lives and their scholarship. 

On a larger scale, this study investigates how people tell stories about themselves 

and how these stories evolve over time to become stronger and more similar to each 

other, the longer the discourse exists. Editor Carolyn Law's highlights such an evolution 

when she describes "the voices of these [working class] scholars and teachers [...] began 

to blend in a shared story of class consciousness and class ambiguity peculiar to the 

working class in higher education" after she read countless texts sent to her for review 

(2). Personal narratives of a group of speakers are molded and a cohesive dialogue is 

created when certain aspects of each person's narrative are overlooked or disregarded 

while others are praised, discussed, or otherwise forwarded. As the working class 

scholars' dialogue grows and coalesces, several topical aspects are emphasized (such as 

the importance of certain cultural experiences) while others are not mentioned by more 

than a few writers and consequently drop from the conversation. Studying such a 

dynamic discourse holds implications for intellectuals from a variety of class 

backgrounds. Eli Goldblatt tells us that doing "research and theory, analysis and 

assessment can become a large-scale way of remembering who we are and what we 

need" (51). In other words, studying the critical narratives of working class scholars 

helps us to better understand who we are as scholars, learners, teachers, and citizens and 
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what we need in order to be productive in those roles. Overall, this study adds to our 

knowledge of culture, society, and higher education by attempting to both describe and 

analyze the emerging discourse of working class scholars. 

Contextualizing This Study 

The effects of socioeconomic class have been often denied or ignored by 

American researchers and general society alike because they conflict with the popular 

notion of the United States as a classless society. Class structure and terminology are 

nebulous in America, a country in which everyone except the very poorest and richest 

describe themselves as "middle class." Naturally then, class has remained a difficult 

subject to address directly and thoroughly. However, class has begun to come under 

serious and in-depth scrutiny in academia thanks in part to the recent work done in a 

number of scholarly disciplines, such as cultural studies, political science and the newer 

discipline of (working) class/labor studies. Discussions of socioeconomic class are now 

crossing over some discipline boundaries, thereby promoting a cross-pollination of ideas, 

and class studies within higher education are slowly working their way closer to the 

forefront of critical issues under debate. 

As part of this theoretical, political and social movement, academics with working 

class backgrounds have begun to articulate their experiences and reflect on the realities of 

their entrance into the "foreign community" of the academy. Working class people are 

truly a minority group within academia. In a recent survey of 567 faculty members at a 

"Big Ten" university, only 2% had parents who held working class jobs while the vast 

majority had professional parents such as lawyers and doctors (Locke 2000). Because 

working class scholars are a minority group in the university culture, it is vital for them to 

connect and dialogue with peers who have similar class backgrounds. Several sites exist 
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where scholars can join in this conversation. The creation of the Center for Working 

Class Studies at Youngstown State University in 1995 provided a significant Internet 

presence, conference creator, conference host, and theory site for the study of working 

class issues beyond labor unions. Joining in the conversation, The Chronicle of Higher 

Education published the article "Seeking Solidarity in the Culture of the Working Class" 

by Jeff Sharlet in its July 1999 issue and created a related Internet colloquy about 

working class studies (http://chronicle.coni/colloquy/99/workingclass/workingclass.htm). 

In addition to these locations, academics across the nation are debating class issues, 

deciding on accepted meanings for pertinent definitions of class and explicating their 

experiences to each other in an online discussion group (working-class-

list@list.acs.uwosh.edu) that was originally created by and for scholars at the University 

of Wisconsin at Oshkosh. Scholars from the working class also examine how class has 

shaped their lives and their work in relatively recent books of collected essays. 

Five major collections written by working class scholars about their lives exist to 

date. These texts are Strangers in Paradise: Academics From the Working Class, This 

Fine Place So Far From Home: Voices of Academics from the Working Class, Liberating 

Memory: Our Work and Our Working-Class Consciousness, Working Class Women in 

the Academy: Laborers in the Knowledge Factory, and Coming to Class: Pedagogy and 

the Social Class of Teachers. In all of these texts, individuals whom Antonio Gramsci 

would call "organic intellectuals"' attempt to define what class means in a "free" and 

"classless" democratic country and to describe how their class background has affected 

their work in and acceptance into the higher education system and the culture of the 

academy. The writings in the collections and on the listserv are individual scholars' 

autobiographical narratives. These narratives include critical analysis of key events in 

the writers' lives that were shaped by their class of origin and the new class environment 

http://chronicle.coni/colloquy/99/workingclass/workingclass.htm
mailto:list@list.acs.uwosh.edu
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in which they find themselves at the academy. Similarities in form, content and 

rhetorical situation draw these works into a common dialogue, a kind of working class 

rhetoric that can be identified and analyzed. 

Description of the Published Collections: Foundations of a Discourse 

Many of the working class scholars published in the collections admit that 

creating their autobiographical essays on class was not an easy thing for them to do. For 

some, the piece that they created was "one of the hardest [texts] they had ever written" 

(Fay and Tokarc2yk 18). To call attention to the difficulties one might have in academia 

coming from a working class background, one must try to articulate a reality of which an 

overwhelming majority of one's colleagues, the general public, and even one's own 

family have little understanding. What's more, it is ultimately much easier to blame 

oneself for falling short of expectations than it is to pinpoint precise instances or causes 

of classism (intentional or not) in the academy's operating system. And even if one is 

able to isolate some of these instances, they can seem insignificant when viewed 

individually and out of context. It is understandable, then, that the few academics who 

have succeeded in conceptualizing and writing about their lives as working-class scholars 

struggled to do so. Nonetheless, an ever-growing number of scholars have met this 

challenge by creating and sharing texts about their lives as working class academics. 

Jake Ryan and Charles Sackrey's collection Strangers in Paradise opened up the 

conversation about working class scholars to a small audience in 1984 and continued it 

more widely in 1996 with the release of a revised edition. The introduction to their book 

provides a surprisingly detailed analysis of the individual essays (svirprising since it was 

the first book of its kind to be published). It also offers the most comprehensive 

contextualization of any of the collections. Ryan and Sackrey admit that the original 
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(1984) version was published with many typographical errors and consequently was 

allowed to go out of print by the publisher, an action which motivated the editors to 

update and republish the book. In both versions, a number of the included writers use a 

surprisingly harsh and bitter tone, perhaps because they were the first to find voice for the 

issue of working class scholars and consequently felt fairly isolated in expressing their 

concerns and arguments. Ryan and Sackrey's work was groundbreaking in subject matter 

and structure when published; unfortunately, its focus is narrow—almost exclusively 

older, white, male working class scholars are included, even in its revised edition. 

Tellingly, one of only two women included in the book was even accidentally listed 

under a man's name in the table of contents of the first edition ("James Ellen Wilson" 

instead of "Jane Ellen Wilson"). 

The more recent compilations, This Fine Place So Far From Home (1995), edited 

by Barney Dews and Carolyn Law; Liberating Memory (1995), edited by Janet Zandy; 

Working Class Women in the Academy (1993) and the newest collection Coming to Class 

(1998), edited by Alan Shepard, John McMillan and Gary Tate, address the subject with a 

more representative and diverse sampUng. These books broaden the conversation that 

Strangers in Paradise started. They are pluralistic in their foci and authorship by 

including women, people of color and gay writers. This Fine Place is a wide-ranging 

collection that offers the largest number of narratives. Liberating Memory focuses on 

working class people's ways of work and their relationship to the work that working class 

scholars do in the academy. Working Class Women contains only women's narratives 

and includes discussions of gender issues that surround and intersect with class in the 

academy. Coming to Class places a heavy emphasis on how a professor's class 

background affects his or her teaching and classroom dynamics, as well as her or his 

scholarly research and life as a scholar. Joseph Harris, who analyzes Coming to Class, 
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describes the book as a "series of narratives drawing attention to the subtler measures of 

cultural capital and class sensibility, to nuances of manner, gesture, taste, and style" (46). 

Indeed, his is an apt description of all of the collections. 

Additional primary texts also relate to this study. Mike Rose's influential texts 

Lives on the Boundary: The Struggles and Achievements of America's Underprepared 

and Possible Lives: The Promise of Public Education in America, Victor Villanueva's 

Bootstraps: From an Academic of Color, Janet Zandy's Calling Home: Working Class 

Women's Writing and other sources such as individual articles, internet postings, and 

conference papers help round out the conversation. Books like Rose's Lives on the 

Boundary and Villanueva's Bootstraps are basically full-length versions of the collected 

essays. They are well-known texts to many humanities scholars, yet they are frequently 

not thought of as being about working class scholars. Rose's books are oftentimes 

discussed as texts about public education, but not as texts about his life as a working class 

intellectual. Villanueva's book is usually thought of as a text about race ("Academic of 

Color") but not about class ("Bootstraps"). 

Several popular films, musicals, and both short and long pieces of literature also 

address the place and effects of class in the university. Films such as Educating Rita 

illustrate working class people's experiences in academia. To Sir With Love and 

Dangerous Minds are two of the films that focus on the gap between working class and 

poor students' home and school lives. Musical productions and films such as My Fair 

Lady, Annie Get Your Gun, The Unsinkahle Molly Brown and Pretty Woman tackle the 

issues of social risers (interestingly all women) from the working class and/or poor class 

and the ways class shapes one's use of language. Literary texts about class struggle and 

injustice abound and include Tillie Olsen's "I Stand Here Ironing," Harriet Amot's The 

Dollmaker, John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath, and Charles Dickens's Great 
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Expectations, are just to name a few of the many literary texts about class struggles. In 

fact, class plays a role to varying extents in most works of fiction; those just mentioned 

are just some of the more overt examples. These works will be used throughout this 

study to illustrate points because they are well-known works and because doing so 

represents the way many working class people use stories of events that they have 

witnessed or heard about to clarify points to their listeners. Fiction and nonfiction works 

written about the issue of class and higher education continue to diversify and increase as 

the discourse about socioeconomic class within the academy grows. 

Description of the Working Class Scholars' Listserv Discourse 

The working class academics' listserv perhaps best highlights why this study is 

timely and significant. The list is the most "active point," or dynamic part, of the 

working class academics' discourse. List owner Barbara Peters created the discussion 

group in 1997 and since then it has grown to become a location for working class 

scholars from across the North American continent to meet, share stories, and support 

one another online. It is a moderately (sometimes quite) active listserv with an average 

of three postings per day. The participants fi-eely elect to enroll and respond (or not 

respond). It has even been mentioned in the New York Times in an article about Peters 

and other New York "bootstrappers." On the listserv, scholars discuss any topic they 

deem relevant to working class academics and scholarship. Past topics have included 

class-themed book and film recommendations, suggestions for content to cover when 

teaching college courses on class, scrutinization of class-based jokes, and words of 

wisdom for newer scholars. 

Sometimes the listserv group discusses heady issues about class and membership 

to particular class groups. The online discussion turned at one significant juncture 



21 

(September 1999) to deciding who exactly is to be included when discussing working 

class academics. List owner Peters, a former welfare mother who grew up in a rural 

working class home, entered the conversation to reiterate what she believes the list's 

purpose to be: "We do talk about how we teach. We do talk about our politics. We do 

definitely offer support to one another. And I do believe we can accept support from 

anyone. As I have said before THIS LIST IS ABOUT US" (Peters 9/9/99). Here Peters 

echoes the sentiments of many other participants who express their desire for the list to 

be a "safe space" for working class people to discuss how class has played a role in their 

lives. She suggests in this quote that she hopes support can come from people who do 

not have working class backgrounds who choose to participate on the list, as well as from 

those participants who are working class. Nonetheless, she states later in the same 

conversation that while they are welcome to participate on the list, non-working class 

people should "consider themselves guests and try not to 'rearrange the fiimiture'" 

(9/9/99). As guests, these outsiders are expected not to dominate conversations nor make 

themselves conspicuous. New list members are even asked to introduce themselves and 

to describe their backgrounds before they "lurk" or respond to any postings, presumably 

so others might know how to catalog them by class and rank (as well as by other factors). 

Peters's apprehension of interlopers in the conversation is mirrored in other 

working class writers' attempts to define who in academia is allowed to use the labels 

"working class" and "working class scholar." One scholar, Rebekah Ravenscroft-Scott, 

writes that she is: 

interested in a clear definition of a working-class academic. If this list is 

to be for support and aid as well as theory, and if parameters are going to 

be set as to who does this supporting and aiding and theorizing, then we 

need to know exactly who is a working-class academic. (9/10/99) 
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To her and many others on the Ust, definitions of class are of the utmost importance. She 

goes on to declare that she knows that she is a working class academic and justifies why 

this is so, but she questions the accuracy of claims made by others who say they are 

"working class" or "honorary working class" members. This sentiment is mirrored by 

working class writers like Christine Overall who speak up about their "resentmenf of 

academics who claim that they became members of the "poor" or "working class" for a 

period of time by, for example, choosing to travel extensively rather than work or to stop 

teaching in order to work on a project. Working class scholars like Peters and Overall 

argue that if there is a choice, one is neither poor nor working class nor has one changed 

classes temporarily. 

In their comments, Peters, Ravenscroft-Scott, and Overall are expressing a typical 

working class (and indeed a typical minority group) sentiment—suspicion of outsiders. 

Their suspicion grows out of a desire to protect themselves, to preserve the sanctity of an 

established safe place, and to maintain the intimate camaraderie of the working class 

scholar (listserv) community. These three writers are also part of those working class 

scholars who are reconstituting a debate that has existed in feminist and Afi-ican-

American intellectual groups for years: Should people who are not members of the 

groups in question (i.e., men and non-Blacks, respectively) be allowed to contribute 

knowledge to these fields? Who is allowed to speak with authority on such matters? Do 

"outsiders" have something of value to contribute to the conversation or should they only 

be silent observers? 

The listserv discussions suggest that these discourse parameters—^who is defined 

as working class and who may speak about this issue—are currently in flux, yet moving 

towards solidification. The definitions that the group agree upon will likely be the ones 

accepted and referenced as truth by those participating on the list, those teaching and 
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writing about class, and those with whom these groups interact intellectually and socially 

in the future. This group of academics makes up a sizeable number of the current 

scholars addressing issues of class and higher education, so "greater truths" about class 

and the academy are now coalescing through their discussions. It is this "of the momenf 

quality that currently exists in the working class academics' discourse that makes it an 

exciting and critical area in which to study and do theoretical work, and the listserv 

highlights this timeliness. 

Working Class Scholars' Discourse 

The writers in the collections and on the listserv are essentially telling their own 

stories as single case studies. In other words, they narrate their own experiences and use 

them as examples with which to theorize the effects and social structures of class. Since 

they are the subjects at hand, the scholars are able to provide in-depth coverage of the 

central issues. Many are also able to bring into the discussion examples from the lives of 

family members or other working class people whose lives are personally knovm to them. 

Thomas Newkirk, building on Lev Vygotsky's work, claims that the standard case study 

is told as "impediments, struggle, and transformation" (135). The pattern of the case 

study mirrors the typical dramatic form, both of which report the progress of an 

individual through a trial to a breakthrough. The trial in the case of the working class 

scholars is the movement from one socioeconomic class and culture to (or through) 

another, while struggling to overcome the impediments of the disjunction between the 

two classes. These writers are "going one step beyond Gramsci and Bourdieu—like top-

down models—in order to view the institution from their particular ethnographic pocket 
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of experience" (Fay and Tokarczyk 21). This people-based approach to writing can be 

quite productive because of its familiar structure and emphasis on the human connection 

between readers and writers. 

Once initiated publicly in the first printed collection, the "working class scholar 

narrative" was refined and repeatedly validated as new texts were published, read and 

discussed. New participants come to join in the conversation by reading earlier published 

narratives and by offering up their own stories as the collections and discussion circulate 

more widely. As is common in established discourses, the participants in this 

conversation, are now forming specialized parameters and conventions for their 

discourse. Rodger Payne, in his analysis of the well-established discourse of religious 

conversion autobiographies, explains that discourse "offers both models of reality (that is, 

how the individual or society is meaningfully conceived) and models for reality (by 

incorporating new or otherwise problematic ideas or events into the existing cultural 

forms)" (6). In other words, while humans desire variety and newness in the stories they 

share, they also leam new things contextually and therefore require an established basic 

framework on which to "hang" new knowledge and information. Therefore, 

although the narrative is about a category of people, the individual 

response to the well-told collective story is "That's my story. I am not 

alone." The story of the transformed life, then, becomes a part of the 

cultural heritage affecting future stories and future lives. (Richardson 33) 

Several times in the written collections and listserv postings scholars actually make 

statements similar to this. For instance. Ken Oldfield states that "there's this 'Oh, yeah,' 
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feeling" that conies over working class scholars as they read postings to the listserv (qtd. 

in Locke). The narratives are effective because they connect readers and writers and blur 

the boundaries of their individual stories. 

The working class authors included in the collections are creating a more cohesive 

and well-known "space" for themselves in academia by writing about class and their lives 

and publishing their stories. In fact, they are creating common symbols and discourse 

lines that are like tracks for future working class scholars to follow. The scholars' stories 

are able to reach out to academic colleagues on a personal level while also meeting many 

of the conventions of typical scholarly text/research. Consequently, a common discourse 

among working class scholars has been bom and can be witnessed through an analysis of 

the primary sources identified in this study. 

Autobiographical Criticism: The Personal as a Rhetorical Tool 

The individual texts written by the working class scholars for the five collections 

are overwhelmingly autobiographical narrative essays. These essays and listserv postings 

show the writers' processes of self-discovery and self-creation through a powerful 

literary non-fiction form. Storytelling is a rich and usefiil tool for understanding critical 

movements such as that of working class scholars in academia. As sociologist Laurel 

Richardson argues, "narrative is the primary way through which humans organize their 

experiences into temporally meaningful episodes" (27). Similarly, Foss concurs vdth 

Richardson when she describes "narrative" as "a way of ordering and presenting a view 

of the world through a description of a situation involving characters, actions and 

settings" (400). People tell stories to aid in the sharing of knowledge and understanding. 

And, the autobiographical narrative has become a vital tool for those working class 
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people trying to articulate their experiences to their academic peers and to theorize the 

role of class in academia. 

The type of text overwhelmingly favored by working class academics can be 

labeled "autobiographical criticism." This form is a combination of: 

criticism and analysis that is rooted in and integrated with personal stories. 

The genre represents the intersection of the personal with the act of 

knowing, the act of making knowledge, and the act of doing research. 

(Frey71) 

The working class writers' texts fit the definition of autobiographical criticism in that 

their life stories are "personal," while the "act of knowing" comes in when these scholars 

understand their own unique location within the academy and their home culture. 

"Knowledge" is created when these scholars tackle the issue head on (perhaps for the first 

time in their lives) by analyzing and researching how socioeconomic class has affected 

their lives and scholarship. Such a realization can occur any time between a working 

class person's first dreams of a college education to sometime late in a scholar's 

academic career. And, because autobiographical criticism is both personal and analytical, 

"the genre is thus inevitably political" (72). Socioeconomic class can be said to equate to 

people's lived experiences, so it would be difficult to separate life stories from a 

discussion of class. Therefore, it seems only natural that nearly every one of the working 

class writers has chosen an autobiographical format that includes large amounts of 

personal narrative interspersed with critical analysis. 

It becomes clear after reading a number of these texts that the critical 

autobiographical essay format truly serves the purposes of the working class writers. A 

number of the authors believe that no other form but the analytical autobiographical essay 

is possible when talking honestly about class. Many of the working class scholars found 
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that when they tried to create a text about their understanding of class's role in higher 

education, "class began speaking itself in the only register it can be heard in academe— 

the personal" (Sullivan 385). Working class writer John McMillan argues that class "is 

difficult, if not impossible, to be abstract about it. To talk about our own social class is to 

tell stories [...]—^no stories, no class talk" (134). The autobiographical criticism style 

persists even though writers submitting essays for inclusion in the Coming to Class 

collection were asked to explore forms other than the personal narrative essay (Sullivan 

243) and despite the surprise felt by the editors of This Fine Place So Far From Home 

when they put out a general call for papers on class in the academy and received over 100 

personal essays but no "straightforward" academic essays (Dews and Law 333). The 

participants in the online discussion group likewise use the personal narrative form, 

although more informally, as befits their medium of expression. 

The writers' choice of an autobiographical style is a somewhat risky way to 

address an academic audience. Even though college educators in English and other fields 

assign personal essays to freshman writers and require a similar kind of writing style in 

standard professional pieces such as application letters and annual reviews, faculty 

seldom "indulge" in or make use of the personal in their own scholarly writings. 

Educators, even those who assign and teach students to write narratives, deep down really 

"aren't sure why narratives are important, not in any holistic and practical sense" 

(McMillan 135). Some academics even discount the personal entirely or argue against its 

use, faulting it for being unprofessional, too emotional, or narcissistic—^an opinion which 

is well-known among scholars, whether or not they agree. For instance, Barney Dews, 

one of the editors of the This Fine Place So Far From Home collection, feared asking 

contributors for autobiographical texts because he worried that "no publisher would be 

interested [in them] and that such essays wouldn't be seen as scholarly" (334). Later he 
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came to realize that anything else but personal narratives would be "disingenuous" to the 

subject at hand (334). Dew's initial fears highlight the generally assumed (narrow) 

conception of the range of possibilities for scholarship open to academics. 

The truth is that scholars often dismiss texts that contain large amounts of 

narrative. This attitude persists despite the fact that, as narrative scholar Thomas 

Newkirk argues, "even the experimental research report [one of the most "objective" 

scholarly formats available to scholars] follows a conventionalized narrative line: 

background, method, results, discussion" (134). Some scholars are coming to value the 

ability of personal narratives to be tools for critiquing academia. For instance, 

Richardson reveals that "we are always present in our texts, no matter how we try to 

suppress ourselves" (2). Writers are present in the topics they choose to write about, the 

method they use to analyze the data before them, the words they select to articulate their 

ideas, and many more ways. The reality is that "class talk is not unique in its being 

'storied.' All knowledge is 'storied,' it's just that we can't always see that" (McMillan 

141). The storied nature of knowledge is not always readily apparent, and sometimes 

intellectuals (and indeed most people) try to mask this fact so that what they say appears 

distanced, factual, and objective. Western society values "objective truths" as superior 

truths. Unfortunately, part of the problem with favoring objectivity over the personal is 

that "it is objectivity that aids in distancing the common folk, including the working 

class, from the uncommon folk" (Frey 72). Depersonalizing our presentation of 

knowledge depersonalizes the audience's reaction to and understanding of those whom 

the knowledge speaks, which in turn makes it easier for people to believe that they are 

nothing like the subjects at hand. The reality is however that often even the most 

"objective" scholarly work is not far from its personal roots and its writer. 
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A growing number of scholars, mostly working in the humanities, have attempted 

to present personalized storytelling to their peers as a valid and useful way to understand 

various critical movements. Scholars who have advocated such a position include, but 

are not limited to, Susan Miller, Lisa Ede, Adrianne Rich, Beverly Moss, Victor 

Villanueva, Patricia A. Sullivan, and Gloria Anzaldua. The working class writers 

included in the collections and in related texts put the theory of this argument into 

practice in their narrative essays. These academics create rhetorically effective scholarly 

arguments by using critical autobiographical essays. Ultimately, the majority of the 

working class writers are not just self-indulgently recounting personal stories of their own 

past experiences, but "speaking class"—^telling the stories of class itself. The writers are 

coming to understand and make sense of their lives through the narrative form and 

through the act of creating their texts for an audience of their peers. The scholars' texts 

are not static records of past events. Rather, the writers are remembering in the way that 

narrative and Holocaust scholar Goldblatt explains when he argues that: 

remembering is not the same as memory because it is concerned with 

recognizing the social ^lnd spiritual conditions within which events occur 

[...]. Remembering is a dynamic process, embracing the substance of 

events as we experience them. (49) 

As the scholars actively (re)construct events in their lives before, during and after their 

college education, they simultaneously join in and help create the working class scholar 

dialogue. They also go from victim (acted upon) and activist (acting). 

The reality is that the working class writers are actually achieving much with their 

choice of the autobiographical form, despite the very real risk of resistance from the 

chosen audience. Even though there are risks, there are also benefits to using 

autobiographical criticism that work in the favor of the working class scholars. These 
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writers are actually shaping a discourse that incorporates who they are as well as what 

they know. And, by approaching one's memories creatively and analytically as Goldblatt 

suggests, a writer can remember connections and discover new insights among their 

memories and those of other scholars (52). Further, as bell hooks notes, "combining 

personal with critical analysis and theoretical perspectives can engage listeners who 

might otherwise feel estranged, alienated" ("Keeping" 103). Many people who are 

mystified or disturbed by frank discussions of class may nonetheless stay in a 

conversation about socioeconomic class if they feel a personal coimection to the 

writers/speakers. On a larger scale, "societal and generational cohesion, as well as social 

change, depend upon this ability to empathize with the life stories of others" (31). 

Generalizations and categories are much easier to disregard than the details of an actual 

person's life. Therefore, the narratives are the writers' socially conscious attempts to 

connect with and present their case to their peers, no matter what their readers' class 

backgrounds, in a way that seems both natural and vital. 

Life Enhancing Stories 

The stories the scholars tell are neither fictional tales nor lies, but rather are actual 

events selected and told purposefully for a specific rhetorical situation. The writers 

choose to convey parts of their stories (lives) that best intersect with the current 

conversation about working class scholars. Their choice is similar to the way in which 

people will choose to tell about a particular event from their life (selected from all of the 

events that have ever occurred to them) to add to an ongoing conversation with others. 

Speakers know from previous experience in other rhetorical situations that choosing to 

tell a story that intersects in some key way with those that have just been told will seem 
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most logical and will be accepted best by the others in the conversation. When stories 

about a common theme have been told, metaphors naturally develop. Friedrich Nietzsche 

speaks to this issue by arguing that the "drive toward the formation of metaphors is the 

fundamental human drive" (894). People cannot help using established metaphors to 

express the "truth" of their lives or to help create new metaphors if appropriate ones are 

not currently available. According to Nietzsche, these speakers are creating "life 

enhancing fictions" in order to find commonality and acceptance among their audience 

(272). These narratives are not fictions in the sense of immoral and/or intentionally 

deceptive lies, but rather narratives that have grown towards each other (flattened) over 

the relatively short life of the narrative to create a unified discourse that nurtures 

participants and reflects a conmion experience. 

Working class writers are creating new metaphors to use in their discourse. The 

scholars are not consciously shaping and/or altering their stories so much as they are 

understanding and explaining their lives as working class scholars in the context of a 

discourse with other similar narratives. Nietzsche claims that "to be truthful means to 

employ the usual metaphors [in other words], the duty to lie according to fixed 

conventions, to lie with the herd and in a manner binding upon everyone" (891). 

Therefore, the narratives produced by a particular "herd" will overlap thematically and 

rhetorically and will influence the narratives that follow. Narrative theory furthers 

Nietzsche's concept by explaining that narratives "allow us to interpret reality because 

they help us decide what a particular experience 'is about' and how the various elements 

of our experiences are connected" (Foss 399). So, when the working class academics 
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create narratives, they are seeking to understand events in their lives through writing their 

stories and reading those of their peers. 

Purposes for Writing and Reading About Working Class Scholars 

The apparent purpose for creating the five collections and the working class 

academics' listserv was to approach institutions of higher learning and the class system 

personally, pedagogically and theoretically in order to produce challenging critiques of 

these systems and to suggest possibilities for change. Using their rhetorical skills within 

the narrative format, the authors included in this study attempt to connect with and 

educate their readers about socioeconomic class and higher education. In Rhetorical 

Criticism, Foss sheds some light on this type of rhetorical situation when she explains the 

purpose of rhetorical acts in general: "As we communicate with one another for these 

various reasons, we are creating, to some extent, a common world" (6). For working 

class writer McMillan, that common world includes the "hopes that such discoxirse [as 

that of working class intellectuals] will help all of us have better lives" (232), that open 

dialogue can improve society in general and life within the university specifically. 

Sullivan hopes that the essays in Coming to Class: 

might draw into a clearing those who have been too long invisible to 

academe. That through our stories of teaching, of learning, or writing, and 

of listening, our presence in academe will matter to more than a few 

individuals we have had the good fortune to meet. ("Passing" 396) 
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Similarly, Dwight Lang hopes that "the experiences and ideas that reflect my own 

journey may be representative of others who have also moved through class boundaries 

and perhaps had an opportxmity to reflect on their experiences" (163). Ryan and Sackrey 

explain that they write to explore "the mixed blessing of being half-committed to our 

work and half-resentful over the fact that our workplace, in many ways, was so 

disappointing" (3). These scholars' sentiments are an overview of those expressed by the 

vast majority of the working class scholars who contributed to the collections and the 

listserv. 

Working class writers such as McMillan, Sullivan, Lang, Ryan and Sackrey 

indicate that they envision themselves as representative of the working class people in 

academia who have not yet been able to address their class backgrounds and of those 

working class people who will never enter academia. These writers hope that by 

speaking out, they might create change directly or indirectly in the current system 

through empathy, understanding and personal connection. They also hope to create new 

analytical work to further the discussion of class in the academy. Finally, they wish to 

reach out to and draw in their peers who have similar class backgromds and experiences. 

Reaching out to their audiences is important for the development of these texts since the 

narratives provide insights into the worldviews, culture and experiences of a group that 

seeks an audience (Foss 401). All in all, the scholars write to teach, explain and explore 

what they know about class and academia, and they use autobiographical criticism to 

accomplish this. This process is both enlightening and empowering for working class 

scholars and their readers. 

Why should we examine working class scholars' experiences and texts? Because 

doing so will help educators and administrators to better understand working class 

students' experiences in college and throughout their lives as students. We can learn how 
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to help and how to stop harming potential and current working class scholars. These 

scholars may be able to teach us all something about our academic environment and 

ourselves. Also, knowing more about working class scholars will help us understand 

academia further by shedding light on institutional culture and biases, as well as on 

academia's place in the class system. Working class students' experiences magnify many 

of the average students' experience in college (a middle class student may be nervous 

about public speaking while a working class student may be petrified because in addition 

to the common concerns like "will I forget what I am saying?," she is also worrying 

about her regional accent, word usage, topic choice, etc.). The working class scholars' 

texts provide a window into the worlds of class and of the academic culture. 

Research Methodology and Data Collection 

This dissertation analyzes a core set of texts and an emerging discourse that are 

just beginning to be interrogated critically. The research methodology used for this study 

is a combination of narrative rhetorical analysis and cultural studies (sociology). 

Richardson, herself a sociologist who uses a combination of rhetorical and sociological 

cultural criticism, explains that "the sociological rests in the intersection between the 

biographical and the historical" (1). While sociology has traditionally studied people and 

culture, rhetoric has stuck more closely to examining language use. Clearly then, this 

book, which takes as its object of study working scholars' texts about their lives, is a 

hybrid of the rhetorical and the sociological. We can consider the field of cultural studies 

to fall under the wide umbrella of sociology. The cultural studies discipline in Britain, 

India, and more recently the United States was the first major field of study in recent 

history to explore working class politics, history and culture. The work of these theorists 

must then naturally play a part in studies of working class people, working class life and 
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higher education. Therefore, I draw on cuhural studies for the historical background to 

this study and the class terms used within it, as well as for descriptions of the working 

class that serve to flesh out the texts and the rhetorical theory. 

Although the benefits are only beginning to be truly tested and explored, 

combining rhetoric and cultural studies can be quite fruitful. Thomas Rosteck notes that 

traditionally the field of "rhetoric has been looking at public discourse, cultviral studies at 

subcultures and lived experience" (11). For these two fields to come together seems only 

natural. Rhetoric's emphasis on the persuasiveness of public documents and speakers, 

and cultural studies' related interest in power relations and the personal experiences of 

various sub-groups are both relevant to this work. Even the overall subject matter lends 

itself to this sort of interdisciplinary approach since the field of working class studies 

attracts scholars from many disciplines who use a variety of theoretical approaches in 

their work. 

This study combines these two fields of inquiry by examining the discourse of 

scholars who are speaking in public forums about their lived experience as members of a 

minority group in academia. The waiters and speakers negotiate themselves through and 

within institutional channels, therein illustrating the centrality of rhetoric in personal as 

well as public acts. Their printed words allow us to "freeze" the discourse and analyze its 

nature. The working class scholars are able, through the acts of reading, writing, and/or 

speaking, to connect with community members, shape how they conceptualize their lives 

and their communities, create cultural capital for themselves, and act constructively by 

speaking out publicly. Language is at the heart of these negotiations and shows itself to 

be a force for social, institutional, and individual change. Definition and metaphor are 

vital to understanding the discourse being used in the working class scholar community. 
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The topic is timely as working class academics are now shaping and concretizing the 

working class scholar discourse through their writings and public statements. 

My rhetorical research consists of comparative analysis through a method of close 

reading of the working class academics' published narrative essays, postings to the online 

group, and other related sources. The texts analyzed here constitute the majority of the 

primary sources available by and about working class scholars and class' place in higher 

education. Analyzing these sources provides a look at the community of working class 

scholars from a variety of angles to show a common discourse. By examining them 

closely, I was also able to see how commonalities of form and content throughout the 

texts help create this new and growing discourse. I used a strategy of close reading in 

which I read and reviewed the texts carefully and comparatively to discover key terms 

and pervasive topics. This strategy showed me how the writings frequently "overlap," or 

hit on the same themes and use autobiographical criticism as the delivery style. I could 

then group these key ideas under the major and minor topic groupings addressed in 

chapters 3-5. 

Key scholars also helped focus this work. Nietzsche's theories on the nature of 

discourse helped explain the growth of the working class scholars' discourse. He shows 

us how narratives flatten out and explains the centrality of shared metaphors in narratives. 

Foucault's discussions of power and discourse serve to fturther analyze the existence and 

growth of the discourse. His concept of power as decentralized and enabling of, as well 

as restricting, certain types of discourse and knowledge also helped shape this study. His 

theories highlight how the discourse of the working class scholars is shaped both by 

institutional and societal pressures that devalue these scholars' origins and by 

negotiations and interactions with other working class scholars that reaffirm their class 
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consciousness. These methods help uncover, analyze and shed light on common themes 

present in the common discourse. 

At the heart of the study are five books of collected writings by and about 

working class scholars, which I read several times to discern the common ground among 

them. Other texts used were some works of fiction to help conceptualize the issue, 

including plays and films and theoretical works. I also followed the discussion of class 

and the university on the working class academic listserv closely. For this study I saved, 

printed, and analyzed any messages posted to the list between May 1999 and May 2000 

that were not "housekeeping" or announcement in nature.^ The emails cover a wide 

range of topics and include definitions of class, experiences in higher education, 

membership in the group, and advice to younger members. This discursive site is 

appropriate for study because it is a public forum in which people who identify as 

working class freely discuss their experiences, ideas, and feelings on issues of class and 

the academy—^the very ones investigated in this dissertation. 

Subject Divisions and Synopses 

This first chapter has attempted to introduce the study to the readers, providing 

the context, scope, description of the primary sources, and methodology. The dissertation 

contains six main chapters, with the first two providing context, foundation and theory 

applicable to the subsequent chapters. Each chapter begins with quotes from both 

scholarly and popular sources to illustrate the ideas that will be discussed in that chapter. 

I have chosen to do so because the blending of the two types of "authority" mirrors the 

way the working class scholars have to negotiate their use of the two types in their 

everyday lives. 
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Chapters 3, 4, and 5 analyze the canon of texts created by working class scholars 

and show the common discourse that has arisen by detailing the related themes. These 

three chapters are ordered in the way that they are to highlight the most vital yet least 

apparent topics first. Chapter 6 is a conclusion that describes ways in which this research 

can be used to benefit academia. It also includes suggestions for future research. 

The second chapter, "Nailing Jello to the Wall: Making Sense of Conflicting 

Definitions of Class," sets the stage for the analysis of the written and verbal texts by the 

working class scholars who will occur in the following chapters. It provides a historical 

and ideological look at various uses of applicable terms such as "working class" and 

"working class scholar." Defining the key terms provides readers with a useful 

grounding in working class studies in general and to this study specifically. It should also 

serve to alleviate some of the confusion that often accompanies theoretical writings and 

studies about socioeconomic class when the meanings of terms are assumed to be 

commonly understood and not clarified. This chapter takes up the question: "Who are 

working class academics?" There are naturally some areas of conflict and contention in 

this task, which I attempt to negotiate. Historical and theoretical frameworks for this 

discussion are also included in this chapter. Finally, a short narrative about the life of a 

representative scholar is included to give readers fiirther understanding of the people who 

are working class scholars. 

In the next three sections, I extrapolate the common thematic areas of the core 

texts created by working class scholars to prove that the stories the writers tell about their 

lives before coming to and within academia enable them simultaneously to create and 

join a discourse community of their own. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 analyze the key texts. The 

working class scholar discourse includes the use of common content and language to tap 

into the group's shared set of narratives. 
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Chapter 3 is entitled "They Stick Out Like a Sore Thumb: The Stories Working 

Class Scholars Tell About Their Anticipatory Socialization." This chapter examines the 

first of three broad areas of focus for the working class writers—cultural socialization. 

The scholars' movement in the undergraduate years to become socialized into the 

academic culture and away from their own working class culture creates some serious 

difficulties for them. Their narratives usually include laments or descriptions of instances 

in which they lacked the knowledge fi-om previous experiences to act productively in a 

culture not yet their own. This chapter, like the next two, examines the common themes 

and language used by the writers and speakers in their texts. 

Chapter 4, "What's a Body Like Yours Doing in a Place Like This?: The Stories 

Working Class Scholars Tell About Sensory Markers of Class," picks up the analysis of 

the "working class academics" genre where the previous chapter ended. The next major 

thematic area to be discussed is that of corporal class markers. Under this heading fall 

visual and auditory indicators of class background: voice, speech and language, gestures 

and body language, body condition, size and health, dress. These indicators are usually 

the most apparent in face to face interactions of the three types. While they are 

physically apparent, they are also not often understood consciously as class markers. 

Chapter 5, "We're All Working For the Weekend: The Stories Working Class 

Scholars Tell About Economics," is the last textual analysis chapter and takes up the 

issue of fimding. Economic factors are often the most obvious indicators of class—^they 

are the ones that most readily come to mind when people think of class. I have placed the 

issue of economics last in this trilogy to try to downplay its perceived dominance or 

centrality, so that it is more en par with the other two thematic areas. While economics 

are vital to any discussion of class in a capitalist system, they are not the only area of 

importance. I feared that if money came first in this text, the sister issues that are just as. 
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if not more, important would become merely stepsisters. It was also valuable to put the 

economics chapter at the end of the book because many of the issues discussed in the 

other chapters have economics as an underlying factor. Therefore, the issues discussed in 

Chapter 5 are merely part (perhaps the part that is most obviously economic in nature) of 

the issues affected by economics. Under the umbrella of "economics" in this chapter are 

such areas of concern for working class scholars as the expense of pursuing degrees and a 

career in higher education, working jobs outside of and sometimes inside of the 

university while also a student, and extra time constraints. 

The sixth chapter, "Where Are We Going, Where Have We Been, or, the 

Conclusion, " summarizes and analyzes the ideas discussed throughout the study. The 

conclusion stresses that the working class scholar discourse (and this study as well) goes 

beyond identity politics and finger pointing to action. It also highlights the unique and 

beneficial viewpoints and skills working class people bring to academia and what 

academia could do to better allow these positive factors to come to light. I create an 

argument for working class studies that follows Patricia Bizzell's "Opportunities for 

Feminist Research in Composition Studies," in which she argues for feminism in 

composition. In other words, in this final chapter, I offer suggestions for possible future 

research needed in working class studies that focus on academia. I offer practical 

pedagogical and administrative suggestions for change that would better support and 

recognize current and future working class people attempting to succeed in academia. 

The last chapter is an epilogue that contains my personal narrative. In this 

section, I discuss the ways in which my location as researcher/member has influenced the 

research by including some of my own story. It seems that in many ways my own story 

has lurked just under the surface of this study, so it is offered in this section for readers 

who are interested in my text. I do not theorize extensively in this epilogue, for naturally 



this entire text represents my theories. My narrative piece may also be a bit different 

that I have probably been more influenced by the writings of my peers, since before I 

wrote my own story I became intimately familiar with so many of the working class 

scholars' narratives as I worked on this study. 
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Endnotes 

According to Gramsci, "organic intellectuals" are those from the lower classes who rise 

up to take on the role of intellectual (no matter what their actual profession is). He writes 

that while all people have the potential to be intellectuals, not all will become one. 

Organic intellectuals have the capability of productively linking the working class with 

the academy if they go back home to take on this role. Otherwise, they can take up 

residence in their new higher class neighborhood and serve as part of the intelligencia for 

that class. Gramsci himself was such an intellectual, as he was a boy from a literate 

lower class family who went to college on a scholarship for poor students. 

2 
Housekeeping and/or announcement emails in this context would include messages 

that were neither theoretical nor meant for discussion, but rather merely informational 

and directive in nature, such as technical instructions on how to send messages in 

response to posted messages. 
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Chapter 2 

NAILING JELL-O TO THE WALL: MAKING SENSE OF DEFINITIONS OF 

WORKING CLASS 

I am just a poor boy and my story's seldom told. 
— Simon and Garfunkel, "Sounds of Silence" 

Sex has nothing on class in America: we are far less squeamish talking and 
hearing about "the acf than we are about class. 

— Patricia A. Sullivan 

We're the people—^we go on. We take a beatin' all the time [....] Maybe that 
makes us tough. Rich fellas come up an' they die, an' their kids ain't no good, 
an' they die out. But, Tom, we keep a' comin.' 

— John Steinbeck Grapes of Wrath, (383) 

Understanding Who the "Working Class" Is 

In order to say something meaningful about working class people, their lives in 

academia and the writings they produce about those lives, the term "working class" must 

be examined at this point. Needless to say, the term is not universally accepted; indeed, 

the existence of a class structure of any sort in the United States is still highly debated. 

The term itself is also not value-free and objective. One has different meanings in mind 

when choosing to use the expression "working class" instead of other terms generally 

viewed as synonyms with it: "lower classes," "working poor," "underclass," or "blue 

collar." Nor is it an easy definition to articulate. Even noted British cultural theorist 

Richard Hoggart, in his influential study The Uses of Literacy, never really characterizes 

the working class beyond listing the kinds of places where working class people live. 

Other class scholars avoid definitions altogether, feeling they are a slippery slope in 
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which a single restriction could unintentionally include or exclude an entire subgroup of 

people. 

Factors such as these make concretely delineating who is the "working class" and 

defining the term "working class" difficult. Yet it is a worthwhile and necessary 

challenge to tackle, since definitions ultimately have profound social effects and 

implications. As Williams states, "We are coming to realize that our vocabulary, the 

language we use to inquire into and negotiate our actions is no secondary factor, but a 

practical and radical element in itself {Culture 338). To define is, in a sense, to create 

and shape the thing thus defined. And, definitions have the power to authorize a 

particular way of thinking or acting in regards to those being defined. Definitions are in 

essence arguments. The simple fact that definitions in general and that of "working 

class" specifically are debated shows that the generally accepted meanings of words are 

important to people making use of, and being circumscribed by, those words and 

definitions. To understand the current usage of the term, then, is to understand who those 

labeled as such are and how they fit into American society. The current conception of the 

working class is a complex one that has developed fi-om the intersection of many 

historical and social factors. 

A Brief Overview of Definitions of Class 

Class remains a difficult concept to talk about and envision on a grand scale. 

Even the number of classes in America is not clear, and ranking systems vary 

dramatically. The different ways theorists, politicians and others who speak about class 
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divisions discuss socioeconomic class cause much of the general population's confusion 

over terms and rankings. Some people speak simply of two tiers: the rich and the poor, 

or "the haves and the have nots." Popular opinion holds that there are three classes— 

upper, middle and lower (or poor)—^although many Americans believe that the vast 

majority of their fellow citizens (if not all) are in the middle class. However, some 

sociologists add many more layers to the pile, using instead a nine-tiered system that 

includes: out of sight upper, upper, lower upper, upper middle, middle, lower middle, 

upper lower, lower, out of sight poor (Fussell 16). And some even make up their own 

terms (such as "the comfortable class" or "the challenged class") when characterizing 

groups of people. 

This study will make use of a four-tiered system of the elite/upper, middle, 

working, and poor classes. There are several reasons for this choice. The four-part 

system is clearer (less complex) than the nine-tiered one, yet is more thorough than the 

three-tiered system because it differentiates between the working and poor (or poverty 

level) classes. The importance of the distinction between these two classes to this study 

is that even fewer people from the "poor" category than from the "working class" 

category make it through the upper ranks of the academy. Consequently, those in the 

lowest class are difficult to identify and discuss as a group influencing and being 

influenced by academia. The poor are often under-employed or unemployed, living 

below the poverty line and/or on public assistance. They are often just in survival mode 

and are usually unable to obtain a higher education (indeed sometimes even a basic 
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education is out of reach) due to problems with access, resources, self-esteem, language, 

family situation, physical and mental health, and other issues. 

The scholars discussed in this study identify themselves as heralding from the 

"working class" and speak of the jobs their parents held as "working class." Very few 

mention being raised by single parents \ living in public housing, depending on federal 

assistance programs (other than food stamps), and other general markers of the poor 

class. When they use the term "poor" in reference to their families, the writers use it to 

signify their state of "not having much money" rather than to designate their class status. 

The working class is sometimes referred to as the "working poor" (as opposed to the 

subsidized poor) by the media and other groups, and includes those who hold full-time 

employment (sometimes achieved through a combination of part-time jobs) and usually 

live above but near the poverty line. Many times, working class adults take pride in the 

tenacity and hard-working nature of their families. This is only a partial definition of 

working class, though. 

Karl Marx's identification of and theories about the group now often called the 

working class are historically important to this discussion. Marx's early identification of 

the working class is closely tied to notions of economic and material conditions. 

According to Marx, the working class includes those whose labor moves production but 

who neither control nor own the mechanisms of that production. Their means of securing 

capital and their (limited) power stems predominately from their labor (79). If unable to 

work because of injury, age, or other impediment, they lose their place in the production 

cycle and are replaced. Those displaced then fall to the poor class or perish, unless 
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someone or something intervenes. And, in the words of Marx and Engels, "differences of 

age and sex have no longer any distinct social validity for the working class. All are 

instruments of labour, more or less expensive to use, according to their age and sex" (88). 

This concept is upheld in a majority of the working class scholars' texts in which they 

describe the compensation received (or not received) by various family members. 

In some ways, Marx idealized the working class since he believed that revolution 

and change could come only through collective and widespread action of the working 

masses. Marx also assumed that industrial capitalistic societies will be imequally divided 

along class, gender, and ethnic lines, and used this assumption to challenge capitalism's 

place as the "best" or "righf system. His is a materialist view of history and class 

relations that provides some useful notions in the discussion of class systems. Labor is, 

after all, a crucial aspect of class, and society's division of workers into more and less 

valuable categories continues today. Manual (physical) jobs are still viewed 

predominately as working class. This is true even though the nature and location of such 

jobs have evolved since Marx's time and despite the actual pay of these jobs (for 

instance, some positions such as garbage collector gamer middle class wages and some 

such as cafe waitress may only earn poor class wages). Many working class academics 

describe how the pure and harsh physicality of their parents' jobs eventually eroded their 

ability to do these jobs as their bodies and their health declined. 

While economics and income certainly play a part in defining class, other factors 

are also important. Some theorists, including members of the British-based Center for 

Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), challenge the Marxists' almost single-minded 
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focus on large-scale economic relations and revolution in the definition of the working 

class. These scholars argue that the main ideological tools of society—lav^, religion, 

education, and family—are just as important as economic conditions in creating culture 

and shaping who and what we are; presumably these forces effect one's class placement 

as well. Althusser posits that the current confusion about class terminology and division 

stem from this multifaceted nature of class. 

Williams adds to our knowledge of the nature of class divisions. Williams, like 

Athusser, see class as multifaceted. He builds upon Althusser's ideas and complicates 

notions of socioeconomic class further by arguing that the term "class" has come to 

embody a three-fold set of connotations. Included in Williams' conception of class is "(i) 

group (objective); social or economic category, at varying levels (ii) rank, relative social 

position; by birth or mobility (iii) formation-, perceived economic relationships, social, 

political and cultural organization" {Keywords 69). Using this system, the class location 

of a imiversity scholar might break down as follows: an assistant professor's "group" 

might be the middle class because she earns a median income and lives in a middle class 

neighborhood. Her "rank" is working class by birth, but upper middle by mobility. Her 

"formation" is lower-upper because her education, dress, travel possibilities, and cultural 

capital (including the title "Doctor") raise her into this category. Yet, if a professor 

heralds from a working class family, she might continue to "self-perceive" as working 

class or even be perceived as such by gate-keeping colleagues fi-om more privileged 

backgroimds who notice her differences from the academic norm. As this brief example 

indicates, class can be multi-layered and complex, which is especially true when trying to 
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locate the position of those who have been educated by and make their living within the 

confines of academia. In essence, class structures represent a complex union of many 

social, economic and political factors that intersect within individual citizens and help 

form that person's socioeconomic class. 

Power and culture, two nebulous factors in and of themselves, shape class systems 

and one's place in them. It is tempting to say that the American class structure is simply 

a matter of the rich controlling the poor. However, this explanation is overly-simplistic 

because it does not take into account the complexities of day-to-day class and power 

interactions. Gramsci argues that ideas, values and beliefs are not imposed from above, 

nor developed in a free and accidental way, but are negotiated through a complex series 

of encounters and collisions between classes (333). By means of the negotiations that 

arise from these interactions, the operating class hegemony, or status quo, is formed. 

Foucault concurs that power does not flow directly from above downward; rather, it 

radiates from a number of different sources and directions, including upward (from 

below) {History 92-94). The criticisms and observations of the system that working class 

academics levy in their autobiographical texts may be examples of resistance and power 

flowing upwards since they write with power from a subaltern position within the 

academy. 

Power seldom moves in a straight line in any direction. Power and hegemonic 

strictures are more web-like than linear, consequently making them difficult to track back 

to any one all-powerful source. In other words, though it is a human tendency to place 

blame on some single powerful figure or group—^the President, the boss, the police. 
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Marx's "brutally exploitative" bourgeoisie (82)—^there is no one "bad guy" to hold at 

fault for all unequal and unfair class ceilings. Nevertheless, dominant structures can be 

investigated historically and theoretically. By doing so, we might better understand these 

structures and be able to create positive change. 

A Brief History of Relevant Class Terminology 

The definition of those whom we now call "working class" has varied over time. 

Williams traces the progression of related class terminology used in Britain in his 

influential book Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society. He believes that 

changes in the use of terms indicate a general societal change in structure and attitudes 

toward these terms and what they designate {Culture XV). Many class-based words that 

began in England (an older country where cultural studies is more advanced) made their 

way quickly into the American lexicon, so William's history, although focused on the 

United Kingdom, is also applicable to the United States. 

Williams begins his terminology timeline in the eighteenth century by noting, 

''lower classes was used in 1772 and lowest class was common from the 1790s" (62). 

Between approximately the 1790s and the 1830s, "people who by the end of this period 

would describe themselves as the working classes adopted the descriptions useful or 

productive classes, in distinction from and in opposition to the privileged or the idle" 

(64). Another common term used during this time and afterwards was "labouring 

classes," although its use faded relatively quickly. "Working classes" was adopted as the 

common term by the late 1830s. It was a label that was initially forced upon those it 
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designated, but eventually it came to be appropriated—"taken over and used as proudly 

as middle classes had been"—^by those within that class in the UK (64). History offers a 

number of examples of minority groups adopting terms once used against them as their 

own. ̂  Adopting powerfLil negative terms recaptures some of the emotional power of 

such words. Some people have come to prefer calling themselves "working class" 

because the term implies that they are society's workers, in other words, that they are 

those who are responsible for the country's production. The transition to and the pride in 

using the term "working class" have been slower in America, yet it is gaining 

momentum. Some well-known celebrities and politicians, such as singer Bruce 

Springsteen, former President Bill Clinton, rapper Eminim, and actress Jennifer Lopez, 

have not only admitted to their working class origins to the public, but written and spoken 

about them unashamedly and with pride as well. Arguably, then, the adoption of 

"working class" by those in that class in America has not really begun to occur until just 

relatively recently. 

"Lower class" usurped other phrases in America for a significant part of the past 

century (1900s) to mean both "those in the working and poor classes" and the "lack of 

taste or social graces." Due in part to the work done by British theorists from the CCCS, 

the less-than-flattering term "lower class" has been slowly losing its currency to 

"working class" in both the UK and the USA (Williams Keywords XVI). Additionally, 

"the masses," which came into the American lexicon to designate those in the lowest 

classes is seldom used now. As Williams points out in Culture & Society: 1780-1950, 

"masses was the new word for mob, and the traditional [negative] characteristics of the 
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mob were retained in its significance" (298). He also notes that no one would call their 

friends, family and neighbors "the masses"—it is a phrase reserved for those one does not 

know, a way to create Others and distance people fi"om oneself. 

"Working class" is the current word of choice for this class group. While the term 

might seem imprecise or overly large in scope because of the vast number of people it 

designates, it will be used in this study. "Working class" is the phrase used by academics 

for themselves backgrounds now residing in academia and their families in their texts. It 

also carries a mildly positive coimotation (those who make their own way by their labor) 

rather than an overtly negative one (such as "masses" or "lower class"). Furthermore, 

using the term "working class" for both groups emphasizes the heart-felt cormection to 

home discussed by most of the scholars. Finally, it gets away from the hierarchical terms 

that insist by definition that one class is superior to another. "Working class" is therefore 

the current preferred term for the large class of people between the poor and middle 

classes. "Working class scholar" is the best term we have to date to describe the group of 

scholars in question because it is the one they choose for themselves, it indicates their 

class of origin, and it highlights the factor that unifies them. Therefore, it is the primary 

term used for this group researched in this study. 

The Working Class Academic Discourse: Conditions of Existence 

In addition to definitions, an important focal point for investigations into (the 

working) class and the academy is to look at why there is a general movement of scholars 

now exploring class within the university setting. Foucault's question about the current 
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"conditions of existence" that allow working class scholars to speak in academia about 

their lives is the perfect tool for such an exploration (Archeology 28). Such conditions 

account for the existence of a widespread discourse, and can be social, political, 

economic, or environmental in nature. Foucault argues that only certain arguments and 

topics are "bearable" at any given time and that certain unspoken "rules of exclusion" 

control speakers ("Discourse" 219). Topics that are promoted rather than excluded grow 

to be discussed by many speakers and developed because of this attention. While an 

individual speaker may elect at certain times to talk about topics outside of these 

discourse boundaries, other speakers will likely not pick up on them as general points of 

conversation and these discussion points will drop out of the dialogue. However, topics 

that are generally accepted as "bearable" can shift with time to eventually allow space for 

both new topics within existing dialogues to be included and new dialogues to be created. 

This principle of "selective listening" seems to be at work in the case of a discourse about 

working class people in the higher education system. While there have always been 

people from the working class in the Ivory Tower, only recently (approximately the last 

fifteen years) have these academics come together formally and informally to share their 

experiences in a public way. 

Foucaidt asks us to consider what circumstances made possible the nexus of 

discourses, events, and other factors that allow for a conversation such as this one to 

occur. In other words, how is it that scholars are able to talk about the working class and 

its presence in academia now when they did not do so in critical numbers before? And, 

since the conversation about working class scholars has been "heard," it is gaining 
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momentum. Older scholars (some at retirement age), as well as their younger colleagues, 

speak of struggling privately for years with feelings of inadequacy and alienation that 

they can only now identify as stemming from class differences. For example, Tate, the 

representative scholar quoted early on in Chapter 4, relates his cathartic realization of 

class' role in his life and career by stating; 

I was still vague and directionless in my thinking until I found, on a dusty 

lower shelf in Foyle's bookstore in London, a copy of Strangers in 

Paradise [...]. To put it simply, I found myself in that book." (255) 

Tate and others like him have discovered the growing community of working class 

people in academia from reading one or more of the collections, by attending a working 

class or labor-focused academic conference, or by joining a listserv to help clarify class's 

role in their lives. As more and more such "discoveries" have occurred, the conversation 

about socioeconomic class and the universify has blossomed and gained wider 

participation. Now it is common, for example, to find working class issues as the subject 

presentations and workshops at many conferences—a sure sign of an issue's timeliness 

and popularity. 

Specific current conditions allow for the writings examined herein to be 

published. One writer from the collections, Christine Overall, rephrases the Foucauldian 

question in regards to the working class discourse this way: "only certain kinds of stories 

become intelligible as they fit the managed framework, the imposed system. Our 

[working class scholar] stories [...] do not always fit an environment generated both by 

and for traditional academics" (16). Previously, because they did not flow with the 
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overall "story" of the university, working class scholars' stories were not picked up and 

continued by others or they were simply ignored. As working class scholar Deborah 

Piper explains, "even if the oppressed person [such as a working class scholar] is able to 

speak of their oppression, their narrative can often be heard as irresponsibility, as being 

unable to accept their role in their position, as 'displaced anger,' as 'projection,' or as a 

characterological problem" (294). Over time, however, some working class scholars 

found others with general life stories similar to their own and began to share their 

experiences. One by one, texts and articles were published and listserv postings are made 

by and about working class scholars. Now the voices of working class scholars are 

finding a niche within the framework of the accepted academic story and are being 

acknowledged more widely as legitimate, and even important. 

Any larger conversation can flow together harmoniously with some discourses 

while prohibiting or muting others. Certain cultural "rules of exclusion," as Foucault 

describes them, regulate what topics may be spoken about, what way they may be 

discussed and who may speak with authority about them ("Discourse" 219). In "The 

Discourse on Language," Foucault names two narrative "areas where the danger spots are 

most numerous: those dealing with politics and sexuality" (216). Class clearly falls 

within the realm of the former and in some cases the latter as well, which means that at 

no time is class going to be an easy topic to discuss. However, factors specific to this 

point in history makes a conversation about class, specifically class roles in the academy, 

possible and generally accepted. 
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Ultimately, the answer to the question of existence is not simple. The kind of 

study presented in this book would have been shunned previously, even though working 

class people have been in American colleges long before the current decade. Speaking of 

class would have seemed inappropriate, indecorous, or maybe even dangerous to the few 

"scholarship boys" (there were few, if any, girls) who were accepted to do undergraduate 

work in the nineteenth and most of the twentieth century. Cultural theorist Richard 

Hoggart, himself a former "scholarship boy," describes a typical scholarship student as 

one who is "likely to be nagged vindemeath by a sense of how far he has come, by the 

fear and shame of a possible falling-back" (231). These students, fearful of falling, 

would not have wanted any additional attention called to their status that was not already 

apparent. Overt markers such as clothing, educational background (the qxiality and 

location of one's primary schooling), and extra duties assigned to them as requirements 

of their scholarships already separated these students from their peers in very visible 

ways. Even some current workmg class students and professors who prefer to "blend in" 

by hiding their backgrounds would not welcome a study highlighting class differences in 

academia. 

Nonetheless, some scholars have foxmd enough value in the work to create the 

books of essays that not only interrogate class relations, but do so in a manner that is 

personally revealing as well. Factors such as the creation of these works, their 

publication, the working class listserv, conference presentations, and even the acceptance 

of this study as credible and appropriate scholarship all point to a shift in conditions. 

This shift is a relatively recent one, though the seeds for it were planted much earlier. 
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For example, the first collection, Ryan and Sackrey's Strangers in Paradise, was 

published in 1984. However, the writers in this collection remained solitary voices for 

many years. Specific current factors allow for this conversation to circulate and be 

appreciated relatively widely among an academic and learned audience of the academy as 

well. These factors include intellectual work done in related disciplines, an increased 

willingness of scholars to conduct research in more than one academic discipline, and 

changes in American economics. 

The growth of the working class scholars' discourse has been assisted by the 

widespread acceptance of other well-known discourses/genres. These discourses include 

such established collective discourses as the coming-out, religious conversion, and early 

American captivity narratives. Gay men and lesbians created coming-out narratives in 

order to document the writer's process of revealing his or her true self (sexual 

orientation) publicly. Religious conversion narratives take the audience on the writer's 

journey from sinner to converted devotee of God. Captivity narratives tell the tale of a 

white person (almost always a woman) captured and held for a time by a tribe of 

American Indians. Over time each of these story types developed an established set of 

parameters that subsequent narratives about the same issue could follow, in order to 

provide easier recognition of the specific subject matter being dealt with and to allow 

readers to help in the "creation" of the narratives' meaning. While each narrative is 

unique because each writer's life is unique and each narrative is presumed to be "true" (in 

as much as any experience can be called true), they nonetheless contain areas of overlap 

that connect them all together in a more universal narrative. The coming-out, religious 
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conversion and captivity stories, similar in nature but vastly different in subject matter, 

paved the way for additional new narratives, such as the working class scholar narrative, 

to enter into society (and academia). They set a precedent that later discourses could 

follow and adapt to their own needs. The working class scholar narrative relays a 

writer's personal journey from a working class home culture to the bourgeois culture of 

the university. 

The recent work done by theorists and activists in the areas of race, gender, and 

sexuality studies has undoubtedly also helped create an environment or niche ripe for 

class studies. Class is often mentioned in conjunction with these three related areas, a 

placement which helps call additional attention to class. Nonetheless, class has lagged 

behind the other three, at least in America, in the amount and depth of research done on 

it. The reason for this lag is not completely clear. Christine Overall, herself a disabled 

working-class woman, speculates that: 

possibly the experiences of working-class attachment and membership 

received less attention than experiences related to gender, race, and sexual 

orientation because while (apparently) one's sex, race, and sexual orientation 

remains more or less intact upon entry into academia, working-class people 

seem to leave their class behind in order to succeed in the university. (113) 

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that working class scholars "bury" or "hide" 

their class, instead of leave it behind. 

Presumably, people are more willing and able to discuss personal traits that are 

harder (though not impossible) to deny such as their racial origins than the more nebulous 
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trait of class of origin. Perhaps the difference lies in the fact that some groups have 

established a strong sense of community pride while others have had less success doing 

so. Specifically, minority and/or subgroups including women, the Deaf community, and 

many racial groups (e.g.: African-Americans and Latinos) have achieved widespread 

buy-in and support from both those inside and outside of their group for their community 

identity. Other groups such as the gay/lesbian/bisexual and working class communities 

have had more spotty or regionalized success. So, while celebrities like Elton John and 

Ellen Degeneres have remained successful in their careers while being "out and proud," 

individuals in small-towns in Wyoming near where gay college student Mathew 

Sheppard was killed by homophobic bigots may not feel much support fi-om their 

communities. Similarly, in some areas and universities, working class people's pride in 

their culture is applauded and supported. Youngstown State University, where labor 

studies is a thriving department led by dedicated working class scholars, is such a place. 

In other places, the concept of speaking openly about class is newer and less supported. 

Universities vary in their true acceptance of class diversity, but in general the more elite 

universities are less apt to support explorations of the class structure. 

Furthermore, many people have been unable to interrogate their own class due to 

their lack of a greater understanding of class and/or to unwillingness to self-interrogate 

and face their own complex class reality. It is difficult enough just to speak about class. 

It is even more difficult to speak about one's own class background. The American 

dream—^the idea that anyone can succeed with a little hard work and perseverance—^has 

remained deeply ingrained in the country's psyche almost since its inception. It is for this 
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reason that "many Americans see being working-class as a sign of personal failure rather 

than as a source for activism" (Linkon and Russo 1). In other words, those who are not 

living the American dream are seen by society at large and/or see themselves as 

personally deficient in some way. In fact, "pretending that we Americans live in a 

fimdamentally equitable society in which class boundaries may be surmounted by hard 

work is one of our oldest customs" (Shepard 210). This self-deprecating attitude and 

internalized class oppression have inhibited class collective action in America in the past. 

This attitude also highlights how power (in this case the power of class structures) does 

not always flow from the top down but can come from the bottom and even from within 

oneself. 

The Western societal myth of personal status and achievement as reliant almost 

solely on hard work and character hinders individuals' recognition of the role culture and 

class play in one's success. Americans love to hear triumph-over-tragedy stories because 

they reaffirm listeners' belief in the "bootstraps" philosophy. As Jay McLeod argues, "if 

individuals are convinced that they are responsible for their low position in society, then 

criticism of the social order by the subordinate classes is deflected" (113). Working class 

scholars (and indeed everyone) must oppose this pervasive ideology to accurately 

conceptualize their place in the class system, rather than passively internalizing guilt. 

Such resistance is admittedly difficult. So, whereas some theoretical and political 

disciplines, such as gender studies, have reached a critical mass of scholars and activists 

dedicated to furthering these areas several years ago, working class studies and theory did 
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not really reach an equivalent point until much more recently, or perhaps it is not there 

yet even today. 

A further inhibitor in the progress of American class theory lies in the fact that 

class and labor studies have sometimes had an uneasy relationship with race and gender 

studies. Some class, race, gender, and/or sexuality scholars speak of ranking these 

human factors in some sort of hierarchy of oppression. A few members of minority 

groups fear that discussing other collective issues may co-opt the attention paid to the 

important work they are doing, so they claim that one type of oppression is more 

important than another. This line of thinking can be seen in the early days of the race 

rights movement. At that time, Black men told Black women that they should focus their 

activist efforts solely on race, adopt a lesser role in the movement behind the men, and 

drop their connections to the women's movement so that they did not sidetrack the cause. 

This general ideology that people must choose only one factor about themselves to 

theorize drained some of the earlier momentum from class studies by forcing people to 

choose. 

Other scholars, however, have seen the futility of this divisive line of thinking that 

forces people to bifiircate their selves. Instead, such scholars work toward ending all 

systems of oppression by working against cultural hegemony in all of its forms. The 

activists and scholars who advocate such a position of integration and reflection are 

focusing needed attention on contemporary class issues. Activist Reverend Jesse Jackson 

and theorist bell hooks combine race with gender and class in their intellectual work, 

similar to the way writer/activist Dorothy Allison explores class alongside of gender and 
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sexual orientation. Sherry Linkon and John Russo, scholars at the Center for Working-

Class Studies, also support such blending. Linkon and Russo believe that 

we cannot simply wish away divisions between social movements. 

Rather, if class is to unite, we must learn how to link these movements 

without asking participants to deny their own frames of reference. (2) 

Scholars and activists as diverse as these five just mentioned are now advancing class 

studies by considering class contextually and by exploring the ways it intersects with 

other systems of oppression. They, too, see a web of power that must be untangled to be 

better understood and their work is helping fuel others' interest in class studies. 

Differences among members of a single class, in this case the working class, can 

also separate people and likely slowed the creation of a common discourse. Linkon and 

Russo note that "the working class is divided not only by issues of race, gender, and 

sexuality but also by hierarchies within the labor market itself (3). So, even after 

overcoming boundaries set up by different systems of oppression, working class people 

still have to continually overcome other differences among their own members and 

within the same class. Certain kinds of workers are more in demand at certain times than 

at others, which can cause tensions and prevent people from seeing themselves as 

members of the same class working toward similar goals. For example, these tensions 

happen when large companies lay off older workers shortly before they are eligible for 

retirement (a practice the Boeing Company, for example, is notorious among its 

employees for doing). When the now-unoccupied position (or one very similar to it) is 

filled by a younger person at a lower wage, both the younger and the older worker tend to 
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view the other person suspiciously. They believe themselves to be in competition with 

each other rather than recognizing the need to confront the company and its unfair 

practices. This type of intra-class antagonism benefits the market and big corporations, 

and hurts the class as a whole by obscuring sources of power, slowing collective action 

and keeping salaries low. 

In academia, differences among scholars' type of work are not creating the 

insurmountable walls that they once were, so widespread conversation and action is more 

commonplace. The most obvious divisions in universities—^academic departments (e.g.: 

science versus humanities, etc.)—are gradually becoming less exclusionary and stifling to 

conversations among scholars from various areas of expertise. This newfound openness 

and unity can perhaps be seen in graduate teaching assistants' attempts to strike and 

unionize not just by department or by college, but campus-wide at a number of 

imiversities across the country. This openness can also be seen in the growing body of 

interdisciplinary intellectual work being created by scholars doing joint research or a 

single scholar open to researching sources from outside his or her field where once it was 

taboo to look beyond one's specialized niche. With a greater freedom up of discourse 

among academics at many status levels, the discourse of working class scholars has found 

a way and place to develop. Through this discourse, one can see academics' current 

readiness to explore the complexities of class and academic issues, the inter-relatedness 

of systems of oppression, and class theory. 

Changes in American economics, the nature of work and the structure of society 

may be further fueling a new willingness among scholars to examine class relations and 
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realities. The shifts in the American work force in the last few decades have been 

powerful ones. Many people in the middle class have slipped in recent years to the 

working and poor classes or fear that they will. This downward movement and unease is 

especially prominent in the last decade due to factors such as the economic recession, the 

September 11^ attacks, the consequent stock price drops and downsizing of many 

companies. Even though people have not changed their work habits in substantial ways, 

many have fallen in the widening crevice between the richest and the poorest in the 

country. The Census Bureau for the US Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that for the 

first time in American history, adults since 1987 have not eamed as much as their parents 

(Weinberg 2). Although unemployment is still fairly low in comparison to other 

countries and times of recession in American history, the income gap between those at 

the top and bottom of American wage earning families is larger than it has been since the 

Census Bureau started recording these figures (Ryan and Sackrey 42). Many families 

have found that they need both adult partners to work outside the home in order to 

maintain the income level and standard of living they or their parents had achieved 

previously with just one salary (Weinberg 2). Closely related to these changes in earning 

power is the move by employers toward hiring a cheaper work force of largely part-time, 

temporary, foreign and/or contractual laborers. Many workers have tried to survive this 

trend by combining a number of part-time jobs to equal a full-time (or more than fiill-

time) workweek in order to earn enough to survive. Others work a series of short-term 

contacts, hoping that there will always be another contract forthcoming. 
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The major employment problems of the working class have shifted from lockouts, 

company closures, and imion-breaking activities to lack of benefits (most notably health 

insurance), "downsizing" (unexpected terminations and layoffs), hiring and salary 

freezes, and the rapid evolution of job requirements in many fields. These changes 

obscure the recent history of working class people by changing the outward nature of 

labor and by switching the majority of class members from obvious (stereotypical) work 

in factories and mines to the service industry and part-time or contractual ("piece") work. 

These changes have also led some people to prematurely argue that "class is dead in 

America." Such changes have also made some middle and working class people doubt 

their security and future, and have consequently allowed for a renewed questioning of the 

American ideal of a classless or "middle class" society, as the actual middle class shrinks 

3 
in nxjmber. Some of those being victimized by changing national economics and 

demographics are resisting popular sentiment that lays the blame for their condition 

solely at their feet. Many of them now wish to explore the class system in order to better 

understand their current situation. 

The new attention being paid to American class politics and the changing general 

academic conditions of existence have allowed scholars from a variety of disciplines to 

theorize about class and to reflect on their own place in the class structure. While some 

people may react to a shifting economy and societal structure by becoming conservative 

4 
and by tightening the rules of behavior they will deem acceptable, others seek to 

examine relationships and power within the structure that have changed. This drive for 

understanding and knowledge is especially strong in those who have been trained to 
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analyze social conditions as scholars have been. And the time is right for this sort of 

analysis since working class people are entering all ranks of higher education. Many 

more scholarships, colleges (including branch campuses and university extension), 

financial aid resources, and programs for gifted students such as Running Start web site 

exist today for potential students from all classes than did even a decade ago. 

Despite this infusion of noteworthy numbers of working class people in the 

academy and the attention now being paid to class, those who have ascended to the top— 

in professorial or doctoral candidate positions—often still feel as though they are 

somehow "out of their league." The university is still not yet a comfortable place for 

working class people, who tend to chafe against academia's unfamiliar codes for 

behavior and ways of work that are very different from those with which they were 

raised. Therefore, it seems only right that working class scholars should come together 

now to discuss their needs and experiences in a common discourse. And, indeed, this 

nexus of factors has made it possible for these scholars to come together at this point in 

time to fuel the working class scholar discourse. 

Definitions By and About Working Class Scholars 

The disjunction of experience felt by those crossing boundaries into the academy 

provided the impetus needed for working class scholars to create collections of personal, 

exploratory writings. The contributors to the collections attempt to define the working 

class and to position themselves within the class system in a number of ways. The 

writers identify psychological, geographical, emotional, and physiological factors that are 
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determined or shaped by class. Some scholars simply link class (theirs and others) to 

money. In other words, the more one has, the higher one's status. 

Other academics define members of the working class by contrasting them to 

what they are not. Oftentimes, scholars defining class in this manner will state that 

working class people are those who do not own property or businesses. This definition 

harks back to the old English concept of the upper class "landed gentry" and the way 

Marx connects property ownership with bourgeoisie status. Owning property and/or a 

business means that a family could be its own boss, control its own production, and/or 

generate non-labor based income (such as rent money fi-om borders). Such increased 

power propels a family to a higher class. However, this viewpoint conflicts with at least 

one other writer's. Julie Charlip defines herself and her family as working class even 

though they owned a small retail store during the time of her youth. She argues that she 

is working class since her entire family had to work long hours without vacations in the 

shop for a small profit. The editors of the collection in which her piece appears do note 

her as an exception. However, they claim to have included her story because they 

allowed the writers to self-define in order not to silence anyone who identified as and 

believed they were from the working class (Dews and Law 8-9). 

5 
Many other factors can also be used to determine a person's class. Class 

definitions vary by the person doing the defining. People from different classes tend to 

define class based on distinct criteria. Paul Fussell notes that: 

at the bottom, people tend to believe that class is defined by the amount of 

money you have. In the middle, people grant that money has something to 
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do with it, but think education and the kind of work you do almost equally 

important. Near the top, people perceive that taste, values, ideas, style and 

behavior are indispensable criteria to class, regardless of money or 

occupation or education. (3) 

So, one's class of origin shapes the factors by which one connects to a particular class or 

perceives class in general. 

Further conflicts over definitions of class arise from various scholars' attempts to 

decide whether class is a permanent placement or changeable (such as when one moves 

from a working class family into the academy). The writers intellectually grapple with 

locating the class position they currently occupy as academic workers. Some claim that 

"once working class, always working class" and challenge the notion of class as a 

malleable or extinguishable ethos. Class, according to one writer, is often discussed as a 

"superficial characteristic [...] rather than what it is: a status that can be constitutive of 

one's sense of oneself, one's place in the world, and one's hope and prospects" (Overall 

212-3). They believe that something so ingrained as class affiliation and status would be 

nearly impossible to alter at the core level. Scholars in this category reject the idea that 

they have moved up one or more classes by entering the academic world, claiming 

instead that one's class cannot be shed that easily, if at all. Working class scholars from 

the sources in this study who agree with the idea that one's working class identity is not 

shed upon attaining success in academia include Patricia Sullivan, Christine Overall, Jim 

Daniels, and Edward White. This category includes the vast majority of the scholars in 

the published collections. 
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For the academics who believe in socioeconomic class permanence, class is a life

long and integral part of one's being. They see themselves as akin to such famous social 

risers as Margaret "Molly" Brown. In Molly Brown: Unraveling the Myth, Kristen 

Iversen describes Brown as a poor woman from a back-woods home whose husband 

became very wealthy in the mining business. Despite her great wealth and an elite 

education that came later in life, Brown had notable instances of chafing against some of 

those in the upper crust and remained "lower class" in many ways (e.g.: in temperament 

and carriage) for her entire life. Even though she was well-liked and well-known, Brown 

was considered "unqualified for Denver's innermost society circle" by some at the top 

because she was "new money," liberal, outspoken, and Catholic (Iversen 143). She was 

extremely generous to her community, those passengers who survived the Titanic and to 

the families of those who did not, and those from all classes living in the cities she 

fi-equented. She also befriended and socialized with many upper class people. Despite 

all of this, Molly was not fully one of the upper class. Her situation is similar in many 

ways to the scholar from the working class who befriends, socializes with, and works 

alongside other (higher classed) academics without fully being one of them. 

Many of the working class scholars describe reasons why they are still firmly tied 

to the working class. For example, Donna Langston claims that although she may speak 

and act like a member of one of the upper classes, such a person with "the same job will 

not have the school loans and family responsibilities [she has]. With fewer credentials 

they will be viewed more favorably" (70). A number of the writers in this category 

continue to maintain connections to their class roots by ensuring that they live, work. 
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and/or socialize frequently with other working class people. They try to achieve balance 

between their two worlds by, say, teaching at a xmiversity and volunteering at a 

community literacy center. For instance, Jim Daniels spent a summer biking and walking 

around Europe—an upper-class vacation done in working class style (40). Scholars such 

as these view themselves and others like them as working class people intellectually 

laboring in academia, rather than as scholars who are former members of the working 

class. 

A few scholars believe the reverse: they assume that when they accepted a faculty 

position, they changed social classes and achieved the "American Dream" of social 

mobility. Some even admit that they have a difficult time calling what they do at the 

university "work" because it does not at all resemble the manual work done by their 

parents. These intellectuals believe that a permanent change in class came with their 

acquisition of an advanced education and a position in the upper ranks of the university 

system. In other words, they see themselves as scholars with working class backgroimds, 

but no longer as members of the working class. Some do not go back to their family and 

friends, feeling that they cannot or should not. Irvin Peckham admits that he has only 

been home once since he went to college and probably will not go again until there is a 

funeral (274). These scholars may feel intimately connected to their roots and to the 

working class, yet still believe that they have gained privileges that carmot be negated 

and to which those from "back home" are not privy. This position stems mostly from the 

guilt and amazement that these work class people feel when they look aroimd at where 
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they are. When they compare their Uves in academia to the hves of their relatives, they 

figure they must have moved "on up to the Eastside." 

Scholars from the sources who believe that, despite their residual feeling and 

coimections to the working class, they are no longer members of the working class are 

lesser in number than those who do not. Scholars holding this opinion include Hugh 

O'Malley, John Koonings, Peckham, and Carolyn Leste Law. Their lesser numbers may 

be due to the fact that those who feel this way may be less inclined to contribute to 

collections that cormect people based on their class backgrounds. Those in this category 

nonetheless exceed the number of writings by people from the working class who no 

longer identify with this class. 

Presumably there are also scholars with working class backgrounds who do not 

(or try not) to identify at all with the working class; I have heard indirectly of one such 

person when discussing this study with colleagues. However, because of this ideological 

position, they do not contribute to working class scholarly collections nor reflect back on 

their working class backgrounds in published texts. Consequently, they remain mute in 

this conversation because of their chosen position of self-imposed silence. Since they are 

silent, it is difficult to know their motivations for choosing such a stance. Fear, denial, 

gratitude, lack of introspection or other reasons may push them away from identifying 

with the working class. Some day as the working class discourse grows, scholars in this 

category may feel more comfortable exploring their background and sharing this 

information with others. But for this study, the scholars that will be studied are those 
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with working class backgrounds who have written about their working class status for an 

educated audience either in print or on the listserv. 

Interestingly, no matter how they position themselves in this argument, virtually 

all working class academics who mention offspring state that their children are not (or 

will not be) working class. They believe that they are able to bestow non-working class 

privileges on their children as academic workers with advanced degrees that alter these 

offspring in significant ways. In a sense, these scholars view their children as "second 

generation" citizens in much the same way that children bom in America to an immigrant 

family are. It is as one writer explains: her children "are not working-class as far as [she] 

can see, though [she has] tried (and [she thinks] succeeded) to make them politically 

radical" (Oboler 9/10/99). Another scholars also believes that she has set her child on a 

higher class path than that of her ancestors with all of the privileged "inroads [she is] now 

forging for [her] daughter" (Milanes 144). Still another scholar, Martin, claims that for 

his son, "who has grown up middle class in Manhattan, [he is] both sad and glad that [his 

son] does not have [his father's] class roots because he has had advantages [his father] 

didn't have" (Martin 86). Peckham explains how working class yoxmg adults would not 

have a chance in education compared to his daughter who has had countless opportunities 

outside of the classroom that they have not (274). The unique one exception is Karl 

Anderson, who claims that while his daughter will end up being middle class (she will go 

to college, earn a degree and lead a middle class lifestyle), his sons will remain working 

class (they will not go to college and will do blue collar jobs) (268). He does not say why 
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this is so, but gender differences seem to play a role in this case. Otherwise, children are 

not mentioned or described unquestioningly as upper or middle class. 

Amazingly, those who bring up the issue of children and class do not to discuss 

how their own blended working class and upper middle class values and mannerisms 

might play a role in shaping their children's socioeconomic class. The focus is 

predominately on the privileges brought by the family's income and environment. 

Therefore, these scholars do not believe that their kids would retain any significant part 

of their working class heritage in their natures. Perhaps these scholars simply hope that 

their kids grow to be clearly members of the upper classes, so that these children will not 

have to struggle with the in-betweenness all too familiar to their parent(s) and suffer 

through the difficult lives lived by their grandparents. 

In the end, academics who admit to their working class backgrounds and feel 

connected to their working class roots are often driven to reflect on their lives. It is this 

drive that is the impetus for the current working class discourse in academia, including 

the published collections. All of the authors claim that class influences their work and 

training in academia, and they can see differently from their position "on the margins or 

borders of particular groups; [where] it is easier to observe from the outside, where the 

perception is broader, keener, or productively differenf (Reynolds 331). Many see their 

"dual-citizenship" as an advantage of experience and unique insight that they hope will 

enrich their academic environs. 



74 

Sample Working Class Academic's Narrative 

The stories scholars from the working class tell are as varied as the lives they 

lead, yet they nonetheless intersect and overlap in significant ways. The following 

narrative summary, while vinique to one specific scholar, represents all of the people 

referred to in this study. It is presented here to give readers insight into the thoughts and 

experiences of those people signified by "working class scholars." 

The woman in this narrative, currently an associate professor at a large 

university, first described her childhood and early academic experiences publicly in an 

anecdotal essay published in the Coming to Class collection. She speaks of a childhood 

lived among eight siblings, an abusive father and an overworked mother. In her youth, 

her family lived in two small cormecting residences because they could not afford a 

single house large enough for everyone. She learned in early childhood that she had to 

prove her right to a place in the world, as her father viewed his children as bwdens. 

Despite the odds, she earned on her own enough money and credits to attend and 

graduate from college. To obtain funding for her education, she sought financial aid, 

worked long hours at manual jobs and skipped meals imtil she was grossly underweight. 

At one point, she even dropped out of college to save money and reconsider her place in 

academia. Over time, she taught herself some hard lessons to get by: "one meal a day is 

plenty; foregoing six meals = a textbook for next term; first sell the books you love and 

the rest will be easy; walking will get you anywhere you need to go; water will suffice; a 

sweater worn daily can become your signature outfit; pot is cheaper than health 

insurance" (378). Eventually she did manage to secure her undergraduate degree, and 
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went on to earn an MA and Ph.D. She succeeded in the professorate and has made a 

name for herself among her colleagues. However, she has never forgotten her past. 

The woman in this story, Patricia A. Sullivan, is now a noted scholar in the field 

of rhetoric and composition. Her childhood and college realities were shaped by her 

working class roots and have had lifelong effects on her professional and personal lives. 

Nonetheless, until she penned and published the essay "Passing: A Family 

Dissemblance," many of her closest colleagues and friends had no knowledge of the 

details of her earlier life as a person from the working class. She uses the word "passing" 

in her title in the sense that it is used in many minority lexicons (e.g.: African American 

and gay)—it is the act of pretending to be part of the dominant group in one's 

environment in order to survive. She "passes" her way through the ranks of academia, 

unintentionally (or perhaps intentionally on some level) fooling colleagues into thinking 

she had always led a "privileged life." While Sullivan's story is uniquely her own, it also 

bears witness to difficulties experienced by most working class students and professors. 

Many successful scholars from the working class, including some of those published in 

the collections have kept their backgrounds hidden from most of their peers while trying 

to blend into the culture of the academy. They, too, pass. 

Does the simple fact that these scholars with working class backgrounds can fit in 

with their more privileged colleagues mean that they have changed their class? Have 

they become part of the elite or at least middle class? Does it mean that they have 

changed their core being? Most of the writers explore the guilt, confusion and other 

emotions they encounter when returning to their home communities after spending 
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significant time in the academy. Yet they feel similar emotions when they reenter their 

academic world after going home for a time. They retain and remember aspects of both 

cultures, so they are not wholly either working class or elite. They reside somewhere in 

between and wonder, as Charlip does, "to what class do I belong now, as I head from 

grad-school poverty to the rather ill-paid life of the mind?" (39). Later, she answers her 

own question: "I can never escape from my class background" (40). She and those like 

her are working class academics—^hybrids imlike those from any one particular class. 

The Ivory Tower in a Classed Land 

Those inside the walls of the academy like to think of themselves as above the 

general society's class system. This denial stems from the fact that, "class is academe's 

dirty little secret, its last taboo, that about which we dare not speak" (Sullivan 239). Such 

an attitude is fairly pervasive. Many college students speak of life inside a university as 

sheltered from the "real world" outside. Many scholars pride themselves on being among 

the lucky few in the entire country who spend most of their time working and socializing 

outside of the class system. Fussell describes how scholars and artists like to envision 

themselves as belonging to a non-class that can be called "category X" rather than to one 

of the established social classes (212-3). hi actuality, one can argue that the world of the 

academy itself forms, in a way, its own unique class, or at least occupies some kind of 

liminal status that does not easily mesh with the established classes of the general society. 

The academy draws many of its intellectual workers from the lower-upper and 

middle classes, yet working class people are of course present to a certain extent as well. 
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In small numbers, some members of the upper elite also choose to stay in academia after 

attaining their bachelor's degree, defying popular privileged-class sentiment that a career 

in academia takes too much effort for too little reward (such as prestige and money). As 

Heather Hicks explains, for many of her upper-class peers, "a career in academia means 

downward mobility" (157). Some upper class people do remain in academia as 

professors, and one even contributed an essay to one of the collections about how class 

6 
affects her life as a scholar. The academy contains just enough people from most of the 

country's socio-economic classes to represent itself as an egalitarian institution open to 

all people who meet its academic standards. This facade of diversity tends to cloud 

college students' and faculty members' perceptions of class lines and barriers within the 

walls of academia. 

Inside the university structure, scholars' unique and ambiguous connection to the 

American class structure remains. Professors and graduate students achieve the highest 

levels of education possible in their fields, thereby attaining one of the potential markers 

of class—strong educational credentials. Yet other factors can negate their education and 

degrees. The academy uses its own hierarchical system for rewards and punishment that 

are dictated in part by market conditions and in part by internal factors shaped by the 

academic culture. The value of one's chosen field in the outside market dictates the 

amount of prestige, salary, and bargaining power a scholar can achieve within the 

university. For example, certain faculty in branches of the sciences, engineering, and 

business/marketing outweigh humanities faculty in the unwritten campus hierarchy in 

terms of salaries and clout. Furthermore, one's faculty position and tenure status also 
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place a scholar on the academic hierarchical ladder. Clearly those who hold full tenured, 

full time positions are the university's elite. Less quantifiable measures of scholars' 

class, such as speaking manner and the extent to which one suffers from internal doubts 

resxilting from a working class upbringing, also affect one's sociological class standing 

inside and outside the academy.^ Irvin Peckham explains that "academics with 

professional/managerial-class origins disproportionately constitute the professorate" 

(268). Therefore, scholars are ranked in the academic caste system based on their current 

position or title, academic discipline, fluidity in the academic culture, age, and other 

factors. 

Although the academy often likes to fashion itself as existing outside of the larger 

society's class politics and concerns, as Fussell has argued, it is still tied to these 

structures. Gramsci believes that the conceptualization of intellectuals as a unique social 

group outside of class is false (7-8). As Lillian Robinson states in her "Dialogue" with 

Kate Ellis; "we all got socialized to the academy's own class system without seeing how 

it replicated and coexisted with the real class system we thought we'd come away from" 

(46). In his book Class: A Painfully Accurate Guide Through the American Status 

System, Fussell claims that "some of the most assiduous class climbers are university 

professors" (200). Here, Fussell calls the academy's bluff: academics do care about class 

standing. Fussell has arguably identified an essential benefit for working class people 

who earn advanced degrees—a chance at social advancement. Perhaps even those from 

the higher classes rise socially at least somewhat by pursuing careers in the academy 

because they can garnish respect as being clearly well-educated people and intellectuals. 
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This is not to say that working class scholars climb recklessly and merely for the sake of 

some sort of glory. In fact, many agonize over their decision to stay in higher education. 

They weigh their love of learning and desire for a livable wage earned without back-

breaking labor with the things (and perhaps the people) that they have had to leave 

behind in order to gain these benefits. 

Working class scholars may not have actually climbed anywhere in terms of their 

salary and job security after earning their degrees. It is an ironic reality that a 

professional position in the academy does not guarantee scholars a fair wage for their 

labor and degrees (professional training). Harris points out that "issues of class run just 

beneath the surface of our debates over disciplinarity, the status of part-timers and 

graduate assistants" (46). Those holding academic appointments that are less than full 

time, tenured professorships make sub-par salaries. Part-time instructors, lecturers, 

adjuncts, teaching assistants, and some non-tenured professors earn salaries that place 

them amongst the working class or even the poor class in terms of their earnings. 

Sullivan argues that: 

part-time, adjunct, nontenurable writing teachers are the equivalent of a 

society's working class: management perceives them as unskilled and 

interchangeable; they work for minimum wages, often without benefits 

and protections; they are hired and let go at the whims of an ever 

fluctuating economy. (241) 



80 

And even respected humanities full professors at large universities may not have incomes 

at upper class levels and may earn less than many others with far less education and talent 

inside and outside academia. 

This compensation gap is even more noticeable as the private sector moves 

further and further into the academy. Large corporations are now present in such places 

as university stadiums sponsored by and renamed after certain big businesses, exclusive 

campus-wide contracts with specific soft drink makers in exchange for financial 

kickbacks for the school, and drug companies that underwrite research studies conducted 

on university campuses. Charles Kelly notes that "conservatives will argue that PhDs 

and those in the information industry are among our highest paid professionals. They are, 

but relative to the people who hire them, they are poorly paid" (78). It is difficult to 

reconcile the realities of this wage gap with the fact that working class scholars are 

moving to and/or within a higher class than the one from which they came. Many times, 

those family members and fiiends whom scholars "left behind" in the working class earn 

more money and sometimes even enjoy more job stability than can be found in the 

academic world. 

Class lines get crossed in additional ways within academia. Fussell serves to 

ftirther complicate our vinderstanding of the place of the academy in the American class 

hierarchy. He argues that "colleges and universities are the current equivalent of salons 

and levees, and [legal] courts should look harder. If no other institution here confers the 

titles of nobility forbidden by the Constitution, they do" in the form of degrees and grades 

(163). Academics play a large role in granting degrees (educational and social titles) to 
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students, yet often remain in liminal status themselves, seeking tenure, stable 

employment and fair compensation even after years spent learning and working in higher 

education. Ultimately, academia can be seen as a deficient class machine that helps 

produce titles for those returning to the outside world, while those who stay within its 

walls end up existing askew of the American socioeconomic class system. This 

"deficiency," or at best "class confixsion," is especially so for scholars who come fi-om 

the working class to become professors. They are encouraged by the academic culture to 

present themselves to the world and their students as upper class while earning anywhere 

from poor class to upper-middle class salaries and while certifying students who may go 

on to be upper-elite/upper after they graduate. It is no wonder that class is so difficult for 

those in the academy to talk about and investigate. 

Implications 

As has been illustrated in this chapter, class structures and definitions both inside 

and outside of the university are complex and convoluted. Although it seems as difficult 

as "nailing Jell-O to the wall," I must now offer a working definition and description of 

working class people and working class scholars to create a clearer picture of what kind 

of people the scholars were when they first came to pursue college degrees. The 

definition that follows is offered as a tool, a way into the narratives discussed in the 

remaining chapters. It is by no means a hard and fast rule to be applied, nor does any one 

person display all of these traits. It is simply a starting place. 
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People from working class backgrounds grow up in households where work 

maintains a tight grip on their lives. The jobs their parents hold could truly be described 

as "labor"—^work that is physical, demanding, and lacking in autonomy. These jobs 

often take center stage in working class households because of the time they consume, 

physical repercussions they have on the workers, and income they provide to the family. 

Many family conversations and much worry centers on the demands and maintenance of 

these jobs. Sometimes even a family's house, means of transportation, recreation 

opportunities, insurance, and/or other important items come from the employer. Because 

they have fewer resources to draw from, working class families often rely "on a more 

tenuous resource base, tend to develop many forms of pooling and sharing within 

neighborhoods and extended families" (Martin 6). They leam to make due with what 

they have because they have few other choices and because the have a history of relying 

on themselves (rather than on outside support or charity) to survive. 

Working class people allow the untidy and sometimes harsh realities of their lives 

to show in their persons. They are not as polished as those from higher classes because 

they do not have the time, money or knowledge to become so. They often speak their 

minds in loud voices with direct language that belies their class and regional origins. 

Their bodies wear out quicker and they dress those bodies according to the class-shaped 

constraints of access, money and available role models. 

Almost every scholar from the working class is the first from his or her family to 

attend and graduate from college and perhaps the first from their town or neighborhood to 

go to graduate school. Even though these scholars value their education, they 
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simultaneously may feel conflicted about their status and the ambiguous position that this 

education has put them in (as will be discussed further in the following chapters). Class 

origin is not always easy to see in students, but there may be some signs—sleepy 

demeanor in class, overworked look, local place of origin rather than coming from out of 

the region/state/country, and a sense of confiision over college practices and terms. Since 

early in life, a passion for reading and the knowledge that books can bring separate the 

would-be working class scholars from their parents, siblings and peers. The social 

environment of working class people includes heavy saturation from the popular media 

and less access to "high" culture. And while popular and regional cultures are not less 

significant and important than high culture on the whole, they are less socially valued. 

Finally, power comes into play in the definition of the working class—^those in 

this class are "classed" by what is done to them more than by what they do. As Elisa 

Doolittle explains in My Fair Lady, the difference is in the way one is treated, rather than 

in who one is or what one says. Even when moving between classes, the person from the 

working class remains basically the same, while their treatment by society changes. 

In the end, no simple definitions exist for the working class, for those who 

"reside" in academia yet hail from the working class, and for the place of academic 

workers in the American class system. To imderstand and define the working (or any 

other) class, one must consider economics, culture, society, education, social situation, 

market conditions and physical reality. Working class people's lives are dominated by 

cycles of production as Marx argues, while also reflecting the multitudes of social and 

cultural forces described by Williams, Gramsci, Foucault, and other scholars. Working 
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class scholars are those people in academia whose "lives of quiet desperation" and 

slippery class status have much to teach us about life in the working class and class's role 

in the academic world. 

This study includes those who self-define as scholars fi"om the working class to 

stand as such. For some, discovering the collections and studies about working class 

academics prompted them to compare themselves to these working class scholars. 

Afterwards, they labeled themselves as intellectuals from the working class for the first 

time ever. For others, the process of self-definition came only after years of doubt and 

reflection; they came to xmderstand class's effect on their lives in sort of an "ah-ha" 

moment. Still others fell somewhere in between these two extremes. And, as mentioned 

earlier, not all definitions of a "working class academic" agree. Since class brackets 

themselves are hard to define, it should come as no surprise that people sometimes have 

differing views on how to classify individuals within these class brackets. These 

conflicting definitions are included and their points of conflict explored here in order to 

get a fiiller sense of the complexities of class. The following chapters illustrate the 

thematic (life story) commonalities the scholars use to place themselves in conjunction 

with the working class and the working class scholar group, while analyzing their 

implications. 
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Endnotes 

A household with two adults earning salaries (or even one partner earning a salary and 

the other taking care of the home and children) is often enough to bump families up a 

class, in this case from poor to working class. This bump is due to increased 

income/earning power, lowered expenses including those for childcare, and other 

benefits. 

^ Such historical examples include African Americans recapturing the slur word "nigger" 

and gay Americans taking over use of the derogatory word "fag." These words are only 

socially acceptable when used by African American or gay men respectively. 

3 
For further discussion of American economics and their effect on individuals, see 

Chapter 5. 

4 
Times of social upheaval and economic change are almost always followed by an 

upsurge of conservative group activity and membership. These groups offer comfort in 

tradition that is not found outside in the changing world. Examples of this conservatism 

after change include the creation of the Ku Klux Klan during the Restoration years, the 

swelling of membership in fundamentalist religious groups as the century changed (both 

in early 1900 and 2000), and the resurgence of patriotic in the United States following the 

September 11*^ terrorist attacks on America. 

^ Additional indicators of class discussed or used by the working class scholars are the 

subjects of Chapters 3-5. 



Christina Russell McDonald explores her sense of disjunction from her place on the 

other side of the class equation. In the article "Academic Life as Middle Grovind" that 

she co-authored with Robert L. McDonald and published in Shepherd, McMillan and 

Tate's Coming to Class, she compares her experiences as an upper class woman in the 

academy with that of her husband's experiences as a working class man in the academy. 

^ These factors provide the basis for the analysis in Chapters 3-5 of this study. 
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Chapter 3 

THEY STICK OUT LIKE A SORE THUMB: THE STORIES WORKING CLASS 

SCHOLARS TELL ABOUT THEIR ANTICIPA TORYSOCLiLIZA TION 

I went to the Doctor of Philosophy, with a poster of Rasputin and a beard down to 
his knees. He never did marry, nor see a B grade movie. He graded my 
performance. He said he could see through me. 

— Indigo Girls, "This Place" 

I'm a freak. I can't talk to the people I live with anymore. I can't talk to the likes 
of them at your house. I'm a half-cast. 

— Educating Rita 

Sit up straight and mind your manners. 
— Our mothers 

Anticipatory Socialization's Critical Role in Higher Education 

People's lives are naturally diverse. Factors such as school choice, geographic 

location, specific family situation, gender, age and personality naturally shape 

individuals' life experiences. Despite this potential for great variety, working class 

scholars describe a number of common experiences in the current literature that cut 

across their lives. These themes were so striking in their similarities that many of the 

vwriters recognize themselves in their peers' narratives and the editors of one of the 

collections were completely caught off guard by them (Dews and Law 6). These 

commonalties are narrative themes that overlap in three larger categories, which I label as 

anticipatory socialization, sensory markers and economic factors. The first in the list, 

anticipatory socialization, wdll be explored in this chapter. 
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In this study, the term "anticipatoiy socialization" refers to the academic and 

social grooming and experiential background scholars were or were not privy to before 

entering a university. Ultimately, one's socialization ("education" in the broad sense of 

the term) as a child and young adult is vitally important to socioeconomic position since 

the social class into which one is bom has a major influence on where one 

will end up. Although mobility between classes does take place, the 

overall stmcture of class relations from one generation to the next remains 

largely unchanged. (MacLeod 2) 

Or, as Mantosis puts it, "economic class does have a way of determining what a kid 

thinks is important" (238). Class separators, transmitted by class-shaped cultural norms 

and/or affected by one's access to funds, help insure that class placement along familial 

lines changes little from generation to generation. 

Those people frequently exposed to a culture that resembles (or actually is) the 

culture of the university naturally do better in college than those who are not. That is, of 

course, unless another factor such as a disability inhibits their progress. Early and 

recurrent access to cultural experiences and locations such as art galleries, museums, 

international and domestic travel, varied reading materials and literary environments, 

academic English, and even specialty "fine" foods all provide a base from which to start 

one's college education. As working class scholar Charlip claims, "those graduate 

students who are to the manor bom have been groomed; everything in their backgrounds 

has prepared them for this life" (38). Those bom to working class families, on the other 

hand, are "out of the loop of information and mentoring" (Milanes 146). For example. 
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Dews bemoans how in college his "working-class way of knowing, [his] working-class 

epistemology, had failed [him]. There is no situation within working class experience 

analogous to the preliminary exam" and to other such academic rites of passage (332). 

Lifelong education and exposure to a particular culture provides individuals with a 

foundation for fitting in more easily to related or similar situations. 

While factors as diverse as the vacations one has taken and the foods one has 

sampled before may initially seem tertiary to pursuing a higher education, they actually 

do play an important role. Most people would agree that success in college goes beyond 

intelligence alone. Hard work and dedication, while important, are also not enough to 

insure collegial success. Students must feel comfortable enough in their surroundings to 

focus on their studies in order to succeed. They must understand the rules and customs of 

higher education and have knowledge v^th which to contextualize the new information 

they are being taught. 

The gap that exists between those "prepared" for college and those who are not is 

wide. As Gramsci explains, "in a whole series of families, especially in the intellectual 

strata, the children find in their family life a preparation, a prolongation and a completion 

of school life" (31). The importance of exposure to the physical and cultural 

environment of the university is being realized more and more. Creating this type of 

cultural exposure is the idea behind such efforts as the field trips to college campuses that 

elementary and high schools located near colleges often make and the summer on-

campus "preview" opportunities for minority and at-risk students. However, most of 

those who contributed to the collections examined here never benefited from such 
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programs nor personally knew college-educated people until they went to college. 

Anderson represents his working class peers' experiences when he reveals that "the only 

adult I knew who had been to college was an ambulance-chasing lawyer who was liked 

by no one" (262). Overall similarly explains that "no one in [her] family could explain to 

[her] how to communicate with professors (none of [them] had ever met a professor)" 

("Nowhere" 216). It is difficult for working class students to emulate college professors 

and students when many have never known one personally before they arrive at a 

university. 

Children from all classes are raised learning cultural codes distinct from those in 

the other classes. Harris notes that what the "professional middle class possesses is not 

economic but cultural capital, a set of skills and knowledges" (51). So, while working 

class students inherit their own cultural capital, it is not the kind that is valued by (the 

academic) society. Pierre Bourdieu describes this lack of applicable cultural capital as a 

lack of the fine-tuned ability to read and understand dominant cultural symbols prized 

and used in academia (18, 81). While all classes have cultural capital that members pass 

down from generation to generation, not all such capital is valued equally by society at 

large. Specifically, the working and poor classes have the least amount of cultural capital 

valued by society in general and the university culture. Conversely, "upper-class 

students, by virtue of a certain linguistic and cultural competence acquired through 

family upbringing, are provided with the means of appropriation for success in school" 

(MacLeod 12). Offspring of upper and middle class families are given the background 

tools for success in the university enviroimient and told that they will attend college 
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throughout their childhood. Ultimately, "schools require cultural resources with which 

only specific students are endowed" (MacLeod 15). Not so for working class children. 

In fact, some working class families may even try purposefully to hold their children 

back from academic success. For instance, Sowinska reveals that her "parents actively 

tried to discourage [her] from attending college" (156). In this manner, working class 

students start off a few rungs lower on the university ladder of success than their middle 

and upper class peers do.^ 

The magnitude of life activities covered under the umbrella of "cultural capital" is 

vast. As Gardner explains, "this culture shapes how we speak, walk, dress, eat, our sense 

of control over our life, our values and attitudes regarding work, family, intimacy, 

money, leisure and education" (51). As White argues, "class divisions, like gender and 

race divisions, are made up of a hundred tiny glances, none of them overt enough or 

important enough to be isolated and challenged" (281). 

This cultural capital, while all-encompassing, can be small factors that add up 

over time to discourage or hold back working class students from seeking higher 

education. A number of the working class academics, for instance, talk about their 

bewilderment over specialized terms and procedures for completing requirements in the 

higher education system. Some working class scholars bemoan the fact that they were so 

baffled by terms like "pre-reqs," "g.p.a.," and "pedagogical requirements" that they 

almost dropped out of college as undergraduates. For instance, Zandy remembers her 

horror at being invited to a tea for those top-most students on the Dean's list and not 

knowing what a "tea" was or how she should act at such an event; she was so nervous 
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when she did attend that she spilt her tea ("Class" 83). Similarly, discipline-specific 

terms can overwhelm working class scholars who are new to this lingo. Carol Faulkner 

describes how "like a foreigner [she] kept a notebook of words which were currently in 

the field: 'indeterminate,' 'discursive,' 'problematic'" so that she could decode materials 

and assigimients given to her (201). A working class student of Piper's cried as she told 

how "the things she was reading and trying to learn about [in college] were not familiar 

to her. The materials, in effect, required a conceptual leap, and many [working class] 

students fell into the chasm" (289). It is unfortimate that such relatively small things as 

terminology might hinder otherwise talented people from entering or progressing in 

academia. 

Many subtle factors add up to create feelings of self-doubt. This doubt in turn 

leads to the gnawing feeling that one is residing somewhere between two cultures when 

one leaves one's working class home and tries to create a new niche and life for oneself 

as a professional in the academic world with a working class background. Having "dual 

citizenship" in both the working class home culture and the culture of the academy can 

leave a scholar feeling at bay. Deborah Piper serves as an example of this disjunction 

between two worlds. She explains, 

there were stages in my journey [through different socioeconomic classes] 

where I wore my education like a coat, putting it on to protect myself at 

school or in professional meetings, then taking it off upon returning home 

lest I offend or distance the people I loved so dearly. (287) 
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Several anticipatory socialization factors contribute to scholars feeling "nowhere at 

home." They include travel experiences, moving away from home and family, mentoring, 

internal doubts, and a true passion for reading. 

Travel 

Travel surfaces repeatedly in the working class scholars' narratives as an 

important and sensitive subject for working class academics. Almost without exception, 

those who write about their experiences as scholars with working class backgrounds 

discuss whether or not they have been able to travel extensively, often specifically 

mentioning if they have been able to go abroad or not. Usually, they speak of their lack 

of first-hand travel knowledge as a personal fault and/or something that they have hidden 

from their colleagues. A person's specific travel experiences are also class-shaped 

experiences. Many of the writers state also directly or indirectly that travel is inarguably 

a class issue. Factors such as the ability to afford the time off from work and the expense 

make it so. 

Even the honest desire to spend one's leisure time and money doing such an 

activity as, say, taking a trip abroad is heavily dictated by an individual's economic 

resources and social environment. For example, working class families, if they travel at 

all, usually journey to relatives' homes or to other areas of familial importance (i.e., to 

see ancestors' homes and graves or to attend an anniversary celebration). For working 

class families, travel "always involve[s] visiting family or friends. Traveling simply to 

explore new regions or points of interest [is] rare" (Lang 160). Middle class families tend 
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to hit popular sites such as Disney World and National Parks, such as Yellowstone. 

Upper class families visit Europe, island getaways such as those found in the Caribbean, 

and, for shorter trips. New York, resorts, or wherever business takes them. Naturally, 

there is some overlap among these categories, so they should not be taken as inflexible 

boundaries. For example, a working class family might visit a national park located near 

a relative's home. Generally, however, these divisions hold true, if for no other reason 

than for the expected costs incurred when undertaking each of these categories of travel. 

Many working class scholars suffer internally and socially from their lack of 

travel experiences upon entering the academic world. Edward White describes how he 

felt a lack of first hand knowledge of the world in his early academic years, lamenting 

how he "knew nothing of wines or brandy; [he] had not been to Europe" (419). He even 

makes sure that his readers know that one of his working class students (to whom he 

refers in his narrative) has also not traveled abroad (428). Tate similarly recalls feeling 

inadequate next to his higher-classed peers as an undergraduate—^peers who "had lived in 

Paris, had heard Flagstaad sing Isolde" (293). There is no gray area here—either a 

person has had these experiences or she has not. 

Other working class scholars are annoyed and/or shocked by their wealthier 

peers' and students' nonchalant and sometimes flippant attitudes toward travel abroad, 

especially when they belittle a privilege only available to a few. One writer noticed that 

among his colleagues, "little was made of a casual weekend to Bermuda" (Brent 270), 

while another commented on his students' frequent discussions of trips to Paris (White 

430). William Pelz remembers vividly a time when he was worrying about how he 
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would pay the next semester's tuition. As he fretted over dollars, he overheard two 

students from upper class families discussing their summer plans. One said to the other, 

"Daddy wants us to go to hidia but I'm not into it. After all, there are so many poor 

people there" (279). In the end, few working class families can afford trips abroad. A 

large number never even participate in inter-continental foreign travel (i.e., to Mexico 

and Canada) even though these international destinations might be geographically quite 

close to their homes and less costly to visit than other vacation sites. A number of 

working class people have never gotten on a plane. Hooks, for instance, was a girl who 

had "never been on a city bus, who had never stepped on an escalator, who had never 

traveled by plane" when she entered college ("Keeping" 100). 

Some of the working class writers reveal in their narratives that they had not even 

traveled locally or regionally. Mike Rose claims to have never been outside of his 

hometown of Los Angeles before he attended college in a nearby California city {Lives 

43). Other working class scholars had only taken short family trips to the seashore or to 

an amusement park, not the kind of trips that are openly valued in academic circles. 

Those who did manage to travel "appropriately" justify why and how they have done so. 

One person self-consciously states, "Yes, it was Europe, but I had to do it the hard way-

pedaling a bike—to earn the trip and alleviate the strange class guilt I felt" (Daniels 32). 

Sand tells the stoiy of how in her last year of college, she was finally able to travel 

abroad; she went to Venezuela thanks to the assistance of the YWCA and a wealthy 

friend (35-6). Many are grateful for the opportunity when they do finally go abroad, and 

credit their academic employment as the main factor enabling them to make these trips at 
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all. In the end, the perceived need to have had experiences throughout one's life 

traveling abroad is embarrassing or uncomfortable for working class scholars who have 

not been able to do so. This lack of exposure to geography and continental culture 

expected in academia leaves some working-class academics feeling unsure of themselves 

and even unfairly labeled by their colleagues as unscholarly or naive. 

Moving 

In academia, travel expectations extend beyond vacations and trips abroad. 

Academics are consistently asked to move away from home in order to be considered a 

viable and dedicated scholar. The unquestioned ability to move to different parts of the 

country to seek additional degrees or a professorial position is daunting for working class 

people who often value home as a vitally important factor in their lives and who are very 

2 
much tied to place. "Home" represents many things: a physical place, one's birth state, 

city, neighborhood, and/or house, state of mind, and extended family. Moving away 

from their home to work and socialize with their new academic peers can be isolating for 

working class people—"given the centrality of kin in working-class cultures such 

isolation can create a great deal of anguish" (Gardner 53). It is not surprising, then, that a 

number of scholars describe how they purposefiilly chose a local college simply because 

it was near their home. Unfortunately, only later did many of these scholars discover that 

the local school was not highly regarded among other academics because it was not a 

"big name" college or that they still must move away to another state/school to do their 

graduate work. 
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All along, the messages are very clear, if not written down; true scholars do not 

go to community, technical or experimental colleges. They go to top universities (no 

matter how far away) and then continue to choose the more prestigious schools for 

advanced degrees and career moves. This mobility requirement creates a number of 

difficulties for working class people. Ryan and Sackrey note that almost one-half of 

working class students attending college are enrolled at a community college; few of 

those who do enroll in four-year colleges attend prestigious schools (28). Technical and 

community colleges are full of working class, immigrant, non-traditional, "second-

career," and other marginalized college students. Working class people often enroll at 

local regional and community colleges because these community schools are more 

accessible to them both financially and geographically. The tuition is cheaper and 

students are able to continue living at home, thereby further reducing their expenses and 

enabling them to maintain close family ties. And, no matter what kind of college or 

university they have personally attended as an undergraduate and graduate student, 

working class professors may still wish to teach at a community or regional college. The 

proximity to home and/or a desire to teach more students who are from the working class 

calls them to do so. 

While many graduates value the time spent at regional universities, some did not 

discover until later that the reputation or "name" of one's alma mater could affect job 

prospects and advancement in the academic world. Michael Schwalbe reveals that: 

I knew that some colleges were more famous than others were, but I didn't 

realize how important institutional prestige is to academics. Nor did I 
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know how this affects people's careers. I had assumed that once you got a 

PhD, regardless of where it came from, what mattered most was the 

quality of the work you did. (314) 

Donna Langston expresses similar sentiments when she explains that: "it never occurred 

to me [... ] that it made a difference which school I went to. A BA was a BA, right?" 

(68). Hicks explains that as she began pursing a higher degree "it had really not even 

begun to dawn on [her] that, as much as anything, schools like Dartmouth, Princeton, 

Yale, and Brown constitute concentrations of great wealth, an archipelago of privilege" 

(154). And, while Schwalbe's, Langston's, and Hicks' initial assumptions about 

universities should be true, in many cases they are not. Not all advanced degrees are 

weighted the same. The caliber of work a student actually does at a school does not 

outweigh the importance of the prestige of their alma mater, and it is often working class 

people who suffer from the affects of this subtle academic hierarchy. 

Working class people do not have the connections to prestigious universities 

through relatives, friends, or influential mentors that their higher classed peers often 

have. Ivy League and other prestigious schools often reserve large numbers of their 

available slots for entering students they call "legacies." Legacies provide automatic 

spots for the children of graduates of the university, especially to children of those alumni 

who are big financial supporters, whether or not these potential students meet the 

minimum scholastic requirements. Those who are not given legacy spots must meet, and 

usually exceed, the university's published requirements in order to earn their acceptance. 

The only notable exception to this observation are the spaces some universities reserve 
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for promising racial minority students whose grades and test scores may be lower than 

the criteria in certain areas. Over all, working class students are less likely to be accepted 

into, attend, and consequently gamer the ethos from such a school since it is unlikely that 

they hold familial ties to ivy-league or other top-rated (or any other) universities. 

Even those lucky few working class students who do make it into a notable 

university may not feel comfortable or accepted there once they arrive. Most "research 

one" and Ivy League universities are large schools wherein newcomers can easily feel 

alienated or alone. While this sense of alienation and isolation can and does happen to 

students from a variety of social classes, working class students' suffering nonetheless 

can be especially keen. One scholar describes how he briefly joined a fraternity to find a 

niche at a large university, only to instead discover that the Greek clubs act as "gateways, 

social sifters, and social centers". Differences in speech, manner, values, and habit 

separated" those from different classes effectively, even after one has already been 

thoroughly sifted just to enroll in a prestigious school (Brown 133). This inherent 

division of class in the different types of colleges and schools is not new; Gramsci 

describes how "the vocational school for the instrumental classes, the classical school for 

the dominant classes and the intellectuals" (26). Working class students are less likely to 

find support in large imiversities, schools in which it is easy for even the most 

academically and culturally prepared of students to get lost "in the numbers." This 

alienation probably contributes to the higher drop out and transfer rates among working 

class students. 
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Those working class people who do decide to pursue academic careers and 

appointments after graduation must be willing to move again in order to do so. The 

unwritten requirement that professors move across the country or even to another country 

to start or advance their careers remains daxmting for a large number of working class 

academics. Uprooting oneself from family and friends is expected of academics not just 

once, but several times during a career. For many working class scholars, every move 

becomes progressively more difficult both emotionally and financially. As bell hooks 

states, "each movement away makes return harder. Each separation intensifies distance, 

both physical and emotional" ("Keeping Close" 100). Schwalbe, for example, discovers 

somewhat "late in the game" that he should seek out a more prestigious school in order to 

remain competitive in his field. At this point of discovery, he considered "changing 

schools and going somewhere more prestigious. But [he] couldn't see paying again the 

price of moving and [re-] establishing [his] credibility with another group of professors 

who were likely to be more snobbish" (314). So, he stayed at the university he was at 

and lost some of his competitive edge. Not only do working class scholars have to risk 

precious familial ties, as well as spend limited financial resources^, to move for an 

academic careers, but also must face significant internal struggle. 

Tight-knit families and groups of friends find the separation taxing or even 

fiightening, and keeping frequent contact with the severed party is difficult. White 

explains that many of his working class students "were intensely family-oriented," a 

situation quite xmlike the one he found among his upper class students (289). A number 

of writers disclose their and/or their families' fear of a loss of intimacy and coimection 
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when members must separate. For instance, Leslie's father distrusted the idea of higher 

education for his son. As Leslie recalls, when he "applied to graduate school, the entire 

concept was foreign to" his father (70). Many scholars' relatives expressed hostility 

towards, or mistrust of, higher education, viewing it as an entity with the power to 

separate them from their loved ones physically, linguistically, philosophically and 

perhaps permanently. Faulkner's family even asked her constantly if she was "done with 

all that as if [she] had been experimenting with cocaine or dabbling in the occult" (201). 

Some working class scholars have theorized the differences in perception and experience 

that occur after a move and in depth foray into the academy. Christine Overall described 

how moving away gave her a status something like "missing in action" to her family and 

caused her to feel nowhere at home after she completed her advanced degree ("Nowhere" 

219). Another writer clarifies this powerful sentiment by stating, "given the centrality of 

kin in working-class culture, such isolation can create a great deal of anguish" (Gardner 

53). Facing this separation anxiety causes many scholars to suffer internally or decide to 

leave academia altogether. 

Lang explains that working class people risk the loss of vital close family support 

and connections by moving out of area. He writes, "many [in the working class] would 

never jeopardize family relationships by leaving the region, even for work-related 

reasons. In middle-class culture [conversely], geographical mobility for career reasons is 

readily accepted as a fact of life" (165-6). Lang, for instance, made the person choice to 

move away to attend a distant university. When he returned home after college, he felt 

disjointed and upset that his "status changed from resident to visitor" (168). He no longer 
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fit comfortably his native "home," yet he did not find himself completely at home in the 

academy either. Another working class scholar likewise states "I sometimes feel like an 

impostor in both camps" (Langston 72). The Depression-era novel The Dollmaker 

further illustrates the idea of place as vital to poor and working class families' identities. 

In the story, when the family moves far Irom their hometown to a big city to find stable 

work, the family literally loses some of its members (one dies, one runs away, and the 

others are internally and externally uprooted). Ultimately, the family crumbles without 

their home place to anchor them. Clearly a loss of place is a significant price for working 

class people to pay for a university education and career.'^ 

Mentoring 

Many middle and upper class colleagues do better with the required moves than 

their working class peers. Emotional conceptions of "place," "home," and "connection to 

family" are more fluid and perhaps less vital in higher classes, and more resources for 

keeping in contact with absent family members are available to those with more money 

and/or social connections. More students from middle and upper class families succeed 

in pursuing academic careers not only because of different perceptions about moving 

away, but also because of the informal or formal mentoring that occurs in most 

universities once the scholar arrives. New faculty and graduate students are often taken 

under the wing of one or more senior faculty members who smooth their path and help 

acclimatize them to their new surroundings and to the behaviors expected of them. 



103 

Oftentimes, academic and professional mentoring happens spontaneously, 

through connections or by assignment. Mentoring relationships can happen within the 

university environment when an experienced professor adopts a protege whose work, 

backgroimd, or personality interests them. They can also form outside of the university 

when a professor has a prior cormection to a new student or colleague in some way (such 

as being a friend of the family or of the new arrival's previous mentor). This type of 

networked arrangement seldom happens for working class students. Sometimes working 

class students are fortunate enough to be assigned a valued mentor through a formal 

program at their university or within their department. 

Unfortunately, some working class writers noted instances in which these 

structured mentoring arrangements were less benevolent than they had expected. The 

bonding process hoped for by all involved can sometimes break down and the established 

faculty members can become overly critical of the person they are supposed to be 

assisting when worldviews or personalities do not mesh. For instance, Piper felt 

"inadequate," "disempowered" and "ashamed" by those would-be mentors who did not 

respect her background and who tried to change her by pressure. However, she also 

remembers with gratitude when she found mentors who believed in her and helped her on 

her academic journey (288). Some working class writers note that sometimes senior 

faculty members make judgements quickly and harshly when a working class graduate 

student failed in maintaining some unwritten rule. These failures, however, are usually 

not recognized for what they are—differences in class—but are instead viewed as areas 
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where the student or new professor needs to become more "academic" or "professional" 

in order to succeed. 

Ultimately, support can enable the career and progress of a working class person 

more than any other factor, a reality that becomes clear after reviewing a number of the 

scholars' narratives. As one public school teacher declares in Rose' Possible Lives, 

"without support, you die a little every day" (63). A supportive mentor, whether an 

established professor or simply a more seasoned peer, can give a scholar in doubt the 

courage to continue on. Graduate students are especially vulnerable and in need of 

supportive mentoring. Cheryl Fish reveals that "graduate students, with [their] greater 

investment in academic life, sometimes require tangible evidence of [their] mentors' 

faith" in them (187). If fact, they often desire such evidence frequently. Working class 

xmdergraduates can still maintain some emotional distance from their academic 

surroundings, and working class professors have proof that they have been accepted into 

the club—^both luxuries that graduate students lack. Unfortunately, graduate students do 

not always get the nurturing support and encouragement that they hope for. Fay 

describes the graduate student-mentor relationship as proceeding like this: "the master 

tears each initiate down and then in an identificatory process, picks him or her up; during 

this bonding with the authority figure, the student transcends a prior identity" (276). Once 

again. My Fair Lady provides illustration of the phenomena in question. Professor 

Higgins tears Eliza down and rebuilds her in his own image. After he does, they fall in 

love ("bonding" in its extreme form). While this mentoring style may be more common 
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with male professors, the working class writers did not identify it as so, indicating 

mentors of both genders might succumb to this method. 

The topic of mentoring is so vital that some writers, such as Elizabeth Fay and 

Cheryl Fish, devote considerable coverage in their essays to the topic of professional and 

personal mentoring in the academy. Both Fay and Fish note that the less than adequate 

number of "openly" working class (and gay and female and racial minority) tenured 

faculty creates problems for students who cannot find like-minded mentors who have 

"been there" and can sympathize (Fay 278 and Fish 188). Another scholar, Milanes, says 

that a working class academic must "learn to socialize with academic colleagues since 

lack of networks across the university leads to lack of advocates and allies" (148). Some 

believe that working class people "rankle the various ranks of the academia which [they] 

belong" (Sowinska 149). Those writers who were fortunate enough to find mentors who 

understood them (whether or not the mentors were from the working class) celebrate 

these people as a vital aspect of their success. 

Without clear guidance, working class scholars must "go it alone" in academia, 

for other than assigned academic mentors (where available), there are few other avenues 

for support open to them. Because the university culture is not familiar to them, working 

class students are unsure where to go to find help and advice on academic and other 

university matters. As one writer states, 

most academics from working-class backgrounds end up on the bottom of 

the academic heap. They receive little guidance or mentoring from 
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professors, which is particularly detrimental because their network of 

family and friends not connected to academia. (Langston 68) 

And, the higher one goes in the academy, the less formal support is available since 

students and faculty are supposed to "know the ropes" by then. Mentoring is, as Fish 

says, a "slippery and provocative process" (192) that can mean the difference between 

success and failure for working class scholars trying to "make it" in the academic world. 

Working class scholars perhaps need mentors most of all because they usually 

cannot rely on their families for academic mentoring and guidance. The families working 

class scholars leave behind to enter the academy do not understand the realities of 

academic careers; the years of study and poverty and other parts of academic culture are 

foreign to them. Schwalbe explains that "for our family, graduate school was another 

world entirely. At that time we didn't even have the words or images available to us to 

allow me to explain what graduate school was or why I wanted to go" (313). Schwalbe's 

family, like most working class families, had little with which to reference academic 

conventions and structures to in their everyday lives. 

Since university life is not familiar to those people back home, family and friends 

cannot offer specific situational advice. Langston describes her struggle with this gap, 

explaining that: 

my family was very proud that I went for an MA and PhD, but they 

couldn't quite understand why I would. It was odd and foreign to them; 

no one they personally knew had done such a thing. When I finished my 
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PhD, my grand-parents thought I had just finished my MA. They weren't 

sure what the difference was between them. (65) 

Family members who do not have a clear understanding of "simple" academic 

distinctions such as "MA" and "PhD" cannot offer more guidance than moral support to 

their offspring in graduate school. 

As noted before, some families do not offer even this encouragement because 

they do not want the student to leave home for a life in academia, because they fear that 

their child will surpass them intellectually or financially, and/or because they are not a 

supportive family by nature. Sowinska, for example, says that her parents "actively tried 

to discourage [her] from attending college" (156). Some working class families do not 

support higher education because they see "no connection between education and 

success" (Hicks 153). In fact, "even on the most rudimentary level, working-class 

academics frequently lack the familial support and validation of self that is taken for 

granted by many of their middle-class colleagues" (Gardner 54). Without familial 

support and guidance, working class people naturally feel isolated and confused in their 

academic surroundings. They are also led to question the value of such work that is so 

unfamiliar to those back home. 

As working class scholars struggle to find meaning in their academic station and 

work, they seek out areas of research important and familiar to them. They frequently 

choose to research authors, subjects and/or theories that connect with their class roots. 

However, such tendencies in one's research combined with limited exposure to the 

academic culture can cause working class people's scholarly work to be viewed as 
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unusual or limited. Some scholars admitted that their dissertation topics were considered 

inappropriate for scholarly research by some of their advisors and peers. Scholars whose 

choice of dissertation or major paper topics were disapproved of by their advisor and/or 

other faculty include Elizabeth Johnson, Jim Daniels and Carol Faulkner. For example, 

Daniels admits that his scholarly "work was met with suspicion" instead of support by 

many in his department (92). This type of labeling occurs, and abilities or research are 

questioned, most often when a working class person addresses controversial topics that 

are usually avoided head-on. Sharon O'Dair summarizes this problem when she notes 

that some academics fear that working class scholars are troublemakers because they 

have "less commitment to the middle-class rules, practices, and niceties [and they are] 

less burdened by notions of what is 'proper' in social situations" and are more blunt 

(216). Obviously, those who reject the norms and assumptions of a system are likely to 

encounter resistance and rejection from those within who seek to maintain that system. 

Some of the working class authors are unashamedly blunt and openly discuss this 

bluntness, contrasting their behavior to that of colleagues from the other classes. Daniels 

discloses how in a working class mill town such as his hometown, language, like life, is 

hard. He struggled in college to understand the subtleties used in the language of his new 

colleagues. In essence, he "had a hard time decoding the way people talked to each 

other [in academia]. Everything was subtle" (96). Anderson is more blunt than Daniels 

when he insists that "candor is in 'bad taste,' anger and indignation are always 

'irrational,' and concern about anything more than one's own narrowly defined self-

interest is highly suspect" (254). Large crevices in meaning can appear between a blunt 
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and a subtle speaker, leaving a working class scholar and his new colleagues relying on 

inference and presumption to fill in the communication gaps. 

Demurring, networking with people with the intent to gain personally, and other 

behaviors that are not common working class practices cause many working class people 

to reject entirely or feel uncomfortable with academic culture. As Langston describes, 

the basic operating procedures of academia and graduate school are 

offensive to me. They are based on competitive game playing which in 

working-class settings would make you an outcast... this type of behavior 

had specific names: "brown nosing," "kissing ass," and so on. (67) 

On the other side of the token, Daniels describes how "there's a literary and artistic 

tradition of not appearing to pursue success too aggressively. It's considered crass. In 

my family, it's considered laziness" (92). Of course, academics and artists are pursuing 

success, but there are those who posture indifference in a manner that is quite out of the 

range of typical working class behavior. In some cases, working class people even 

challenge the academic culture itself; Wilson, for example, chaffed against the 

"hierarchies and game playing which seemed so essential for survival in the system [that] 

were offensive" (204). O'Dair has "refused to memorize and then recite lines of 

literature in conversation with colleagues, finding it too smooth, too genteel" (203). 

In the end, some working class scholars just leave academia. For example, one 

woman who participates in the working class academic listserv because she still considers 

herself a scholar, ultimately left academic work and the university at which she was 

employed. She felt she had to give up too much of herself to stay, so disenchantment led 
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her away from the academy to the business sector, even though she clearly still had an 

interest in academia. Undoubtedly, most of these academic and/or higher-class 

conventions are not meant to be devious, yet they are not only accepted, but expected as 

well. However, since working class scholars are not used to them, they feel 

uncomfortable seeing them done by others and practicing them themselves. 

Working class scholars who stay in the academic world can be penalized covertly 

and sometimes overtly for their class-based behaviors. The primary tendency for 

organizations is to silence or disempower dissenting voices in order to maintain unity and 

to squelch signs of revolt before they can gain momentum. Some scholars have felt this 

silencing. Sam Butler bemoans that "I continuously find my advancement being blocked 

for nonacademic reasons, mostly the fact that I do not fit the bourgeois and academic 

preconceptions of most faculty and administrators" (281). O'Dair likewise accuses her 

colleagues of disliking her straightforwardness and willingness to discuss political and 

social issues. She claims that "some of them have fought bitterly and unsuccessfully to 

deny me tenure" (203). As in the colloquialism "the nail that sticks out gets pounded," 

groups resist dissension and seek to squelch or "pound" those who would rebel. These 

poundings hurt and in the academy may come in the form of delayed or denied tenure 

advances, poor peer reviews that result in less merit pay, reprimands, or more subtle 

"helpful advice." 



I l l  

Internal Doubts 

Many working class writers note the awkwardness they feel around their scholar 

peers and in their roles as academics. They suffer terribly from feelings of being out of 

place in their new academic environment. In The Hidden Injuries of Class, Richard 

Sennet and Jonathan Cobb argue that "those who change class [... ] feel terribly 

ambivalent about their success, and the ambivalence they treat as a vulnerability in 

themselves" (36-7). The "impostor syndrome," or the feeling that one is masquerading in 

a position he or she does not have a right to, affects a number of the scholars with 

working class backgrounds. Hugh O'Malley labels this feeling a "sense of interloping" 

and of "not belonging" (260). Most of the scholars describe in their texts the immense 

amount of hard work and dedication they needed to overcome class-based obstacles, 

complete the assigned tasks of an academic, and achieve the positions and status that they 

have. Nonetheless, these same scholars often still worry that they are not worthy of or 

appropriate for their academic positions. For example, Martin says that he "felt guilt over 

the [current] privilege in his life" (84). According to Ryan and Sackrey, this type of 

"estrangement from the class of destination can be understood as a combination of 

reflection, refiisal to assimilate roles and values, or failure to be accepted by the 

gatekeeper" (120). Amazingly, nearly every working class scholar reviewed in this study 

describes the effects of a nagging sense of not belonging. 

Examples of this sense of discomfort can be seen in various forms in nearly every 

single one of the working class scholars' narratives. Daniels, for instance, declares that 

he feels as though he "had scammed everybody to get the job [of professor] and that at 
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some point the 'class police' would show up, inspect my credentials, and give me the 

boot" (31). He also states that "other working-class folks in academia have told me of 

similar fears" (31). Kadi describes how "once enrolled, I still could not speak in class, 

still felt 'I don't belong here' on a daily basis, still felt I had no right to be here" (92). 

Similarly, White discloses that he sometimes dreams of being told that he has "betrayed 

[his] class by accepting privileges and responsibilities and salaries to which [he is] not 

entitled" (431-2). Patricia A. Sullivan was "filled with self-loathing and shame [because 

after a difficult childhood she] could not justify her existence, let alone [her] presence in 

college" (375). These disclosures are as heart-wrenching as they are plentiful in the 

working class scholars' narratives. 

These and the other working class academics suffer with this feeling of 

unworthiness and of not being accepted. Saundra Gardner speaks of a kind of "psychic 

disequilibrium" that occurs as working class scholars attempt to negotiate the distance 

between their home culture and their work culture (50). Sometimes these feelings occur 

soon after a person comes to reside within the university culture. For instance, on a 

campus tour. Hicks remembers "the student guide lingered longest in front of the 

university sports facility, lovingly detailing its inventory of automatic ponies and fencing 

rooms while [her] parents and [she] gaped in horror" (155). For most of the scholars, the 

internal doubts fester and grow over time. Working class intellectuals who stay in 

academia experience a state of living in a "borderline state, the sense of being neither 

here nor there persists: the working-class academic can never fully 'move in'" (Cappello 

30). This sense of unbalance can be quite damaging to working class scholars' peace of 
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mind and self-confidence. As is to be expected, when one feels out of place at work or 

xmequal to one's colleagues, one is more likely to drop out of college, quit one's 

academic job or at least fail to thrive in that environment. Those who do remain must 

make many personal compromises and live with their sense of discomfort. 

No one claims to have been told directly that he or she did not belong. Instead, as 

implied in the examples above, the messages are more subtle and therefore more 

damaging, since they are harder to document and easier to internalize. Working class 

college and high school students 

blame themselves for their mediocre academic performances because they 

are unaware of the discriminatory influences of tracking, the school's 

partiality toward the cultural capital of the upper classes, the self-fulfilling 

consequences of teacher's expectations, and other forms of class-based 

educational selection. (MacLeod 127) 

The pressures of experience, place, time, and money all build in working class people 

until they feel like outsiders in the university environment. The titles of two of the 

collections {This Fine Place So Far From Home and Strangers in Paradise) and of many 

of the articles (including "Nowhere at Home," "Who Am I Now?," and "A Question of 

Belonging") point to this feeling of estrangement. As Jake Ryan and Charles Sackrey 

explain, "estrangement from the class of origin and fi-om the class of designation refers to 

feelings of being nowhere at home, at once disaffiliated in one direction and 

unassimilated in another" (120). Zandy describes this feeling as coming from a history of 
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being "cut out of the action" ("Introduction" Liberating 11). Scholars in this 

uncomfortable position do not know which way to turn for help. 

The struggle with self-doubt is almost always a private struggle. People 

experiencing strong self-doubt tend not to share their feelings with others, especially not 

with those supervisors and peers who have the power to confirm their feelings of 

inadequacy by their own success and apparent self-confidence. For this reason, these 

working class scholars perhaps suffer more than their class peers who succeed at other 

non-academic higher class pursuits. For as Harris explains, "nowhere is this fear of 

falling better evidenced than in academia, which, [... ] keeps many of its members in a 

state of economic and emotional uncertainty well into midlife" (51). Langston admits 

that she is continually amazed at "how unsafe I feel in middle- and upper-class settings" 

(61). When people (scholars, workers, and citizens) are scared, they are very unlikely to 

call attention to themselves and their situation. More than any other reason, I suspect that 

this factor—a sense of not belonging, of interloping—causes people to abandon their 

studies and/or their academic careers. It is simply less threatening and easier on a person 

to leave than to face isolation throughout one's entire academic and professional career. 

The class system both inside and outside of the academy is such that those who do 

manage to rise above the station of their birth are often prevented from leading a revolt to 

change their new (class) environment and from helping others to follow in their footsteps. 

In the end, the "inadequacy [one feels] in this situation serves as a spur to self-discipline 

rather than revolt" (Sermett & Cobb 180). The self-doubt that plagues these new 

intellectuals (or elites) alters their behavior from what might be generally expected. 
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Some cannot speak out or act because they are paralyzed by worry. These scholars face 

"worry about failing" and "worry about who [they] would be in [their] new life" 

(Christopher 142). More than one scholar mentioned dreaming of or worrying about the 

"class police" or other authority figures (like White's nightmares of his deceased father) 

who might eventually discover their crime of impersonation and kick them out of the 

academy. In Langston's dreams, it is a gardener and fiiend of her family who in a single 

look calls her bluff as she tries to "pass" urmoticed among her academic colleagues (60). 

Such thoughts and nightmares belie an underlying sense of fear that one should not be 

crossing class lines and taking an academic position. 

Some struggle with self-doubt that manifests itself as their "old working class 

selves" speaking to them (Christopher 140). Christopher, for instance, hears in her mind 

her old self telling her current self things such as "you're not doing anything productive" 

in academia (140). Cy-Thea Sand even became so distressed at her in-between life that 

she attempted suicide with the thought "who do you think you are, getting all this 

education and trying to be one of them?" ruiming through her mind (34). Sand's 

disclosure of such a dark and emotionally-trying episode in her life makes one wonder if 

there are other scholars who had similar thoughts as she did, but who were not lucky 

enough to survive a suicide attempt. A few other scholars lash out and offer sharp 

criticism of the university environment and culture. Joanna Kadi argues that "universities 

are designed to make working-class people feel like we don't belong. Because we don't. 

That is the thing about belief systems. They are true. They are not the whole truth, but 

they are true" (92), The fact remains that "their truth" in Kadi's terms, or the truth of 



116 

those most dominant, can serve as the truth for all when the status quo goes 

unchallenged. 

Another source of working class scholars' internal doubt stems from the worry 

that in exchange for a new peer group and status, one has offered up one's family. 

Sennett and Cobb articulate the question that may be on many working class scholars' 

minds: "if he became a man [or woman] of rank [...], isn't he in a way betraying them 

[his parents] by having risen above them?" (131). Gardner similarly wonders "had she 

betrayed those she left behind? Would her newly won status separate her even more 

from her family of origin?" (53). The would-be scholars' families also worry about the 

change in their child's status. George Martin Jr.'s family was not really excited when he 

won a scholarship to Vanderbilt University because "they wanted [him] to stay in the 

family and not to become different from them" (82). And, in addition to agitation over 

disrupting their family, many like Langston also fear "betraying working-class friends" 

(60) by succeeding in the world of the academy when so many of their friends and 

neighbors have not even attended college. Mantosis explains that "all of the self-doubt 

and ambivalence about going to college reached a crisis point [...] my friends were 

doing other things. I had abandoned them for this?" (241). Working class scholars worry 

about the awkwardness that can result when one friend achieves high success in a 

particular area, such as higher education, that the other friend will never have. The worry 

about betraying friends and family by pursuing and succeeding in an academia career 

path only serves to increase working class academics' sense of guilt and internals doubts 
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about their abilities. Internalized oppression is the most dangerous kind as it builds self-

doubt and keeps people from achieving their goals and speaking up for change. 

Although Bourdieu and others like him argue that the gap among different 

classes' cultural capital tends to decrease the higher one goes in the education system 

(496), many of the working class writers indicate that this is not the case. Certainly those 

few working class people who manage to rise and apparently succeed in the upper ranks 

of the university have managed to pass convincingly as rightful members of the 

academy's elite. They do not clash as much with their adopted enviroimient as their 

fellow working class freshmen who are just starting their academic journey do. 

However, things do not necessarily get easier culturally for working class scholars as they 

advance in their studies and careers. In fact, "professional success can create identity 

confusion as well as heighten feelings of estrangemenf from both a scholar's home and 

"adopted" communities (Gardner 53). At least when one is a graduate student, an adjunct 

or even a new professor, one's position as peon in the higher education hierarchy is 

relatively clear and understood. This lower status is familiar and perhaps even 

comfortable to those with working class backgrounds. However, as one gains higher 

positions in the academy, one's place and even one's class status are called into question. 

Such changes can seriously shake a scholar's sense of belonging and self-worth. 

Many of the writers in the collections reveal the need to deal with serious and 

persistent bouts of self-doubt as they made their way through the academic ranks. These 

doubts can manifest in many forms. Christopher remembers how she felt as though her 

comprehensive exam was the place "where [she was] finally going to find out that there 
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are a lot of secrets that they all know that they've been keeping from [her] so that [in the 

end she] won't make it into their cozy inner circle" (142). A large number of working 

class scholars never reach the point in their studies, careers and even their lives when 

they can relax and finally say, "I made it" and "I belong here." Although it seems 

amazing, self-doubt can persist when a working class scholar succeeds grandly as well as 

when she fails miserably. Patricia Clark Smith, for instance, discloses how, "in the year I 

came up for tenure at UNM, I dreamed of leaving the university before I could be asked 

to leave, taking a job as a waitress" (137). Rather than looking towards the future as a 

tenured and permanent faculty member, she was panicking and considering a career 

reversal. Doubt during moments of triumph seems more crippling than doubt during 

moments if failure. These moments are difficult to explain to others and to overcome 

emotionally. 

Working class scholars experience contrasting yet complimentary sets of 

emotions that accompany their feelings of self-doubt. The feeling of gratefiilness at 

being selected, at being granted a privilege, can crop up. Each acceptance into a new 

graduate program, each scholarship and grant, each promotion seems amazing and 

unexpected. Often, working class academics wonder how they have been thus singled 

out when so many of their peers have not. For Martin, his "conflict over upward mobility 

intensified as [he] worked on [his] dissertation; it was the final step separating [him] from 

[his] former world" (84). Wonder at being chosen can easily turn to worry and doubt. 

Sand admits "a profound feeling of failure engulfed me even as I enjoyed one publishing 

success after another" (32). Fear and resentment can again creep in. Working class 
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scholars, like others who have "risen," fear that their success was due to luck or an 

accident that can quickly be reversed. Unfortunately for many working class scholars, 

"all the awards and honors cannot convince you 'you're in'" (Capello 130). These 

academics then come to fear for the gains they have worked so hard to earn. 

And perhaps their fear of falling is not so unreasonable. The source of 

academics' cultural, societal and financial capital is an intemal one (knowledge and 

learning) instead of external one (cash, stocks, and real estate), so it only lasts as long as 

their ability to impart knowledge valued by the community. As a result, working class 

scholars may 

resent the fact that society has created a split between the many, who are 

just ordinary workers, and the few individuals who are members of the 

professional and upper classes; yet despite this resentment, when they 

think of themselves personally as lost among the many, they are also 

afraid. (Seimet and Cobb 73). 

Those few working class people who have succeeded in the academy fear the loss of this 

new status that they secretly believe is quite tenuous. And, as Sennet and Cobb state, 

these scholars fear being lost among the crowd of the other workers, their working class 

neighbors (73). Working class intellectuals know (or want to believe) deep dovra that 

they are different and want to be recognized as such. 
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Reading 

Perhaps working class scholars most noticeably differ from their working class 

friends and neighbors in their deep love of reading and learning. One trait that almost 

every single working class scholars who contributed to the collections seems to have had 

growing up and throughout their lives is a love of reading. To working class people, 

books represent both a means to go beyond what their daily lives could offer and a way 

into formal education, for through reading came knowledge, better grades and 

opportunities. As Christopher explains: "I had always been bookish, drawn to the world 

of school so alien from the world of my family" (139). Many of the writers emote in 

their texts about their love for books and reading. One working class scholar, Sowinska, 

believes that "a deep passion for reading, which is intricately connected to notions of 

escape, survival, and passing, is part of the reality of almost all the poor and working-

class women in academia that I know" (152). White claims that "I think of my childhood 

(despite that cockeyed ill-dressed waif in the photo album) as a miasma of romantic 

fiction"—a vision that grew out of all of the beloved time he spent reading in the public 

library as a youth (280). In the words they use to express their passion for reading, one 

can see how books took these scholars to new, more interesting and perhaps better 

worlds. 

Some of the working class scholars had to struggle to gain access to the greater 

world offered by the library and valued it deeply once they got in. For example, Rosa 

Maria Pegueros remembers that "after listening to me beg for months, my father [finally] 

took me to the public library when I was nine years old; it changed my life" (91). hooks 
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admits that her "parents' ambivalence about [her] love for reading led to intense conflict" 

in the family ("Keeping" 106). Leslie "credited [his unexpected] introduction to the 

world of books to a lack of childcare" because his mother took him to the public library 

across the street from the bank at which she worked during her shift and arranged for a 

librarian to watch him. This world of books became one he, like so nearly all of his 

working class academic peers, treasured. Many also fondly recall when they first 

discovered the public library, such as when Sand reminisces how she "began going to the 

library when I was about ten" (30). She goes on to explain that "reading and books wove 

their way into [her] sense of identity, providing intellectual nourishment and escape from 

both my inner and outer worlds" (30). Several other scholars, such as Langston (61), 

recall their childhood trips to the local public library with reverence and fondness. Lang 

similarly states that he still "relish[es his] visits" to the library and always has (161). 

Sowinska credits books highly, stating "my sophistication had come from reading" (150). 

For many, a public library represents both a sanctuary and a vault of knowledge. Public 

libraries are an equalizing force in many ways. Their services are free and they are 

present in neighborhoods of all income levels. Additionally, most libraries are run by 

educated people interested in sharing their knowledge with any patron interested in 

learning. They offer current printed materials on a variety of subjects at no charge. It is 

no surprise, then, that libraries mean so much to working class scholars. 

Almost all of the working class scholars published in the collections read 

voraciously both as children and throughout their adult lives. They also usually read 

unprompted by parents and teachers; as a consequence, they chose their reading materials 
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haphazardly from what was available to them locally and what their interests were. Some 

academics later became embarrassed about which books they had and had not read as 

they learned which works are respected by the educated. "I grew up reading junk," 

Christopher admits, because in her home reading was not really valued. She chose her 

books at random since she had no one to guide her reading selections. She recalls being 

told by her parents "as [she] sat reading by the window after school to 'go do something!' 

as if reading a book weren't doing something" (143). Another scholar, Schwalbe, had 

similar struggles. For the first time since he was a child, Schwalbe "felt appreciated for 

what [he'd] learned through reading" in college (311). Still another scholar, Tate, also 

lamented his reading history. Tate felt incompetent next to other university students who 

"had not only read widely, but so much more" (253). 

Still, no matter what they read, working class scholars treasure the opportunities 

they have had to read and remember the books of their youth fondly. As Anderson says, 

"I'd waste away without books to read" (264). Zandy "embraced literature, like a 

lifeline. I thought literature could take me away from the whir of the factory, the tight 

space of home, and across the great divide of class" ("Introduction" Calling 13). Over 

and over, the working class scholars' texts express a deep passion and respect for the 

printed word. 

Most all of the scholars in this study were set apart from family and friends by 

their absolute love of reading and intellectual inquiry. For many, as Christopher reveals, 

the "reading didn't make me any friends, though. The kids I went to school with thought 

I was a geek; my family thought I was lazy" (144). The majority of their parents and 
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friends either did not read for pleasure or readjust a few class-dictated functional 

materials such as the daily paper or a favorite magazine. O'Dair sees this passion for 

reading as one of the first factors that draw would-be working class academic scholars 

into a different world: "in a working-class milieu, a child's desire to read books or to 

succeed in school signifies difference [...]. [T]he child must leave the home and even 

the neighborhood to find novels or stories to read" (201). 

Dews and Law believe that there is a connection in working class academics' 

lives between the "importance of reading in childhood to the possibility of a life as an 

academic" (6). In other words, if working class young people reflected on their love of 

learning, they may see college as a valid and feasible future choice for them—^much more 

so than working class children who do not read voraciously. And those who truly love 

reading and learning often desire to stay in the academy as faculty after they complete 

their degrees. Some working class parents predict this connection between reading and 

the desire for advanced education (and class advancement) and resist the tendency in 

their children. They may not want their child to grow apart from or "outgrow" them and 

their environment, or they may fear that the child will desire something they cannot have, 

like a college degree or academic career. 

Implications 

The many aspects of anticipatory socialization are subtle and sensitive subjects, 

which makes them difficult to identify and discuss. They go to the very core of a 

person's identity because they shape an individual's personality and are created by family 
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influence, genetics, and individual disposition. Each working class person who enters 

academia must discover that the extent to which she or he should agree to change in order 

to adapt to the university culture is a personal and difficult decision for which there is no 

universal right answer. 

The autobiographical narratives show how vital issues of socialization are to 

working class scholars' lives and success in academia. Speaking publicly of these issues 

also allows the scholars to find comfort in their writing, take solace in the fact that they 

are not alone in facing certain difficult experiences, and justify their reasons for acting 

the way they did at various points in their academic journey. In this manner, the working 

class academics' narratives serve many useful purposes. As Foss explains, storytellers 

can use narratives to "fimction as tools for empowerment or to build community within a 

group" (401). The working class scholars' narratives do both for the writers. Working 

class scholars are empowered when the share their experiences and can show that the 

problems they had in academia are endemic rather than specific to only one minor 

situation. In other words, the scholars can point to the mass of essays and say "Look, my 

struggles in academia were not all my fault. The university culture consistently devalues 

the cultural capital of working class people." The power in such a statement is that it 

takes some of the blame for past failures and the pressure to change off of individual 

working class scholars and puts it back on academia. When one has struggled for years 

to find a way to survive the feelings of inadequacy and estrangement that come with 

living in a "foreign culture," the ability to deflect some of the criticism is invaluable. 
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As the working class scholars group works to change academic culture from the 

inside, other groups are trying to give working class children more exposure to the 

cultural capital of the university. Despite the difficult nature of the task, some groups and 

individuals are taking steps to acknowledge how important anticipatory socialization is. 

By recognizing the nuances of this issue, they can better work to try to level the academic 

playing field. More and more often, public schools and youth groups are partnering with 

their local universities. Through these partnerships, the groups plan field trips, 

workshops, day camps and other joint programs at various times throughout their school 

years to expose racial minority, working class and poor students to the culture of the 

university. For instance, public schools in and around Tucson arrange daylong field trips 

to the University of Arizona to see the planetarium. While on campus, the students have 

lunch on the school mall and take tours of the campus. These trips usually are planned so 

that the children have time to explore and get comfortable with the campus at their own 

pace, as well as time to see the planetarium. 

Other programs managed by various groups such as American Indian tribal 

governments and subsidized housing authorities bring "disadvantaged" or "at-risk" high 

school students to university campuses during the summer to study and live. The idea 

behind these programs is to immerse the students in academia before college applications 

are due and before students would need to enter university life "for real." The sponsoring 

groups hope to familiarize working class and poor teens with life at a university in hopes 

that they will grow to feel more comfortable in these surroundings. They also hope that 

after they finish the summer program, these students will be able to visualize themselves 
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as college students and will consequently apply for admission when the time comes. 

Some programs even offer advance credit or waive certain requirements for students who 

take this type of summer study. 

Also within the university, many more scholars from all socioeconomic 

backgrounds are trying to reach out to mentor and guide promising working class 

students on an individual "grassroots" level. Often, a single helpfiil advisor, mentor, or 

friend can make the difference between a working class student's success and failure in 

school. These people can offer advice, act as mentors or simply offer words of 

encouragement. And finally, as those academics with working class backgrounds begin 

to publicly identify themselves as such and to speak out about their lives, they will 

naturally draw others from the working class to follow in their footsteps. Positive 

changes in the area of anticipatory socialization of working class people wishing to enter 

and succeed in the academic world have been slow in coming but are increasing. More 

working class students are gaining some exposure to the culture of the academy and the 

academic world is starting to open up to other cultural capital than it has in the past. 
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Endnotes 

1 
In some cases, middle and even upper class families may not have an extensive 

cormection with higher education and the culture of the academy. Families and 

individuals that climb economic stations (if not social stations) rapidly such as those who 

win a large lottery game or those who invested in or worked for a company that 

succeeded imexpectedly or quickly such as Microsoft did in its early years may not have 

needed education and higher class ties to get where they ended up. 

^ Lois Weiss, Jay MacLeod, Mike Rose, among many others theorists, discuss the 

importance of place to working class and poor families. Novels such as The Grapes of 

Wrath, The Dollmaker and many more also highlight the importance of class by 

describing the lives of families that become "lost" and disjointed when forced to leave 

their homes and hometowns. 

For more discussion of the financial aspects of moving, see chapter 5. 

4 
Numerous studies and theorists, including scholars Lillian Rubin, Richard Sennett and 

Jonathan Cobb, Ira Shor, Jay MacLeod, and Graham Allen have documented the family-

oriented nature of working class daily life. 
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Chapter 4 

WHATS A BODY LIKE YOURS DOING IN A PLACE LIKE THIS?: THE STORIES 

WORKING CLASS SCHOLARS TELL ABOUT SENSORY MARKERS OF CLASS 

I'm one of the undeserving poor. Now think what that means to a man. I'm up 
against middle class morality all of the time. 

— My Fair Lady 

If someone learns to survive in the ways and for the duration I have, perhaps she 
takes on an aura of success to that person who sees only the effect, not the 
process. Perhaps her very person, which can never be too rich or too thin by a 
certain privileged standard, signals self-confidence, self-control, a mastery of 
circumstances to someone who is "master" by birthright. 

— Patricia Sulhvan (238) 

"Never heard you talk so much in my life," he said. 
"Wasn't never so much reason," she said. 

— Grapes of Wrath 

Class on and of the Body 

In addition to anticipatory socialization factors, other thematic commonalties are 

also present in working class academics' narratives. While the preceding chapter dealt 

with many internal facets of working class scholars' lives in the academy, this chapter 

will explore physical factors that shape the character of this same group of scholars. 

Specific reoccurring physiological, aural and visual traits surface in the published 

collections as important indicators of a person's class origin. The class group to which a 

scholar was bom significantly shapes the way that scholar looks, talks, and carries 

himself In other words, the dynamics of class socialization are corporal, as well as 

social, situational, and financial. Working class affiliation shows in the way one's body 
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looks and the way one's voice sounds. This chapter will discuss the effects sensory 

indicators have on perceptions of an academic's or student's potential as a scholar. 

The body is the host location for many class markers, and people often make 

instantaneously and long-standing judgments about an individual's worth based solely on 

these markers. This chapter is an investigation into the ways class and people's physical 

states of being interrelate, or, in one writer's words, how "class oppression works inside 

of me, how it transferred into my body" (Kadi 87). Specific physical traits represent a 

working class individual's self or way of being, the "'hereditary' gesture, learned in the 

body, that never goes away" (Sullivan 240). In other words, these sensory markers are 

ingrained actions—habits and characteristics formed throughout one's youth and into 

adulthood. 

"Sensory markers" as defined here are a person's external traits as experienced by 

an outside observer and include voice, body condition, health, and appearance/dress. 

These physical qualities are often used in interpersonal interactions to form vital first 

impressions or biases. People usually observe more obvious and overt physical factors, 

such as gender and race, when first meeting another person. However, people also 

demonstrate, purposefully or unconsciously, many additional allegiances as well. 

People's backgrounds, general attitudes, demeanor, age and much more are conveyed 

through their clothing, mannerisms, looks and carriage. Stereotypes based on physical 

and aural traits can be useful tools for helping people make instantaneous decisions about 

how to act in new situations and around new people. Knowing how to act in new 

situations with new people is a valued social skill. Yet if one is unable to go beyond 
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these initial judgments when further information is available, stereotypes become 

stumbling blocks that are harmful to both parties. Physical characteristics are in many 

ways the crudest class markers because there is often little one can do to change them. 

These very personal habits and traits develop over a lifetime and persist, even when they 

are no longer desired. 

Just as it is difficult to narrow down and characterize what factors place a person 

in a certain class, it is equally difficult to describe the physical traits of people within one 

class. Predictably, there is much variation among individuals in such a large group of 

people. Nonetheless, working class people do display some general common corporal 

traits. Working class people can sound less "cultured" when they speak than those in 

other classes. The general "working class sound" varies regionally (e.g.: rural 

Southerners' heavy use of regionalisms like "fixin'" and some inner-city folks' use of 

phrases such as "ain't nobody") but is still usually recognized by the majority as "less 

sophisticated" accents and vocabulary. Such speakers often attract attention when 

outside of their immediate home culture for their vocal mannerisms and/or timbre of 

voice when speaking. Working class people may also gesture vigorously when they talk. 

Their health may be poor and their bodies un-sculpted. Their clothes are usually limited 

in number and quality by the incomes they earn. Their outfits may be less expensive 

versions of popular styles, shabby, noticeably out of style, or consist simply of a small 

number of nicer pieces perhaps bought on sale or at a used clothing store. 

Working class people may also display personal habits that are out of fashion in 

most of the other classes. Such habits can range from overusing certain "colorful" words. 
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to using chewing tobacco to drinking heavily in public. However, these particular habits 

tend to vary greatly depending on one's family, gender, and personal preferences. 

Although media portrayals of drunks tend to be working class men, there are many 

working class families that do not drink or who drink only moderately due to religious, 

social, personal preference, or other reasons. The same variance in usage applies to other 

similar habits. 

Physical traits, mannerisms and dressing style all play an important but subtle role 

in class relations. From the time working class people enter a university as new students, 

they are usually acutely aware of the physical differences between themselves and the 

other students and faculty. Many times, "working class identities [...] are perceived as 

too rough, too loud, too dirty, too 'uneducated'" {Zandy Liberating 2). For instance. 

Black describes the noticeable differences among the speech mannerisms of those from 

different classes. She compares the speaking habits of "working class and poor people 

who haven't the means to physically keep all of the 'dirty' parts of life at bay and who see 

no reason to do so with words" with people from more privileged backgrounds who tend 

to soften even harsh reality with eloquent language (15). Because of this difference in 

speaking manner, would-be working class scholars are faced with the decision to change 

many aspects of who they are (high on the list of things to be changed are their speech 

habits) or to remain the same, and resist the dominant forces of the university culture to 

do so. Both are choices that come with difficulties. Changing extensively may result in 

ahenation from one's friends, family and sense of self Steadfastly resisting change may 

result in depression, academic failure and sheer exhaustion. 
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Those working class intellectuals in the process of wrestling with the decision of 

how much, if any, to change in order to fit in with the culture of the university often feel 

at bay. Those who have already made the decision about changing often look back on the 

choice as painful, no matter which option they chose. One scholar, Dwight Lang, 

ultimately chose to "jettison working-class traits" when he enrolled in a university. He 

realized that if he "continued to look, eat and dress in line with [his] class origins, [he] 

knew that [he] would set up unnecessary barriers between [himself] and the inhabitants of 

this new place" (172). Lang ultimately decided that, despite his initial resistance, it was 

futile to continue resisting and easier to blend in. Nonetheless, even with his certainty, he 

would later regret and lament that he had changed so much from those back home. While 

everyone changes at least a little upon entering college (and many would argue that 

change or "growth" is the purpose of a university education), working class students are 

asked to change extensively the very core of who they are because they usually differ the 

most from the collegial norm. Voice and language, gestures and body language, body 

condition and health, and dress are the sensory markers that are often changed to adapt to 

the university culture, so they will be discussed here. 

Voice, Speech and Language 

Voice and its associated nuances (e.g.: accent, word choice, dialect and inflection) 

are often blatant and immediate indications of a person's background. Some accents, say 

one from a Western European country, are often viewed as intriguing and distinguished 

by many North Americans. On the other hand, "thick" accents, especially domestic ones 
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such as those shaped by class and geographic location or origin are generally viewed with 

amusement at best, disdain and even hostility at worst. Foreign accents tend to be valued 

or not based on the wealth, prestige and, sometimes, predominate race of the country of 

origin. Domestic accents and dialects also are judged on a hierarchy. For instance, few 

educated people can hear the use of linguistically taboo or slang words and phrases such 

as "ain't" and "ya know wha' I'm sayin"' (just to name a few) without mentally placing 

that speaker in a lower class and/or intelligence group. In her influential book on basic 

writers, Errors and Expectations, Mina Shaughnessy argues that "the dialects of the 

economically poor are rarely credited with the same complexity and resourcefulness as 

the dialects of the middle and upper classes" (157-8). Yet word choice, speech and 

dialect are vital to one's integration into an exclusive community such as the academy. 

Voice timbre and volume can also be indicators of, and lead people to make 

assumptions about, a speaker's class origins, hooks argues that "language is a crucial 

issue for those whose movement outside of the boundaries of poor and working class 

backgrounds changes the nature and direction of their speech" ("Keeping" 106). 

Therefore, language is critical to this and most all studies of class. A number of the 

working class writers published in the collections report that they have already changed, 

or are actively trying to change, the way they speak because their tone, accent, word 

choice, and/or use of metaphors and phrases separates them linguistically from their 

academic peers and the university environment in general. Some working class scholars 

also remember well-meaning teachers of theirs who at various times during their years at 

school corrected their pronunciation so that they might sound more intelligent and better 
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educated. These were educators such as the elementary teacher Zandy's remembers 

repeatedly commanding that she "say SATURDAY not saddiday" {Liberating 5). 

Changing speaking patterns learned in one's early years is a difficult and time-

consuming task for adults. The musical My Fair Lady serves as an illustration of this 

linguistic and cultural challenge. This musical relays the tale of a professor who works 

diligently to change the speech of a poor, rough London woman to match that of the 

British elite (of which he is a part) to win a bet with an acquaintance. Fittingly, the first 

thing the woman, Eliza Doolittle, is required to do is strip down and be scrubbed clean, 

thus removing the vestiges of her old class and self so that the professor can begin 

making her anew. Eliza eventually does learn to speak like an aristocrat, but it takes her 

considerable effort and time to alter the way she talks, and she suffers a sense of loss of 

identity and alienation when she finally does so. 

After she radically changes her speech mannerisms, Eliza no longer fits in 

anywhere. Those in the poor class fi-om which she came now view her as a "lady" 

instead of as one of them, yet when she is among the upper class she must constantly 

guard her speech for linguistic mistakes. Consequently, she does not feel truly 

comfortable anywhere. Her new liminal social position leaves her exhausted, lonely and 

confused. And the role that Professor Henry Higgins plays in Elisa's life aptly enough 

serves as a symbol of the one academia plays in the lives of working class scholars. Both 

Professor Higgins and the academy as a whole encourage and cajole their lower class 

charges into changing to match their surroundings, then give them mixed messages about 
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whether or not they really want these pupils to stay when they finish with their 

reformation. 

Eliza Doolittle's dilemma is similar in many ways to the one faced by many 

working class scholars in academia, especially those who attempt to quickly blend in as 

unqualified members of the educated class. For example, working class scholar Irv 

Peckham admits his chagrin at realizing once he reached the university that he "learned 

from [his] mother how to mispronounce many words and to use them in odd ways" (266). 

Unlearning such speech habits is difficult at best, and constantly hiding them may 

become an almost overwhelming task. Jim Daniels discusses the assumptions of 

intelligence, "of region and of class" assigned to those speakers with Pittsburgh accents 

(8). He further notes how he remembers a student named "Karen, a working-class 

student from Pittsburgh [who told him] how she tried consciously to lose the dialect to fit 

in at CMU" (8). Another scholar, WilUam Pelz notes, "if I remember to speak only 'high 

English' to my colleagues I can pass as one of them. (The road to the academy is paved 

with working-class accents.)" (284). Here Pelz goes so far as to imply a comparison of a 

working class person entering the academic community to entering Hell (as in the 

colloquialism "the road to Hell is paved with good intentions"). These attempts to 

change one's speaking habits highlight the importance and significance of intersections 

of language and class. 

Difficulties in modifying speaking habits to better fit into the academy surfaces 

throughout many of the working class scholars' narratives. Frequently, those from the 

working class who seek a university degree are asked to "abandon, seemingly with few 
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regrets, the language and culture of [their] birth" (O'Dair 202). In other words, they are 

required to check their class at the door as they enter. As Brent sees it, "there are two 

choices: change your speech pattern or be viewed as some form of exhibit" (291). Most 

working class students want to be taken seriously as scholars and stand out for their work, 

not for their differences. So, these scholars must drop aspects of their speech while 

adopting others to match the language valued in the university and, as a result, no longer 

sound like those folks back home. 

Despite their self-alteration of speaking habits done so that they might better 

match their new environment, these academics must still rigorously guard their speech 

for linguistic faux pas when among their academic peers. A number of the scholars 

worry about or actually experience times when they slip back into their old ways of 

speaking, similar to the way Eliza does when she gets excited and shouts "move your 

bloomin' arse!" at a horse race. Or like Zandy did when she shouted out at an academic 

conference "in a voice deliberately unbleached of its working-class color, 'is that why we 

are in these rooms giving papers and other people are in our hotel rooms cleaning 

toilets?'" ("Class" 85). Even seemingly innocent turns of phrase or "colorful language" 

can belie class distinctions and elicit prejudice, disdain or laughter. Daniels admits that 

after spending a summer in his old neighborhood working in a factory, "back at school, I 

could see people wince when I talked" because he used so many swear words in casual 

conversation (90). Switching between these two linguistic environments of home and 

school is a difficult task for scholars. 
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Words commonplace in casual working class conversation can raise eyebrows 

when used in a formal academic setting. In another example, Douglas Brent points out 

that "when you use [colloquial] metaphors around academics [.. .] you are likely to be 

thought either crude or quaint" and out of place either way (274). He also notes that "part 

of being rural is to use colorful figures of speech. This is true of both North and South" 

(Brent 291). Carol Faulkner goes even further to charge that an "insidious form of 

discrimination against groups who use language differently" pervades the university 

culture (203). This linguistic disjunction presents a problem for working class people 

since it is difficult to completely accomplish and maintain extensive cultural changes in 

one's speech patterns and habits for a lengthy period of time. 

Historical Precedence 

The tradition of altering ("improving") one's speech as an important step in one's 

relocation into a higher class is not a new one. In fact, the practice has flourished in adult 

education at least since the elocutionists entered speech departments in Scottish, 

American and other universities in the British provincial countries (current and former) 

during the nineteenth century. These avant-garde professors of rhetoric aimed at 

teaching their students to enunciate properly, to effectively control their body language, 

and to develop speaking patterns modeled after the British aristocracy (Miller). The 

assumption behind the elocutionists' pedagogy was that only formal British English was 

true English since the "best" speakers of the mother country were the predominate users 

of it. In other words, the students from non-elite backgrounds had to change their dialect 
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environment. 

Much later, Dale Carnegie built a corporate empire in the United States based on 

a philosophy similar to that of the elocutionists. In 1940s America, Carnegie began 

teaching adults how to "win friends and influences people" through eloquent and 

persuasive speech. The books and audio-taped courses he created remain popular today 

(and can be found in such working and middle class haunts as Costco and public 

libraries). From those ancient peoples who killed over the incorrect pronunciation of the 

word "Shibboleth" to the modem social separation between those who use double 

negatives and those who do not, speech and diction have always been important 

indicators of class and group affinity. 

Linguistic Codes 

Working class writers discuss additional aspects of speech, both in spoken and 

written forms that are class influenced. Jay MacLeod conducted studies on social class 

and its relationship to education and aspiration, and concluded that 

class membership generates distinctive forms of speech patterns through 

family socialization. Working-class children are oriented to 'restricted' 

linguistic codes, while middle-class children use 'elaborated' codes. (15) 

Basically, MacLeod found that working class children are told to be simple, clear and 

brief when speaking and writing because these children are being prepared en mass for 

jobs where eloquence in not valued. DeSalvo argues essentially the same thing— 
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"working-class students are often reluctant to say all that they might about a given 

subject, having internalized the view that what they say isn't valuable and therefore must 

be said quickly and succinctly" (19). 

Working class students, preparing for typical working class jobs, are frequently 

not encouraged to be creative and eloquent in their writing and speaking. As Elisabeth 

Johnson states, "nursing and similar subprofesssional fields teach their students and 

workers not to have opinions" and not to express themselves (202). Peckham likewise 

explains how, "employer/secretary conversations are directives, queries, and dictation"— 

all conversation styles that do not allow for practicing complex linguistic structures 

(266). A lifetime or even just a childhood of this kind of socialization encourages people 

not to investigate and question the systems controlling behavior and happenings in their 

environment. In fact, it denies them the tools to do so. Leslie argues that "this strain of 

American anti-intellectualism, I am convinced, was instilled in the working class to keep 

them uneducated. Industrial America did not need an educated workforce" (68) so it 

created an education system that did not socialize certain children to be active learners. 

Such socialization has persisted in the American system of education. 

Middle class children, on the other hand, are educated differently. Middle class 

students are asked to expand their ideas, be thorough and attempt creativity. As Victor 

Villanueva explains, "since the white-collar and the professional workplace depend upon 

literate practices, literacy instruction takes on special importance in middle-class 

households" (274). These children are presumed to be going on to careers in middle 
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management, communications, and the hke where the abihty to communicate widely and 

thoroughly is necessary. 

Upper class children are given even more leverage in their education and their 

self-expression. Private schools and public schools in the wealthiest areas have the 

funding to pay for the best and most up-to-date teachers, resources and materials to use in 

exploring students' ideas and the world around them. Some schools provide students 

with advanced tools that encourage literacy and communication skills such as the 

elementary school in Bill Gates' Medina neighborhood that gives all fifth graders a free 

laptop computer. Further, many (middle class) teachers would hesitate to "silence" 

children of the elite in their classrooms, instead opting for giving out assignments with 

lots of room for flexibility, personalization and creativity. This disjunction of educational 

experiences among children of different classes has clear bearing on the true possibilities 

for equal access in the current education system. Once again, those students least 

prepared socially and/or academically for a university education by circumstances largely 

beyond their control are usually working class and poor students. 

As illustration, I have witnessed this class-based linguistic phenomenon in an 

English class I taught at a community college classroom. I once instructed a working 

class student whose linguistic codes were so "restricted" that she was psychologically 

unable to produce texts longer than one page. She had been told all of her life by 

teachers and family members to keep her words brief; consequently, she was convinced 

that no one would take the time to read her writing if it was at all lengthy or embellished. 

Even when encouraged to elaborate her writings by me and her other teachers, she did so 
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by inserting carefully selected single words rather than by adding paragraphs and pages 

to her documents. She even enlarged the margins so that her papers would not go longer 

than one page. 

A speaker's class is often conveyed through language and one is subconsciously 

drawn to or repulsed by various classed manners of speaking. Daniels, a college educator 

for many years, argues that "it's easier to remember my working class students [—] their 

writing, even their speech, often reveals their class" (8). Class origins can be frequently 

spotted in the subject matter, style and word choice of even the most practiced and 

professional working class writers. Tillie Olsen, most noted for her emotionally powerful 

works of fiction such as the short story "I Stand Here Ironing," is a good example— 

readers learn her class background quickly as they read her texts. She speaks of and to 

the working class, while also reaching the "average" reader of literature. It is sometimes 

argued that poorer (women) writers write poetry or short stories because short fiction 

costs less money (for paper) and time to create than other texts do. 

Exposure to a certain style of language as one grows up effects the way that 

person uses language throughout his or her life. When language use in a child's home 

environment is stilted, the child has less of a chance to play and practice with language. 

For instance, Peckham recalls how "language use in [his childhood] home was 

characteristically unidirectional—[his] father telling us what to do. There was never 

room for discussion or negotiation" (266). In another example, Martin was fortunate to 

find the support he lacked from those back home at one of the schools he attended as a 

child. He contrasts the way he was allowed to speak at home with the way he was 
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encouraged to speak at his middle class school. In comparison to his home he found that 

"it was very different at school, where [he] was praised for asking and telling" (82). 

Repeated exposure to language that is used simply to dominate or convey brief orders 

does not give a child a role model for honing and crafting creative speech. 

Since a detailed and eloquent manner of communicating is valued in academic 

writing, conversations and presentations, working class children and adults are at a 

disadvantage if they choose to pursue education beyond the schools in their neighborhood 

because of the linguistic codes and conventions they have been taught. Dews describes, 

for instance, how his "background taught [him] that thinking or talking for the sake of 

thinking or talking is showboating, a waste of time in a world where clocks matter" 

(332). Those who attend college struggle to create the required written and oral texts that 

to the average working class student seem wordy or impossibly lengthy after years of 

being taught to be brief and to give "just the facts" to teachers, parents, and other 

authority figures. The internal conflict can be great for those struggling with this type of 

re-education. As one writer explains, "I got to the point where I could not write. All that 

was boiling in me [. . .] could find no way ouf (McCarriston 104). 

Tone and Sound: Loud Voices 

Problems with voice as a person moves between classes can even extend to tone 

and sound quality, in addition to the words one uses and manner in which one speaks. 

Loud, boisterous speaking is valued as an indicator of a strong personality in many 

working class communities. Such a speaker is presumed to be a confident and "natural" 
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leader. However, this same boisterousness will draw unwanted attention to a speaker in 

the halls of the academy, and is usually considered boorish and unrefined by middle and 

upper class people. Soft-spokeness (especially in women) is associated with good 

breeding and an admirable personality (class background), while loudness can cause a 

person to be judged as uncouth and rustic. 

People who speak loudly in a imiversity setting are usually assumed to be slow-

witted, (unreasonably) angry and/or pushy, whereas this same way of speaking in a 

working class setting often means simply a sincere engagement in the subject matter 

being spoken of For example, I clearly remember one instance when I excitedly told a 

fellow graduate student, a woman older than me who had chosen to become my 

unofficial mentor and friend, that I had decided to write my dissertation about scholars 

with working class backgrounds. My excitement quickly turned to hurt and confusion 

when she said, "That's really great, but try not to sound so angry when you talk about it. 

It puts people off." I was dumbfounded that someone I thought knew me well had 

mistaken my sincere excitement for anger. Christopher also recognizes this class origin-

based communication gap when she claims that she tries "to disengage how much [she] 

cares about what [she is] talking about in order not to let my voice slide up that register" 

(139). She attempts to temper her speech because too often she has had her intentions 

misunderstood by her academic colleagues. Faulkner even admits that "many of [her] 

colleagues are uncomfortable with the anger that sometimes seeps through [her] rhetoric" 

(201). These writers, like many the other working class scholars, believe that a loud 
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speaking voice and florid gestures are not really acceptable and are willing to change 

because they want to fit in with their academic surroundings. 

Loud people are seen as uneducated, rough and, at best, amusing. Just reflect on a 

loud character from most any TV show—such as Ralph fi-om The Honeymooners; 

Roseanne from Roseanne-, Frank, a former cop turned front desk receptionist for a crew 

of doctors, from ER; Joey from Friends—^to see that this is true. And while one might 

presume that loud people are usually men, this is not always the case. In looking at the 

working class scholars' writings, it appears that prevailing societal gender roles alone do 

not decide which working class people are loud and which are quiet. Although fewer 

men than women seem to have chosen positions of silence, a roughly equal number of 

men and women in the collections seem to struggle with being too loud. 

Several working class writers in the collections bemoan their habitual loud and 

forthright manner of speaking (two traits often spoken of jointly) as rough and non-

academic. One woman in This Fine Place laments how in attempting to blend into her 

new academic surroundings she has "tried for years now to change the tone and timbre of 

my voice to match the way I've changed the vocabulary and syntax of my speech" 

(Christopher 139-40). Christopher clearly sees how voice timbre is a class issue and 

describes how the reverse can be true as well; "in fact, my current colleagues who come 

from middle-class backgrounds would be at a distinct disadvantage in my culture. 

They'd be shouted down and never get the potatoes passed to them" (150). Anderson 

believes that his boisterousness has hurt his success in academia; he claims that "the 

university is not a great place for candor. It is embarrassing at best, and disruptive, at 



worst" (272). Another woman recalls somewhat shamefully a childhood in which her 

mother frequently shouted across "the yards in the old mill town" to talk with friends and 

neighbors, a habit she tries to resist in herself (Black 15). Loud voices such as these 

sound jarring in the reserved halls of the academy. 

A boisterous and blunt speaking manner is difficult to alter, and not everyone 

agrees that these instincts should be changed when a working class person enters the 

academy. Tate, for example, believes a loud voice and a direct manner are related, and 

that the two can serve as vital forces for honesty and change in academia. He has 

therefore begun challenging the notion of academic demureness now that he is an 

established rhetoric and composition scholar. He eventually reached a point in his life 

when he finally stopped fretting over his class-based rhetorical differences and could 

proclaim that "no longer did my working-class directness worry me. The academy needs 

it, I told myself The academy needs people who will attempt to tell the truth, briefly, 

simply, directly" (405). However, Tate is fortunate enough to speak from a relatively 

safe position as a tenured full professor, a privilege many others do not have. For the 

reality is as Pegueros states bluntly, "outspokenness could bring punitive 'ratings'" and 

hurt one's chances for career advancement (100). In the end, no matter how working 

class scholars feel about their voice's tone, it is still difficult to be noticeably different 

from the others in one's new environment. 
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Soft Voices 

Despite examples of strong working class voices, there are many quiet voices in 

academia as well. Those who are able to speak with candor are needed to do so because 

some scholars with working class backgrounds, "well aware of their [tenuous] status [.. .] 

silence themselves" to pass as insiders in the academic world (Gardner 51). They believe 

that by speaking less often and in a quieter voice, they are less likely to unintentionally 

disclose their true class background. When working class scholars feel unequal in the 

face of "middle- and upper-class privilege and rearing, [they] become obsequious, 

submissive, and silent (that unruly tongue tamed)" (Milanes 148-9). Many who remain 

quiet as they negotiate academia think as Sand did, "if we keep silent they can't prove us 

wrong or laugh at us." Consequently, Sand decided that it was better that she "asked not 

one question, spoke not one classroom word in four years of university" (35). One can 

only imagine how much this silence limits learning in an academic setting. 

Many of these silent scholars hope that others will assume that they naturally 

belong in the academy and that their origins match those of the majority if they say 

nothing that dissuades others of that assumption. Still other working class college 

scholars silence themselves after observing the disempowering manner in which working 

class college staff members are treated. As one academic notes, institutional hierarchies 

and the: 

treatment of nonacademic staff in the college or university repeatedly 

sends big, semaphoric messages to working-class students. One of these 
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messages is that working-class people on campus are supposed to be 

silent, that they are the ones whose ideas don't count. (MacKenzie 106) 

Non-degreed campus employees ("staff as opposed to "faculty") are sometimes 

invisible, sometimes devalued, and often overlooked. They seldom make policy 

decisions or sit on important committees.^ Subtle messages such as those conveyed in 

the treatment of working class people on campus may convince working class scholars to 

become selectively mute out of a fear of being discounted or discredited. 

In general, it seems safer to remain silent since one usually attracts less attention 

and controversy by doing so than one does by speaking out. Martin reveals that "by 

remaining on the margins I am in the shadows; I do not have to call attention to myself 

(85). So, while consciously or unconsciously people may generally expect working class 

people to be loud (and some are), this is not always the case. There are those working 

class academics who keep quiet in order to fit in and not draw unwanted attention to 

themselves. Others decline to specifically participate in academic banter and 

conversations because they feel uncomfortable with the abrupt manner of this style of 

speaking. Johnson, for example, states that "many women, especially older minority 

students [. . .] thought that tearing apart arguments was rude at best and cruel at worst" 

(202). Such scholars choose to quietly watch conversation with this tj^e of banter rather 

than to participate in it and go against their beliefs about what is right. 

A position of silence is not without its detriments. Most obviously, those who 

choose to take this route do not get to express their ideas and sentiments aloud. Since the 

academic culture values the skills of articulation and self-expression, students and faculty 
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are at a disadvantage when they are too quiet. They may be viewed as less intelligent and 

insightful than their peers. Other professors are forced to assume that these scholars are 

silent because they have nothing of value to contribute (a situation in which many 

intelligent people do keep silent). What's more, it is easier to become disengaged from 

conversations, classes and other people when one continually holds back from speaking. 

Silent working class scholars may also be missing out on opportunities to educate 

others who make erroneous statements about people in the working class. Working class 

writer Faulkner constantly struggles against her desire to remain mute as a method of 

protecting herself and her family from critical eyes. Despite her preferred tendency to 

stay quiet, she nonetheless realizes that: 

by protecting the people I care about [by not speaking out], I insulate those 

academics [who would characterize the working class without truly 

understanding it]. As long as I keep quiet, 

my colleague never has to confront the prejudices she grew up with. (204) 

Working class people can sometimes offer new insights or different points of view to the 

academic community if they speak up. Not only do scholars who keep quiet miss 

opportunities for enlightening their colleagues but they also miss opportunities for 

enlightening themselves. Gardner notes that "it was only by breaking [her] self-imposed 

silence and sharing [her] experience with others that [she] began to realize that [she] was 

not alone"—that there were other working class scholars in academia besides herself 

(49). Working class scholars face a difficult choice. They risk a loss of position and 

respect from academic peers by speaking out for what they believe is true or a loss of 
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self-respect and voice by remaining mute to gain acceptance in their newfound academic 

environs. 

Keeping mute also separates working class scholars from the rich linguistic 

traditions those from the working class often inherit. People cannot connect with others 

nor express themselves linguistically when feeling as though they caimot speak freely. 

Black laments experiencing just such a loss when she remembers how growing up she 

"lived in a web of narrative, something I have missed in graduate school" (15). Further 

detriments to guarding one's speech also exist. Colleagues may assume that their quiet 

working class colleagues are less intelligent, uncommunicative, or even hostile. Overall 

admits that: 

after being a nonstop talker all through primary and secondary school on 

[her] home working-class turf, [she] became completely silent at 

university and only slowly, painfully regained [her] voice when [she] saw 

that speaking out was part of the price of success. ("Nowhere" 215) 

Other times, working class academics may lose out on discussions and roundtable 

meetings by holding back from participating fully. One woman admits that: 

when I work with 'real' faculty, I say little. I rehearse what I will say if I 

can predict the course of the meeting, and I miss some of what is going on 

while I hold my speech in my head, waiting for the opening in which I will 

speak like them long enough to fool them into thinking I am one of 

them. (Black 24) 



By spending so much effort trying to sound correct, Black and others like her may miss 

significant amounts of important conversations, and continually feel ill at ease. Whether 

outspoken or silent, working class scholars seem to face tough choices about how and 

when they will use their voice—tough choices that may never be issues for other 

scholars. 

Variation in the language use among scholars from different class backgrounds 

can sometimes seem enormous. The difficulty in such communication gaps are 

illustrated in working class writer Christopher's act of basking in a moment shared in 

private conversation with two working class colleagues in her written narrative. She 

reveals that she and these colleagues have a special bond—^they "speak without 

translation" in a way that only those with common experiences and backgrounds can 

(148). To Christopher and other working class academics, speaking in the language of 

the academy is like speaking a foreign language that must be translated in her head before 

spoken aloud. 

Scholars also speak about gaps in understanding caused at least in part by class 

differences. Black, for instance, describes her apprehensions about class based language. 

When taking notes in classes, she religiously wrote down her professors' exact words as 

they spoke because if she did not, she believed that she "would have to fill in the gaps 

with my own words, and those words were horribly wrong" (21). She doubted even her 

ability to paraphrase authority figures' words, let alone form her own statements in 

"academicese"—the language of the academy so foreign from her own. In a further 

example, Johnson's faith in her intelligence was shaken when an instructor asked her 



151 

whether or not she had graduated from high school after he read her writing. She realized 

later that he posed this belittling question because she had not yet adopted and mastered 

academic discourse; consequently, her written ideas where almost unintelligible to him, 

insightful though they may have been (201). Instances like these just cited highlight the 

linguistic challenges one faces entering academia with a working class family 

background. 

Ultimately, language as it relates to class and education is so important because of 

its intimate and personal nature. Most people view their language and all that it 

encompasses (voice, tone, and accent) as a vital aspect of who they are. Black explains 

that, for example, language "has always been inseparable from what I am, from what and 

who people are" (15). One's use of language expresses much about a person's being 

including identity, personal sentiments, background, intelligence, age/generation, and 

more. Pat Belanoff, a writer published in Laborers in the Knowledge Factory, furthers 

this idea by stating that: 

our native way of using language is, for all of us, a survival tool. We do 

not abandon it lightly. We sense that such an abandonment may mean the 

loss of the social and interpersonal support of our home community. (256) 

So, to ask people, either directly or indirectly, to give up or significantly alter their 

(home) language in order to gain acceptance in their new (academic) community is an 

emotion-laden issue of identity. Faced with making such a change, people often 

experience an internal crisis. It is only natural, then, that many of the working class 

scholars' narratives include discussions of this sensitive subject and their feelings about it. 
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Gestures and Body Language 

Closely related to voice and language are the gestures one makes when 

communicating one's thoughts. The way one moves one's body says a lot about a person, 

and gesturing often belies one's class origins even when other factors have been carefully 

"controlled" by those working class scholars attempting to pass in a new class 

environment. Most notably: 

working class people do not have the quiet hands or the neutral faces of 

the privileged class [....] The physicality of class difference, the use of 

the body for expression, communication, and as a substitute for abstract 

language marks working class speakers. (Zandy Liberating 5) 

Flailing arms while speaking and otherwise displaying "active" speech habits indicate to 

some people that the speaker is a foreigner in academia. Many assume that if a speaker 

uses the body extensively while speaking, he or she lacks refinement of expression and 

needs to use the body to convey what a limited vocabulary and inadequate articulation 

style cannot. This is not an assumption most scholars want made about them. Many 

working class academics who occupy that middle ground between academia and the 

working class have both extensive vocabularies and an ingrained use of gestures to 

enhance meaning. 

Many working class scholars who use active body language when communicating 

are aware that they differ from their colleagues and consequently feel self-conscious 

about this difference. They may try to curb their gesturing or may simply regret the fact 

that they habitually express themselves in this overt manner. One writer discloses that 
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when she entered academia following a successful first career in her family's 

construction business, she constantly "tried to make my gestures less florid, to look like 

I'm pointing a pencil instead of swinging a hammer" (Christopher 139-40). Another 

working class scholar, Lauter, simply tries not to "talk with [his] hands," striving instead 

to achieve a more reserved demeanor (qtd. in Sharlett 6). Still another academic even 

recalls with a mix of shame and pride her grandfather's "gargantuan hands gesticulating 

with passion" as he spoke (Sand 30). Because expansive gestures and facial expressions 

can literally be seen from across a room, they broadcast a scholar's class background 

before he or she even gets to meet the others in that room. Gestures are ingrained and 

unconscious habits that are hard to break and can belie a speaker's class origins. 

Body Condition, Size and Health 

Additional external physical factors may also denote an individual's class. The 

truth is that people's physical characteristics can be shaped in part by their class 

background. Although it is difficult to characterize the bodies of an entire class of 

people, some corporal generalities can be noted about working people that arise from or 

are affected by class. Ira Shor argues that some physical markers of class, what he calls 

the "working-class look," can be noted if an observer knows what to look for. In general, 

Shor believes that working class people tend to be less healthy than those in other classes 

are (7). They have less access to recent medical research/information and are less able to 

afford medical care and healthy foods. People in the working class are more likely to be 

overweight and suffer from maladies (ranging in seriousness from a large number of 
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simple colds to work-related illnesses and injuries to congenital diseases). A variety of 

factors dictated by socio-economics influence a working class person's overall health. 

The basic foundation of all human bodies—food—^has important links to class. 

Healthy, fat free and specialty foods (such as organic and out of season fruits and 

vegetables) are expensive, while junk and fast foods are usually inexpensive and 

affordable to those with limited incomes. Junk food goes on sale frequently; produce 

usually does not. Processed food manufacturers offer coupons and specials; fresh food 

growers do not. Eating healthy "takes time, money and some nutritional know-how. But 

those are things often lacking in low-income households, which as a result are more 

likely to face 'food insecurity'—a limited or uncertain ability to get healthy food at all 

times" {Seattle Times "When You Have" L4). Even if a family seeks out supplemental 

food from a food bank, they might not find a solution to their food insecurity, as a 

majority of the food donated to food banks is inexpensive non-perishables. When fresh 

food is donated, which usually happens when a grower offers crop "seconds," it is 

limited, seasonal, and runs out quickly. Furthermore, even basic access to better types of 

foods may be limited, as grocery stores in poor and working class neighborhoods tend to 

stock only limited and basic "common" fare. In contrast, those stores in wealthier 

neighborhoods usually have imported foods, extensive varieties of fruits and vegetables 

available year round, and specialty items. 

An additional tie between physical health and socio-economic class lies with 

access to medical/health facilities and specialists. Working class people have less time 

and money to spend on cosmetic surgery, expensive diet products, and health club 



memberships to achieve the currently popular lean and molded "perfect" physique. 

Braces are expensive and seldom covered by insurance, so crooked teeth and overbites 

remain uncorrected. Visits to dermatologists and the medicines they prescribe are also 

usually out of pocket expenses; so, many working class people have little choice but to 

tolerate common skin conditions such as acne, rosecia and skin/facial flaws. Sun tanning 

takes leisure time in sunny climates or time and money spent at a tarming salon. 

Exercise also requires leisure time. With the exception of those who hold a 

manual, labor-intensive job, few working class men sport abdominal "six-packs" and 

only a small percentage of working class women wear a small size. It should come as 

little surprise that "adults who make four times the poverty level are twice as likely to 

exercise as poor adults," according to a recent Seattle Times article. Higher incomes can 

bring more time and money to spend on club memberships and work-out equipment. 

Sociologist and feminist Emily Martin describes the root of this problem as stemming 

from the "wide contrasts in how health relates to household resources: family doctors, 

special exercise equipment, certain expensive foods on the one hand, and hospital 

emergency rooms, haphazard exercise, ordinary foods on the other" (8). In a free market 

economy, one's access to health care (especially to "elective" care) directly relates to 

one's personal wealth and ability to pay for these services. 

A person's physical and mental health has roots in the American class system. 

Predictably, health among working class people is often poor or at least compromised. 

Piper argues that many psychological problems have their root in socioeconomic class, a 

fact that psychiatrists may fail to consider when treating an individual. Serious physical 
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problems are also wedded to class. For example, socioeconomic class alone accounts for 

3% of all cancer factors. When other closely related causes (such as obesity, adult diet, 

and occupational hazards) are added in, that number jumps to 40% {Group Health 

"Cancer" 6). In fact, American working class people may quite possibly have the worst 

health of any class since the poor are usually covered by federal and/or state medical 

programs and clinics, the middle class has insurance through their workplace that covers 

most costs, and the wealthy have private financial resources and probably insurance as 

well. Working class people, conversely, are often left without insurance because they 

hold one (or more) of the large number of lower end jobs that do not come with benefits 

and are usually not covered by federal and state health care programs intended for the 

destitute/unemployed poor. 

Furthermore, working class people may also fear or distrust members of the 

medical community because of past negative experience, so they might delay or avoid 

seeking the advice of a physician. Paternalist attitudes and even discrimination still are 

common practices among some doctors and medical clinic workers, especially those who 

routinely serve low-income patients who have few options to go elsewhere. Even when 

they do visit a doctor, working class people may not receive appropriate treatment for 

their needs. Few working class people feel able to openly challenge the words of doctors. 

Consequently, they may accept inappropriate or inadequate medical advice from 

physicians who rely on stereotypes, are overworked or rush to diagnose. For example, 

Zandy tells the horrifying story of being belittled and mistreated by a physician as she 

was having a miscarriage. The doctor was rough, asked her if she was married, and 
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insisted on a particular treatment without consulting with her first. He made prejudiced 

assumptions about her class and her worth as a person, and treated her (poorly) based on 

those assumptions ("Class" 84). Some doctors may also offer the cheapest rather than the 

best treatment to those patients without health insurance either because the patient 

requests that they do so or because they fear that the patient will not be able to pay the 

full bill. 

For these many reasons and for financial reasons, working class people may delay 

or avoid seeking medical treatment, even when they desire it. As one working class 

writer explains, her mother had to constantly "decide whether or not [her children] really 

needed a doctor" before seeking medical help for her family because to do so would 

require her to spend a significant portion of the family's limited financial resources 

(Black 17). And, even when medical care is vital, working class people still might 

hesitate to get it because they fear a doctor's consternation at their delay in seeking 

treatment and/or in taking care of themselves. One man admits that it was not until he 

was a senior in high school "when, in order to qualify for a college scholarship from the 

Navy, [he] had [his] first medical exam" (Martin 76). In contrast, the motto "let's just get 

it checked out and make sure (s)he is all right" determines when a sick child or adult will 

go to the doctor in other socioeconomic classes. 

Related to the issue of medical health are body shape and size. As a society, we 

tend to praise or blame people for their individual body conditions, a kind of "bootstrap" 

method of body maintenance. If a person is fat, it is unquestioningly his fault that he is 

this way. If a person is thin, her physique is the result of hard work and she is to be 



praised and rewarded. What's more, body mass is also assumed to indicate a person's 

class background. In her influential text. Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western 

Culture, and the Body, Susan Bordo argues that bodies send out signals about one's class 

status. Bordo states, "as the body itself is dominantly imagined within the West as 

belonging to the 'nature' side of nature/culture duality, the more body one has had, the 

more uncultured and uncivilized one has been expected to be" (195). In other words, the 

bigger one is, the less civilized one is. And, the notion of a "civilized nature" and socio

economic class are, of course, inextricably linked. The assumption of a class/body size 

link is especially true for women, whose bodies are more closely judged and monitored 

by society. And, while those of in academia would like to think that we are above such 

superficial judgments, academics, reflecting the attitudes of the general society, have a 

"nervousness about the physical, even an aversion" to it because they "mistakenly think 

[bodies] are contrary to intellect and spirit" (Frey 73). 

At best, an overweight man is seen as a stereotypical "jovial fat man"—which still 

compares poorly with the "austere aristocrat" or even the "practical middle class Joe" 

stereotypes. The general society views those who are overweight as indulging in 

"laziness, lack of discipline, unwillingness to conform, and an absence of all those 

'managerial' abilities" (Bordo 195). A productive, busy person is assumed to naturally 

stay slim. Many supervisors look for fit employees because a thirmer person is usually 

assumed to be a "real go-getter" in life—a desirable person to hire and advance 

professionally.^ In reality, this attitude does not take into account all of the factors that 

can cause a person from any class to lose or gain significant amounts of weight, such as 
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illnesses, jobs that are cerebral rather than physical, "recreational" drug use, heavy 

drinking, lack of leisure time to exercise, and genetics. These factors and others may all 

affect an individual's actual weight and size. 

In many ways, this disdain of large people is similar to the anger expressed 

towards the poorer classes—^both groups are criticized for being weak, urmiotivated, 

slow, and even unmentionable. Piper argues that "people from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds are often considered unmotivated, unintelligent, weak of character, 

impulsive, and possessed of little temporal perspective" by those from higher 

socioeconomic classes (291). In fact, in many people's way of thinking, to be fat is to be 

poor and, oftentimes, to be poor is to be fat. Overweight working class people are 

"doubly-damned" by society—even more so if they also happen to be women, gay, of 

color, or disabled. Both one's weight and one's class are popularly viewed as conditions 

that can be changed with hard work and strength of character. Therefore, those who are 

still not thin and upper middle class are assumed to be just not trying hard enough. 

Nonetheless, some of the working class scholars describe witnessing even their 

slim and attractive working class relatives and neighbors deteriorate physically as their 

difficult life conditions took their toll. Faulkner laments that her mother, once "postcard 

beautiful," changed over time into a woman with a "sturdy square body"; she explains 

how "seven children and thirty years in a rubber factory have thickened her" (198). This 

is not to say, however, that all working class people are large. Some are fortunate enough 

to be of average size. Many others are thin, due to factors such as genetics, illness, lack 

of money and food, addictions, or a harried work schedule that allows little time for 
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eating. Sullivan, for example, speaks in her narrative of years in her life when her food 

supply was uncertain because she had very little money. She also mentions using drugs 

to stave off hunger and pain, factors which all served to keep her very thin (236). 

Overall, a typical working class body physique is shaped by its immediate environmental 

factors. 

Despite prevailing societal attitudes and unequal conditions, many working class 

students come to college hoping to find a better world. Unfortunately, they often find a 

less than egalitarian reality when they get there. New working class students enter 

college believing that it will be a place in which personal effort and talent matter more 

how they look and how much money they have, "but of course, bodies do [always] 

matter" (Sullivan 237) and larger societal opinions still prevail. Zandy proclaims that 

'"humans matter.' And they matter not in an abstract, idealized, romanticized way, but in 

a physical, gritty, tactile way" ("The Job" 297). She advocates for the valuing of all 

humans and human bodies in academia. 

It quickly becomes clear to many working class students that they do not look like 

most of the other students in some fundamental ways. Scholars such as Brent clearly see 

that "the wealthy [college] students there were the sun-tanned ones" (287). Cappello 

realized during the college application process that "not only was passage to higher 

education going to be rare [for students fi-om her class], but the only ticket in might be the 

body, and at that, only a particular version of the body" (130). One writer began to doubt 

herself and her academic abilities when she reviewed various colleges' publicity 

materials. She felt a sense of chagrin as she looked "at those smiling [college] catalog 



faces and bodies and then looked at myself I had crooked teeth. I wore makeup. I 

wasn't taimed and lithe from summers of termis and sailing" (Black 19). Milanes 

describes how "more privileged colleagues' good skin and teeth [. ..] make the working-

class academic embarrassed and self-conscience—generations of good nutrition and 

health care will [eventually] get that for her progeny too" (149). These writers, like so 

many of their peers, did not match the dominant collegial body type and understood that 

they would not fit in on campus from the very beginning. 

Dress 

Socioeconomic class is also present on the body in the clothes one wears. Most 

teenagers can describe in detail the important role clothes play in expressing one's 

(assumed) class since the social pressures of high school magnify the common opinions 

of the society at large. The right brand of jeans and the ability to update one's wardrobe 

to keep up with the quickly changing fads denotes not just fashionableness, but wealth 

and status as well. The importance of clothing extends beyond the teenage years, 

however. Nobody wants to look "poor" and even those attempting a "casual" or 

"rebellious" look must choose the right brands and styles to do so. Class conflict 

manifests itself in the way people talk about dress and the language of class is clearly 

enmeshed within descriptions of clothing and style. Those who dress well are said to be 

"classy," "fine," and "tasteful." Those who do not are told that they look "cheap," like "a 

rag bag," "trashy," or "tasteless." All of these terms have roots in class hierarchy. In a 
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sense, the clothes do "make the man," or at least shape how that man is perceived in the 

world as he moves from one setting to another. 

Clothing and dress are as important in the academic community as they are in any 

other setting. One's dress provides an immediate visual clue into one's class, educational 

history, and sometimes even one's field. While the fashion industry might cringe at the 

typical academic's choice of clothing, there is still an unwritten dress code for scholars. 

Many working class people come to see the clothing they arrive at college with does not 

blend in well with their new colleagues' wardrobes. Some working class academics are 

even told to "smarten up." Brent remembers with embarrassment and anger how "my 

departmental chair called me in to inform me that male faculty wore a tie and jacket to 

classes" (289). Milanes recalls how seeing "upper and middle class scholars' clothes— 

timeless, expensive garments symbolic of status—trigger awe and envy" in himself and 

others (149). Few working class students and faculty can afford to buy a new wardrobe 

as soon as they enter college or begin a new position. 

Many of the scholars speak about the importance of dress in an academic's 

professional success. One working class writer, Lauter, focused on changing the visual 

and aural betrayers of his class origin in order to succeed in academia, describing how in 

college he "learned to pass—to dress in a certain way, to speak a certain way" (qtd in 

Sharlet 6). Langston claims that because of her class background, she constantly "feels a 

need to dress up and look professional to maintain what I experience as a tenuous 

position" within the academy (67). Zandy boldly proclaims that she is "wearing a suit 

and passing as an academic" ("Class" 85). Still another working class scholar. White, 



acknowledges that his "clothes were not merely scruffy but actually shabby" when he 

began his hfe at the university (281). He goes on to describe how he chose to adapt to 

academia: "I did not react [to the rigid and unfamiliar university culture] by becoming 

assertedly working class in dress and language, as did some of my colleagues, but I 

became hypersensitive to the environment" (281). White quickly saw the differences 

between his wardrobe and his peers at his university and was embarrassed. He then 

rigidly adopted the "rules" of the academic culture, including those for fashion. 

Some other working class scholars took time in their narratives to contrast their 

clothes and manner of dressing with those scholars from higher classes. Martin said that 

he knew that there were "people outside of our clan and neighborhood, people who had 

money. They were cleaner and better dressed" (79). Leslie describes how he was taught 

to recognize professionals—they were ones who "wore better clothes and carried 

clipboards" (66). He also admits that to his chagrin he often had to "show up for class 

dressed in oily coveralls, not having time to change" when going from class to work (69), 

a reality that put him at a distinct disadvantage to his well-dressed colleagues. 

Christopher, too, had to attend class in her rough work clothes because she came from 

and went directly back to a construction worksite (39). Clothing can emphasize class 

distinctions among scholars. 

Some writers discuss their attempts to pass as native citizens of academia by 

secretly shopping at second-hand stores near the university or in wealthier areas of town. 

Black experienced a shame about their clothes similar to the shame felt by many of her 

working class peers. She reveals that "I had learned to buy my classmates' thrown-away 
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clothes at the local thrift store, and if I kept my mouth shut I could pass as one of them in 

most of my classes" (22). Langston also admits that she shopped at used stores where she 

looked for designer labels, an act she calls "a working-class practice" (67). Hicks 

explains that she wears "relatively nice clothing as a marker of an upward mobility that 

has nothing to do with money (I have no money) and everything to do with knowledge 

and power" (156). Kadi even felt "overcome with feelings of self-hatred and 

worthlessness [when she was finally able to go] shopping at 'smart' clothing stores," as 

though she had no right to be there (87). These scholars realized the significance of 

clothing early on in their academic careers and reacted with embarrassment and shame. 

Many attempted to change their own dress styles based on observation of their peers 

while working within the constraints of their small budgets and limited exposure to the 

dressing styles of the upper classes. Sowinska realized that "by the time [she] had 

finished college [she] had begun to dress different, was eating different foods" (156). In 

the end, the pressure to change one's classed mannerisms can permeate many aspects of a 

working class scholar's being. Such changes are time-consuming at best, emotionally 

traumatic at worst. 

Implications 

By and large, the personal habits and physical personas of working class people 

run counter to those traits most valued by the upper classes. Facing this disjunction 

forces working class academics into deciding whether or not to alter their selves to fit this 

new environment and if so, how much to change. While some factors such as clothing 



seem easy enough to change, such a situation of forced choice brings anxiety, guilt and 

frustration. And, as George Orwell wrote as he expressed his own feelings when faced 

with this situation as a scholarship boy, "this sense of guilt and inevitable failure was 

balanced by something else: that is, the instinct to survive" (361). And a pride in having 

survived does surface in nearly every one of these narratives. In fact, cultivating this 

pride is one of the purposes of creating and sharing the working class scholars' 

narratives. 

No matter how much each scholar changed upon deciding to stay in the culture of 

the academy, all of them want to know that they made the right choice. The choice to 

change intimate parts of one's character or to remain the same in the face of great 

pressure to conform is a difficult decision to make. The narratives serve the purpose of 

supporting the working class academics in their personal decisions and actions. Working 

class scholars can see others like themselves who struggled with changing their speech, 

clothing style, or other physical aspect about themselves in the texts, hi this way, both 

writing and reading the narratives help empower and console working class scholars. 

Creating narratives allows writers an opportunity to finally explain their actions to 

someone who will understand the larger context of their stories. Reading the texts allows 

scholars to point to several published texts and say "See, it wasn't just me. This classist 

treatment happens throughout the university system and in society in general." Again, 

having such resources and possibilities is invaluable for working class scholars who may 

have never had this level of support before. 
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The scholars realize, however, that even while they take pride in surviving and 

find relief in having located a community of other working class scholars, they must still 

remember those whom they left back home. In a sense, working class academics are 

luckier than those back home because they, in the words of Zandy, they "have had more 

control over [their] bodies" than most of their parents and grandparents did 

("Introduction" Liberating 8). Those working class scholars who add their voices to 

these collections are not faced with physically dangerous work situations and, for the 

women, frequent childbearing that will ravage their bodies and might even take their lives 

like many other working class people both current and past have been. Many working 

class scholars refrain from calling their academic duties "work" because it differs so 

drastically from the physical and/or demoralizing work of their parents. As illustration, 

Brent argues that: 

middle class folk expect to have rewarding careers. That was in the pact 

between God and their families. Other folks have jobs. And if they're 

lucky the jobs aren't too bad. Compared with the rest of my family, I'm 

lucky. (293) 

Piper likewise discloses that "sitting and reading [for one's job] seemed almost too 

decadent" (295). The work of academia, while difficult in a cerebral way, is usually not 

physically challenging and dangerous. 

Yet, in other ways, these scholars are not as lucky as the people whom they leave 

behind are. Those back home know who they are and feel comfortable in their 

surroundings. Working class scholars, on the other hand, grapple with changing core 



aspects of their selves and Hving their lives after seeking higher education between two 

cultures. They might even risk losing their home and family by staying in the academic 

world. Some adopt the term "bi-cultural" for themselves in an effort to label their 

situation and their feelings about it. The scholars' narratives, therefore, are invaluable as 

they provide insights into both the working class and academic cultures. 
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Endnotes 

^ For more discussion on the treatment of nonexempt university employees, see 

Chapter 5. 

^ The phenomena of preferential treatment for thinner people has been researched and 

documented countless times in sources as varied as 20/20 specials to scholarly 

journals and texts. 
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Chapter 5 

WE'RE ALL WORKING FOR THE WEEKEND: THE STORIES WORKING CLASS 

SCHOLARS TELL ABOUT ECONOMICS 

If her daddy's rich/ take her out for a meal/ If her daddy's poor, just do what you 
feel. 

— The Lovin' Spoonful, "In the Summertime" 

The working class does not become bourgeois by owning the new products, any 
more than the bourgeois ceases to be bourgeois as the objects he owns decline. 

— Raymond Williams, Culture & Society (324) 

I know it's no shame to be poor. It's no great honor either. 
— Fiddler on the Roof 

It's hell to be poor and hired out. 
— Steel Magnolias 

Class and Economics are Close Cousins 

Class and economics are naturally intertwined. While money does not comprise 

the total extent of socioeconomic class, finances are nonetheless what people often 

assume to be the primary focus of any class-based discussions. And sometimes, 

additional money would improve a difficult situation, if not alleviate it altogether. A 

working class college student, for instance, would have fewer worries and more time to 

study if she had adequate financial resources to pay for college expenses. She would not 

have to work to earn money, pinch permies, spend time worrying about money, and take 

other steps in order to stay in college and continue her studies. Yet simply adding funds 

to the equation does not serve as an equalizer by itself The student in this example 

would still suffer from the clashes between her home and school cultures, struggle to fill 

in the gaps in her education, and face other difficulties that come with entering the 

university community from a working class home. 
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Specific discussions of higher education and economics have been generally 

avoided in ways that even the most sensitive of subjects relating to race, gender and 

disabilities have not. Perhaps this is so because as MacKenzie points out, among the 

middle and upper classes "it is impolite or even rude to call attention to social class 

identities, social class advantage, etc." (105). Many undergraduate students will chum 

out a steady flow of papers on race, whether or not the subject is of personal interest to 

them while steadfastly avoiding any investigations of class. And, if required to speak, 

read or write about class, many of these same students will become uncomfortable or 

even angry at being made to do so as White's upper class students did when he asked 

them to consider class and morality (285). 

Despite the difficulties, money and class must be spoken about openly in order to 

fully understand the difficulties and experiences of working class people trying to seek 

degrees and careers in higher education. For when determining what actions one will 

take in life, including deciding whether or not one will enroll in college, "economic 

security first" is always the motto to follow for working class people (McCarriston 100). 

The perpetual quest for adequate funding to both provide for basic necessities (food, 

housing, utilities) and to pay for the "extras" (such as medical care and college tuition) is 

a significant issue. Almost every working class writer in the collections took time to 

describe how they paid for their college expenses and survived academia financially. 

Many of the writers also describe how they fought to overcome financial barriers to 

beginning or continuing their college education. 

Education and economics, like class and economics, are therefore interrelated. 

Even today after all of the effort done by schools, foundations, and individuals to try to 

give every student a fair chance in higher education from admittance to graduation, real 

opportunities to attain a college degree remain unequal. As Langston argues, "access to 
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higher education is very hmited for poor and working class students" (65). The truth is 

that the academic playing field is not level and finances do play a notable role in this 

inequality. In the end, economics can affect a person's entrance into college, choice of 

school, retention, grades, progress, length of time for degree completion, and graduation 

rates. For example, graduation rates differ among classes to the extent that "the 

economically well-off students' chances [are] nineteen times better for earning a four 

year degree than those from the lowest income quartile" (Ryan and Sackrey 42), which 

means that "economic factors exert a strong influence on college completion" (Glidden 

and Henderson 59). While many people assume that the situation is better now than it 

has ever been before for working class students wanting to attain advanced degrees, this 

is not really the case. Gaps continue to exist in the higher education opportunities 

available to students firom different classes. 

The exact role money plays in the intersection of class and education is complex 

and consequently not easily extrapolated. For some working class writers, money is a 

signifier for a number of items associated with the moneyed classes, hooks believes that 

as a college student, "class was not just about money; it was about values that showed 

and determined behavior. While I often needed more money, I never needed a new set of 

beliefs and values" (hooks, "Keeping" 102). Few of the published working class scholars 

believe that a person's financial resources in and of themselves are the most significant 

factor in class differences at universities. Like many scholars, Langston puzzles over the 

role of class standing and money: "What determines class identity? It's not sheer 

economics" (69). For those who do believe that class is mainly an issue of finances, 

money and the direct resources it could buy to improve one's education are the primary 

areas of focus in their articles. Such scholars, like Ryan and Sackrey, argue that "the 

material gap, the so-called degree of inequality of condition, is the most important 
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influence on opportunities for mobility" (119). A majority of the working class scholars, 

however, see money as an important factor that shapes, as well as exists alongside, many 

factors that determine the parameters of socioeconomic class. 

Ultimately, the relationship among the social forces of class, education and 

economics is neither linear nor overt, but rather interwoven and multifaceted rather like 

the nature of class structure as a whole. As Charlip puts it, "all of us are products not just 

of our immediate upbringing but also of the past that our parents and grandparents 

transmit. This is why class is never a matter of money alone" (27). Yet, as Charlip 

implies and many of the working class scholars concur, class is partially a matter of 

money. Money and the material things that it can secure are vital. However, as detailed 

in the previous chapters, cultural capital and sensory markers of class, which are often 

connected with the amount of money a family has (but not necessarily directly 

correlated), are vital too. Despite the varying role economics take in the scholar's 

narratives, almost every working class scholar incorporates the subject of money into 

their discussion of class and higher education. 

Money as it Affects Education and Preparation for College 

Most Americans would like to believe that most or all of the country's children 

have roughly equal access to the same basic quality of education. Shepard argues that 

"with respect to higher education, the fable [of a 'fundamentally equitable society'] has 

seldom been more strong" (210). Unfortunately, this is often not the case among children 

across the country and even within the same classroom. Pelz argues that "the bourgeois 

kid may have not only a maid but years of private school education, while a working-

class student may have gone to under-funded, overcrowded, and generally substandard 

public school" (283). A few working class and poor neighborhood schools are outright 
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dangerous while others simply fail to offer anything to challenge and motivate students. 

And some schools in working class neighborhoods are staffed by men and women 

dedicated to teaching students no matter how much money and resources are available (or 

not available) to help them. In other words, the quality of K-12 education available to 

working class children varies dramatically. 

Even within a single school, the quality of education that a student receives can 

vary greatly due to class differences (perceived or actual). A number of working class 

people cannot help their children with their homework even when they would like to. 

Working class parents are constrained in their ability to help children with homework. 

Realities of life such as working in the evenings when children are doing their 

homework, being too tired from working exhausting jobs, having other children to tend 

to, and/or not being familiar with the materials the child is studying detract from these 

parents' ability to help their children with schoolwork. And working class parents cannot 

supplement with private tutors what their children learn at school in order to help the 

students get ahead or to simply keep up with their peers. As Daniels explains, "working-

class students tend to get lower grades partly because of the carryover from bad public 

schools" (9). Nor can these students and their families usually afford private schools that 

might offer more individualized attention or tailored course of study. And, even when 

they are able to consider private schools, the decision is still not an easy one to make. 

Some face the "choice of attending a poor public school or squeezing every permy to 

attend a slightly less poor Catholic school" (Pegueros 104), While wealthier parents may 

have had to decide between top-rated private schools, working class parents have to 

decide between "a tank of gas and an insurance payment" (Black 17). 

And, while some working class children and teens are quite driven or are given 

special opportunities, most have limited power to improve their own skills and 
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"marketability." As Langston notes, she and her working class peers "lack [ed] money 

and time to spend on extra activities to boost [their] academic profile" that were expected 

by many universities (72). Pegueros's "middle class-colleagues could point to a year's 

study in Mexico" or other foreign study while she and her working class colleagues could 

not (103). What this all equates to is that a family's finances can affect the education one 

receives both in grades K-12 and in college. Many times, "by high school most of [the 

students] knew [their] fates were sealed" in working class neighborhoods (Mantosis 241). 

Money and Intelligence 

The assumption that many people hold is that a person's intelligence and 

socioeconomic class are strongly linked, hi other words, many people believe that the 

higher one's class, the more intelligent that person must be. As a consequence of this line 

of thinking, "some [working class people] have been slapped with the saying 'If you're 

so smart, why aren't you rich?" whenever they try to speak about or argue about an 

injustice (MacKenzie 99). Such a statement is meant to simultaneously silence and 

belittle, while implying that the wealthy are rich because they are smart and the poor are 

poor because they are not. MacKenzie argues that this form of "classism promotes the 

myth that working-class people are essentially and by nature less intelligent than 

professional or upper-middle-class people" (99). This attitude is not limited to those in 

any particular class, but rather is fairly widespread. Several scholars encountered similar 

sentiments from other scholars, some who consider themselves feminists, socialists, 

and/or liberals. For instance, based on many conversations with fellow scholars, 

MacKenzie believes that "since most academics buy into the notion that America (for all 

its problems, they quickly add) is basically a meritocracy without a dominant or ruling 

class, it follows that people are where they deserve to be" (281). O'Dair likewise 
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encountered hostility from a room full of scholars at a conference when she presented a 

paper "exploring class bias in higher education" (206-7). 

Another way working class people's intelligence is kept in check is through the 

practice of "tracking" students. Many of the working class scholars in the collections 

observed or felt the effects of school tracking based on socioeconomics. Some students, 

such as Pelz, Leslie, Kadi and McKenzie, remember being "tracked" into either 

vocational or college-bound course work in high school based on educators' perceptions 

of class (e.g.: clothes or speech). Students perceived by high school faculty as being 

from working or lower class homes are encouraged or sometimes forced to sign up for 

"voc-ed" courses instead of college-preparatory classes at some high schools. For 

instance, Pelz found "many stupid, vapid, but ever so well-dressed kids in my college 

prep classes while even the most intelligent of [with working class peers] had been 

confined to voc hell" (278). Similarly, Kadi notes that "teachers discussed university 

programs with certain students but never with [her], regardless of [her] straight As" (90). 

The working class writers describe how they witnessed students being tracked into 

certain educational lines of study based on factors such as the neighborhood in which 

they lived, the general perception of the student's family (extended or nuclear), clothing 

and more. Leslie discloses that "the public high school I attended was geared toward 

creating factory workers. There were two tracks: 'general studies' and 'academic 

preparation'" (67). MacKenzie even began to study the widespread use of high school 

tracking systems after his sons were tracked differently and had "radically different 

school experiences" (95). The working class scholars who made their way to college 

were lucky enough (or demanding enough) to be allowed into the college-bound track or 

to have attended a high school that did not use the tracking system. 
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Sometimes the faculty doing the academic tracking let perceived situational 

factors outweigh more applicable ones such as a student's grades and studiousness. For 

instance, after his parents moved to the suburbs so that he could have a "better life," Pelz 

found that his new high school's guidance counselors "kept insisting that [he] take 

vocational shop courses." When he "pointed to [his high] test scores, they only made 

strange faces and oblique comments about [his] background" (278). In another example, 

my friend Sue, a nearly straight-A student who really enjoyed school, was nonetheless 

encouraged to pursue vocational education classes (mainly the nurses' aid program) by 

the same academic counselor who all but forbade me to take a single "voc. ed." class. I 

was interested in taking a bakery class for fun but this counselor persuaded me not to 

pursue it because he said it would hurt my chances for getting into college. Perhaps this 

different tracking of my friend and I was due to the fact that she lived in a mobile home 

and was from a family not well known by the school. I, on the other hand, lived in a 

house and nearly everyone in the school district knew my mom from her volunteer work 

with the schools and because she was employed with the district as a school bus driver. 

Ironically, tracking students into vocational classes does not mean that these students are 

regulated to classes inferior in quality or substance. Many vocational high school classes 

are quite rigorous and scholarly in content. However, they are not the kinds of classes 

valued by college placement officers. 

Money and Time 

While money, for the most part, may not buy its owner love or happiness, it can 

buy comfort and time. And, as the colloquialism goes, "time is money." Working class 

people spend their time, instead of the money they do not have, to make it through daily 

life. They use their time in order to get around town in shared vehicles, on public 
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transportation or on foot to save money. Comparison shopping, cUpping coupons, and 

monitoring sales and advertisements are further time consuming activities done to make 

limited incomes go further. In college, working class students spend their time traveling 

to and waiting in line for computers and printers at free campus computer labs, rather 

than having a computer of their own and using it whenever they want to. Daniels 

remembers how a working class student of his was so overjoyed that she "cried when her 

family somehow managed to get her a computer so that she wouldn't have to make that 

long trip to campus to use the computer clusters" (10). Working class students may 

arrange to borrow textbooks from friends and then have to wait until after the owner 

finishes using them to be able to start their own studying. They often grocery shop and 

cook, rather than eating out at campus eateries or ordering take out. While cooking one's 

own food can be healthier than take out, it takes much more time to cook and clean up 

afterwards. 

The problems with working class students having to carry out all of these money-

saving measures is that they miss out on time to write, free time, and activities that other 

students take for granted. McCarriston writes that "wealth allows [upper-class scholars] 

the fundamental necessity to create: leisure" (102), while those without wealth must steal 

moments a little at a time in which to do intellectual labor. Time provides those students 

and faculty who are financially secure with the ability to network and gain the kinds of 

personal connections that only come from copious leisure time spent with well-connected 

folks. Daniels describes how one of his working class students was frustrated by the lack 

of commitment to the work she saw in her fellow students who took college for granted. 

She, on the other hand, "took three buses to get to campus each day and was very 

restricted by her [young] son's schedule, so every minute was precious to her" (10). 
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Many times important decisions are made and alliances are formed over coffee at 

a cafe or drinks at a party. If working class people are missing these get-togethers 

because they are too busy to attend, they are not getting connected in the important ways 

that their peers are. Other working class scholars miss out on networking because they 

see the university as only their workplace, a place they want to "escape" on the off times. 

Langston talks about how she is viewed as distant and unusual by some of her colleagues 

for not spending her free time socializing in academic circles, a practice she still resists 

since she already feels like she works "seven days a week as home and work overlap" 

(72). These working class scholars try to preserve what little time they have free for 

relaxing. Even those working class intellectuals who have crossed class lines and secured 

academic positions may continue to spend their spare time frugally and/or use these 

money-saving yet time-consuming practices because their pay remains low and/or 

because such ingrained habits are hard to break. 

Money is always a sensitive subject and an issue to be considered for those who 

have little of it and seldom a topic of discussion for those who have more of it. Working 

class people are "very open about salaries, and money comes into the agenda differently" 

(Ellis and Robinson 44), whereas it is usually considered bad taste to speak about one's 

earnings and other financial matters in the majority of upper class families. Ellis and 

Robinson recall sitting around a table of people who "knew practically everything about 

each other's sex lives, but these people from middle class backgrounds were almost 

incapable of—^it really caught in their throats—saying the dollar amount they earned" 

(44). As working class scholar Sand argues, "my first and often repeated lesson [. ..] was 

that you are nothing in this world without money" (29). Another working class scholar 

echoes Sand's words, arguing "money is validation where I come from" (Sansevere 

9/10/99). Working class people understand that the underlying value placed on a job and 
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a person is reflected in the salary allocated for that job and that person. McCarriston 

agrees with this sentiment, stating "where I come from, class means money" (102). 

Ultimately, in life "money is the yardstick according to which many other things are 

measured" (Ellis and Robinson 41). Working class people grow up with a clear 

understanding of the importance of money in the world and money's connection to a 

person's perceived self-worth. 

As stated before, the amount of money a person has ("is worth") translates to 

overall worth in so many people's minds. Therefore, disjunction between the intense 

intellectual labor and preparation work required to secure a job in higher education and 

the actual salary an academic earns is often embarrassing and baffling for working class 

academics. Hicks, for instance, wonders "where [she] fits into the question of mobility. 

[Her] trajectory has always felt upward to [her], but [she didn't] have any material 

evidence of this—no CD player, no color TV, no microwave" (157). Some working class 

scholars even try to hide the amounts of their salaries and royalties for books they have 

written from their relatives because the actual amounts received seem so trivial in 

comparison to what people expect. Most people outside of the university culture 

erroneously assume that PhDs are well rewarded financially for their years of education 

in their salaries. The truth is that many scholars are not paid salaries equivalent to the 

amount of skills and education that they possess. For example, Langston reveals that she 

"earned substantially more on an oil refinery crew eight years ago than I do now in 

academia" (69). 

Time and economic class are inevitably intertwined, because a person must use 

their time when they cannot use their money to see that essential tasks get done. As 

Mantiosis states, "Everything takes longer when you are pressed for money" {Liberating 

232). By having to constantly spend their time rather than their money, working class 
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people are shortchanged in other areas of hfe. They may get less sleep or lack enough 

time to relax and to exercise, which then translates into poorer physical and mental 

health. As college students, they may also lack time for social activities such as 

fraternities/sororities, sports teams and clubs, which in turn may lead to missed 

opportunities for forging important alliances, building new friendships, and getting 

connected to their school. Perhaps the most disheartening problem a lack of money and 

time brings to working class students is the aura of unavailability and lack of focus they 

seem to possess. Just "finding the time and the energy to take college courses seems like 

a Herculean task" when combined with the other requirements of life (Mantosis 233). 

Time, as Daniels puts it, "is something I consider precious, sacred" (11). As working 

class students and part time, temporary, contractual, and new hire faculty are off earning 

money or "spending their time" taking care of the many daily life tasks, their colleagues 

wonder why they are not with them doing things around the department or at social 

gatherings of academics doing the work of the university. This problem of time seems to 

be one that money given to working class students in the form of grants and scholarships 

and to newer faculty in the form of financial support for summers and sabbaticals could 

help alleviate. 

Money and Life 

The amount of money one has affects a person throughout his or her life and 

shapes the course of even the most universal of Hfe experiences. The level of access one 

has to available cash reserves affects birth and death, life and survival, and everything in-

between. Working class students, like all students, must face the challenges and needs of 

every day living and campus life. However, these needs can be more pressing and raw 

for working class students living away from home, as they lack the buffers provided by 
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money and by having their families close by. As Pegueros explains, "middle-class 

people are not at the mercy of the system in important life decisions" the way working 

class people are (104). Some scholars touch on vital issues of life in their narratives that 

bear review here. 

As discussed previously, medical and health care for working class people are 

often uneven and poor. A person needs to have adequate insurance coverage or money to 

receive decent health care—two things working class people usually lack. Furthermore, 

working class scholars within the fields of physical and mental health have seen the 

problems of lesser health care services for lower classed people. For example, research 

psychologist Piper notes that after many years in the field of psychology, she has 

become painfully aware that virtually none of these [clinical and practice] 

settings ever turned to the life situations, the poverty and oppression of 

economically marginalized clients, as the possible source of their mental 

health problems. (286) 

Doctors seldom consider that class might be a factor for working class people seeking 

treatment for mental and physical health issues ranging in seriousness from mild 

depression to severe problems like bi-polarism. 

Death among working class families unfortunately is linked to money in some 

basic ways. In addition to all of the financial concerns related to medical care, lost wages 

due to time away from work, and funeral expenses, working class family members left 

behind after a death must concern themselves with "how will we make it now?" It seems 

highly unfair that in addition to the grief from the loss of a loved one, working class 

families must also immediately worry about their newly changed financial situation. As 

illustration, Zandy revealed that at her mother's wake, a longtime neighbor and friend of 

her family slipped $35 in crumpled small bills into Zandy's hand. She explains, "as a 
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working-class person he understood about out-of-pocket expenses and how awful it 

would be to be 'caught short' on the day of your mother's funeral" ("Class" 12). Facing 

the death of a loved one for the working class family members left behind brings an 

"awareness of sudden and swift loss coupled by economic uncertainty" (13). In other 

words, how will the widower survive financially as well as emotionally without his wife? 

Will the widow lose her house? Will adult children have to move home to help provide 

for younger siblings and/or a parent? Death can take a working class college student out 

of college or it can ironically offer a source of financial support. For instance, those 

students whose parents die young may have their schooling paid for by Social Security, 

pension plans, or insurance policies. 

Adequate food, a vital matter of survival, is obviously also tied to money. Food 

costs money and some working class graduates are forced to make choices between 

paying for college and paying for basic expenses such as food. Many facing this choice 

decide that survival comes first and drop out of college. Others, determined to stay, turn 

to survival methods such as government assistance programs, depending on others with 

money for help, or food banks to help them survive college and the daily needs of life. 

Another scholar, Sullivan, used recreational drugs, worked long hours, and had her 

roommates steal food for her from the school cafeteria to stave off hunger since she had 

to use the money she earned to pay for her basic college expenses (375-7). 

Food banks were mentioned by several scholars who were attempting to hold on 

to their college studies while also trying to meet the basic requirements of life. Sowinska 

tells the story of a friend of hers who sold her beloved books a little at a time for six 

weeks to get money to buy food until her student loan check finally came (153). 

Langston, as a single parent and graduate student, went to food banks where she had to 

wait outside in a line on a busy street before being allowed to enter the building. As 
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might be expected, "sometimes other graduate students would walk by or be the ones 

who passed out the groceries to me" (66). She endured this embarrassment because she 

had to have the food from the food bank to feed her children. At a certain point, she 

became afraid that her own students would see her and that she would lose credibility in 

their eyes as a professional and an educator. Ultimately, she faced a choice between 

credibility and the possible loss of job and/or status and feeding her family regularly (66-

7). Another of Sowinska's working class friend found a way around this same 

embarrassment. She worked every Monday night at the local food bank so that she 

would get a meal and food to take home, while being able to tell people it was her way of 

helping others without disclosing her own need (154). Obviously, relying on food banks 

so they can spend what little money they earn on college expenses is embarrassing, 

stressful, and not conducive to higher learning. 

Money for College 

Seeking a college degree is a significant financial undertaking for many American 

families. All prospective college students need to know how they will pay the sizeable 

bills that come with enrollment in college. However, those with working class incomes 

and resources must be doubly prepared—they must have detailed plans, and probably 

even create back up plans—^before taking on such a formidable expense. The difference 

is as Sowinska explains, 

of course, all students at one time or another find themselves in financially 

difficult situations. What makes the situation of poor and working-class 

women so unique is the way in which economic survival strategies are 

intimately connected to our self-esteem and collective notions of fear. 
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shame, and defiance that make up our individual family or neighborhood 

landscapes. (155) 

Few working class would-be students have adequate savings, trust funds, educational 

IRAs, pre-paid tuition credits, or parents with large enough cash reserves to pay for their 

college expenses. As Leslie explains in his case, "the availability of a stipend determined 

my choice of schools. Being from the working class, I simply had to make a living" (71). 

A lack of disposable wealth combined with the ethics of the working class in regards to 

money and debt limit working class scholars' options for financing college. 

Even when working class students thoroughly plan and investigate college costs, 

many are still unprepared for or overwhelmed by the amount and nature of the expenses 

they encounter while seeking college degrees. For instance, although most of the 

scholars note their personal fondness for books and reading from an early age, they are 

astounded and dismayed by the cost of college text books because the stories they tell are 

about libraries and borrowed books, not purchased ones. For example, Langston 

describes how growing up she "did not have the money to buy a lot of books, so [her] 

mother and aunt walked [her] regularly to the library to check out books" (61). An 

initial trip to the college bookstore for texts and supplies can average roughly $300-500 

each term. Such a bill can be shocking to many parents and students not use to such 

expenses. This shock is doubly true for working class people who must watch their 

expenses closely and who likely do not regularly purchase books, especially new texts 

printed by costly scholarly presses that never go on sale. Overall, financing college 

expenses is a daunting task that most working class students fret about throughout their 

years of study. 

For those not closely connected with colleges and financial aid offices, 

government financial aid programs and the existence of many scholarships may appear to 
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have alleviated any monetary barriers to obtaining a higher education for those from 

poorer American families. However, the real situation is as Overall argues—"higher 

tuition and fees discriminate against working-class students and contribute to the 

preservation of class distinctions in academia" because working class students are afraid 

to enroll when the fees are so high ("Nowhere" 218). Federal aid (excluding 

unsubsidized loans) and private scholarships are limited and almost always run out 

nationwide before the academic year ends (and usually much earlier than that). A 

majority of scholarships require time consuming paperwork be completed in order to 

apply. Even work-study money, allocated to students who must work certain part-time 

jobs on campus to get the allocated funds, is capped each year. Additionally, very few 

universities and colleges have affirmative action financial aid policies that consider 

socioeconomic class distinct from race, so many working class students do not receive 

adequate "incentive" financial aid either. Put another way, 

not only do [working class people] have to get the idea of going to college 

at all, which wasn't taken for granted, and figure out how [they] could do 

it at someplace that [...] cost money to go to, but then [they] had to be 

one of the few awarded the opportunity to do so by receiving admittance 

and a scholarship. (Ellis & Robinson 31) 

And, finally, some working class students simply do not know how to go about securing 

funds for their education. They, like Pegueros, "could not imagine how to finance such 

an ambition" as seeking a PhD (95). They do not know where to look for the "good" 

financial aid sources and do not have anyone to ask. 

Scholarships, while more numerous now than ever before, are not as easily 

available as they are often believed to be. Many businesses and groups that offer to 

search for potential scholarships for students charge a fee for using their services, and 
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some scholarship committees also insist on a fee for processing the paperwork required to 

simply apply for a scholarship. Even if no money is required to apply, scholarship 

applications oftentimes require extensive amounts of supplemental materials to be 

attached, costing applicants time to assemble them and money for copying forms and 

ordering transcripts that a working class student does not have. 

Many students are unsure how to gamer these resources for themselves. Working 

class students and educators "don't know about grants, fellowships, faculty exchange 

programs, post doctorate awards, or seminars because these area perks that insiders don't 

like to share—especially when you are the competition" (Milanes 146). For these 

reasons, many working class students do not access adequate scholarship money to pay 

for their college expenses. Pelz, for instance, even argues that he was able to finance a 

PhD through "government scholarship and loan programs—and no thanks whatsoever [ . 

. .] to the much-vaunted private sector" (279). Those working class students most likely 

to gamer significant financial assistance for college are veterans who used "GI Bill" or 

other military scholarship money, racial minorities offered scholarships created to 

increase diversity in higher education (now illegal in many states and no longer 

available), and those receiving large merit scholarships for their academic performance. 

Some scholars have mixed feelings about the money that they received for 

college. They are grateful that the money was available and allotted to them but 

saddened by the conditions under which it came. For instance, Law "attributes [her] 

college education solely to the death of [her] father" because she was able to pay her 

tuition with the Social Security death survivors' money she received. The guilt of such 

achievement on the "back" of her deceased father haunts her—"the trade-off [. . .] is a 

transaction [she] can hardly ponder without feeling physically ill" (2). Similarly, Zandy 

realizes that "if [her] father had not worked for that company, [she] might not have gotten 
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a college education, and he [her father] might not have died so young" {Liberating 64). 

How difficult it must be to have to equate one's college education with the death of a 

beloved parent. 

Those working class writers who did manage to receive scholarships to college 

without "strings" or great sacrifice understand the significance of such a gift and discuss 

what this money meant to them. These lucky few recognize and are truly appreciative of 

the intrinsic value of such an offer. Kadi, for instance, fondly describes her generous 

"offer of financial aid, without which I could not have gone" to college (92). In "Class 

Quartet," Zandy declares, "I am a scholarship girl. The tuition costs one hundred and 

fifty dollars a year and my parents cannot afford it" (83). Similarly, MacKenzie believes 

that he was very lucky to have won a National Merit Scholarship that paved his way to 

college (98). These scholars were given the freedom to pursue their degree without 

having to worry about money. 

Unfortunately, a number of those working class students who received generous 

merit scholarships that paid for most or all of their first year expenses found out as 

incoming fi*eshmen that such scholarships were not available to them in their remaining 

college years as established students. Many scholarship rules require that would-be 

candidates be current high-school students entering college the following year. Not only 

does this leave out the many working class people who do not go straight to college after 

high school, but it also leaves out those students who are beyond their first year of study. 

Langston, like Zandy and many of the other writers in the collections, bemoans her 

college scholarship that got her to college and then ran out, leaving her stranded with the 

next year's college bills left unpaid (64). Opportunities for financial assistance become 

even sparser as one becomes an upperclassman and if one seeks graduate degrees. For 

the most part, loans are the only financial support offered by universities, states, and the 
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federal government to any college student who has already earned a bachelor's degree. 

Loans also constitute a major portion of most undergraduates' financial aid packages. 

One scholar, Leslie, had to argue with and beg his father to co-sign for his student loans 

so he could go to graduate school (70, 72). Of course the other "financial aid" offered to 

graduate students besides loans are teaching assistant positions that comes with their own 

set of problems and requirements. 

The prospect of taking out loans for college expenses is a frightening one for 

many working class people. As Overall explains, "in my old neighborhood, people are 

reluctant to take big financial risks. They won't bet on a mysterious system that might or 

might not give them money to compensate for its high costs" ("Nowhere" 219). Potential 

working class college students "hoped college would provide: a sure route to a good job, 

like the posters on the buses promised" (Schwalbe 310), but there was no guarantee that 

these promises would be fulfilled. In essence, "access to higher education is very limited 

for poor and working-class students" and "only an option if one takes out loans," states 

Langston. "In retrospect, my education was a very expensive luxury" she admits (65). 

Loans for college students are easy to secure (no collateral, no minimum income, and 

usually no cosigners are needed) and can add up very quickly. Yet many working class 

people have a "deep reluctance to incur debf (Pegueros 101). Pegueros admits that she 

was "terrified of incurring such debt" by taking out a school loan for her college expenses 

(101). Many working class students have been taught by their families that they should 

always "take great pride [. . .] in paying [their] own way" (2). This upbringing leads 

working class students to either reject loans and consequently have to work very hard to 

pay tuition as they go or to guiltily take out loans. 

After taking loans, however, some working class scholars experience guilt from 

being in debt and the fear that they will be sunk by this unwanted burden. As one writer 
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explains, "the middle and upper classes are accustomed to manipulating debt to their 

advantage, but for a working-class person debt is a ball and chain" (Pegueros 101). Most 

working class people have seen the lives of relatives or friends ruined by debts that 

rapidly compound and become insurmountable, and they fear the same thing will happen 

to them. They are also less likely to know about "privileged" financial transactions such 

as the various methods for calculating interest rates and the different types of loans 

available. Working class kids are also more likely to have been exposed to such 

unreliable financial techniques as the repeated use of "money stores" to get cash 

advances to pay bills, "bouncing" checks and relying on overdraft protection, or simply 

living paycheck to paycheck with no savings to fall back on. To say this is not to imply 

that all working class people are financially irresponsible. Of course, some are very good 

at managing their finances and manage to stretch very little money to cover the family's 

bills. However, there are those who lack knowledge of some fiscal transactions due not 

so much to a lack of responsibility or intelligence, but rather due to a lack of trusted 

financial advisors. Oftentimes, the only people working class folks know who possess 

advanced financial information work for the establishments who stand to profit by selling 

these services to them. Still others have never been taught to effectively manage long-

term debt such as (student) loans. Therefore, for working class students, loans are a 

frightening, or least unclear, option for financing an education. 

Instead of, or in addition to, racking up loans, many from the working class try to 

pay for college and living expenses as they occur by working odd jobs and skimping on 

expenditures where they can. Working class college students "typically work at least 

part-time to help pay tuition, borrow potentially crushing amounts in loans, and still lack 

the material advantages (personal computers, cars) of the well-heeled" (Pelz 282). While 

some fortunate students are able to graduate on schedule while working, others fall 
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behind under the heavy workload and must spend even more money (due to increased 

number of terms paying tuition) to earn their degrees. The search for money to survive 

daily expenses and to pay college bills is ongoing and time consuming. As Lang 

explains, "the really difficult task [in pursuing advanced degrees] was economic survival" 

(170). Economic survival outweighs working class college students concerns about 

grades, getting into the major one wants, getting into the classes one needs. 

For many working class people, making do with very little is status quo and 

therefore a tolerable (or at least familiar) mode of existence. Therefore, several scholars 

describe how they "dug their heels in" because they were determined to stay enrolled in 

college. Pegueros, for example, speaks of the ongoing material sacrifices her family 

made just to help her pay for her textbooks each semester and the significant sacrifices of 

time that she made to pay for the rest of the expenses by working and seeking 

scholarships (93). Fish even tells about a working class student of hers who "worked as a 

prostitute," the only job she felt she could get to pay for her housing and college bills 

(186). I knew a woman who financed her education and lived better than she ever had as 

a child by working nights as an exotic dancer. Pelz remembers a working class woman, 

one of his best students, whose work declined sharply over a short period of time. 

Eventually he discovered that she had lost her job, had to move out of her apartment 

because she could not pay the rent, and then had to live out of her car (282). Still, she 

kept trying to finish college even though she was homeless. These working class 

students and others like them try everything that they can to stay in college. 

Some working class students even work to share money with their family back 

home, in addition to supporting themselves in college. They are driven to do so because 

they feel (or have been told) that it is their duty to contribute to the family and/or share 

what they earn with those back home, hooks, for example, remembers working long 



191 

hours while attending college to "save money, to send a little something home" (102). 

Many are like the Latina students who tell Pegueros that they are "subjected to 

overwhelming pressure from their families to contribute to the family income" and are 

unsure how to answer this pressure while still attending and paying for college (Pegueros 

101). Zandy describes how throughout her life, extended family members took care of 

each other by constantly sharing food, clothing and other resources. "No one asked ... it 

was expected that each would recognize the other's need" ("Liberating" 67-8). While 

these methods of earning money, sharing and saving on expenses are effective strategies 

for families to use in order to meeting the costs of life and college, they are also difficult 

and time consuming to working class college students who also have schoolwork to do 

and classes to attend. 

Other working class students take the opposite approach and do not fret about 

money, trusting that their finances will work out somehow. Like MacKenzie, they went 

off to college without a clear plan and without knowing "how in the world [they] would 

earn [their] bread" (95). Working class students may take out the loans that are offered 

so freely each term, only to become saddled with huge loan debts after years of 

undergraduate and graduate work. Several of the working class writers bemoan the 

financial realities of the current higher education system. These scholars, like Langston, 

claim that "education under these [current] conditions is only an option if one takes out 

loans that have to be paid back. My college loans are as big as many home mortgages" 

(65). Those working class academics taking out large loans might initially assume that 

they would not be given more loan money than they need, believing that their college and 

the banks would fairly and accurately assess their needs before making a loan offer. 

Consequently, these students take the entire amount offered, assuming that is what they 

should do. Some may not even realize that they are not required to take the full loan 
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amount offered in their annual financial aid package. In actuality, students are usually 

offered much more in loans than college expenses actually require. For instance, as a 

university student, I was offered from $12,000 to $20,000 in student loans each year 

while attending public xmiversities that cost about $4,000 annually in tuition, fees, 

expenses, and books. If I had taken the full amount of these proffered loans every year of 

my undergraduate and graduate college years, I would owe the equivalent of a mortgage 

on a median-priced house (around $165,000), just as Langston notes. 

From the very beginning of one's college education—the planning stage— 

finances shape what (if any) college courses a working class person might take and where 

he or she might take them. Working class students usually make finances a major factor 

when deciding what college they will attend. MacKenzie illuminates why so few 

working class students are enrolled in exclusive private and public universities, stating 

that these students tend to apply only to local colleges, if they apply at all. The truth is 

college costs and working-class perceptions about costs appear to drive the 

pattern (most of my students do not even consider trying to transfer to 

prestigious colleges because they assume they could not afford them). (98) 

Working class people often gravitate towards community, regional, and public colleges 

when they seek higher education. Besides the social benefits of a close proximity to 

home, increased likelihood of being familiar with the campus, and smaller number of 

students, these colleges cost much less than private colleges or even public universities. 

Even when promised scholarships and financial aid from a university, most 

working class people understand how easily assistance can stop or fees can increase. As 

a result of their concern about high tuition costs, working class students usually do not 

enroll in expensive schools. The reality is that: 
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after two hundred years, the situation has not changed; although 

economically disadvantaged students are sometimes able to win 

scholarships at private universities, the majority of those who seek higher 

education attend state schools. (Fay & Tokarczyk 15) 

The high costs of college are prohibitively real for working class students. In fact, "even 

exceptionally intelligent working-class students often fail to finish college" because they 

are unable to continue securing funds to pay for their studies (282). And, even if they can 

get scholarships or a job to pay for these expenses, working class students are still taking 

money and resources away from their families: 

the cost of the son not being home working full- or part-time, helping 

to contribute to the household income or of the daughter's spending 

money somewhere else for lodging, food, clothing, or books she 

wouldn't need at home. (Milanes 148) 

By remaining close to home, they are guaranteed low-cost housing options and a support 

network. This practice, while practical and understandable, contributes to and in effect 

helps create some class segregation in higher education. 

Employment 

On Campus 

One place class is closer to the surface on university campuses is in the 

intersections (disjunctions) between the staff and faculty. Universities employ numerous 

working class people in secretarial, food service, janitorial, maintenance, construction, 

and other service area positions, hi fact, "close to a million nonprofessional staff people 

work on college and university campuses in America" (MacKenzie 106). There is an 

ironic disjunction between the large number of non-degreed employees needed to keep a 
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university running and the university's basic function to provide advanced education that 

leads to degrees. Most students and faculty do not think much about this reality. 

Some students and faculty even have distaste for those who do this type of work. 

Hicks observed students from professional families often "had an iimate intolerance for 

certain kinds of office work" (156). MacKenzie saw some faculty members and 

administrators treating these workers "as inferiors, largely to be blanked out of the scene" 

(107). As illustration, I remember consoling an English Department secretary with whom 

I was working as a "work study" student when she broke down in tears after receiving 

copies of her latest memo back with penned-in grammar corrections (in red, no less) from 

two different professors. I offered to help her write future memos (how embarrassing this 

must have been for a woman older than my mother and a secretary of 25+ years) until the 

chair stepped in and said he would check over her work before it went out. 

The irony of the large presence of non-degreed workers on campus is very 

apparent to most of the working class on-campus workers and working class students. 

Most working class scholars believe that these workers represent all working class folks 

in academia. For instance. Overall states that even though she is now a faculty member, 

in my university department, the persons with whom I seem to have most 

in common and who have consistently acted as my allies over the past 

decade are the secretaries with whom I share a similar class background. 

("Nowhere" 213) 

And, if being a working class worker or scholar in academia is difficult, being both is 

even more so. There are a few people who are in the unenviable position of blurring the 

boundaries of these two campus employee groups by being members of both groups at 

the same time. 
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Sometimes students from working class backgrounds take non-academic jobs 

inside of the university to support themselves while attending classes and seeking a 

degree. Other times, university workers decide to enroll in the university as students 

during their non-work hours. The truth is that "there are a large number of working-class 

women in academia who have worked as secretaries, receptionists, filing clerks, word 

processors, or administrative assistants in universities" (Sowinska 154). Colleges and 

universities often encourage their workers to become students while remaining 

employees by offering reduced or free tuition as part of their employment contracts. This 

dual role of worker-student offers the convenience of working and attending classes in 

the same location. Furthermore, night and weekend classes now make it easier than ever 

for employees to take classes and pursue degrees while continuing to work full time 

during the day. Such university changes and concessions have enabled some working 

class employees to earn their degrees. Students can also work on campus through work-

study programs, a type of "financial aid" offered to some qualified students by the 

government. 

However, these worker students still face many battles before they can finish their 

degrees. As Mantosis explains, "the everyday life of the worker-student [...] is a hard 

one" (233). Daniels recalls a student named Gladys, a secretary at the university for 

which he taught, whom 

because of her tuition benefit [...] was able to take classes for firee. 

Because these classes were free, her children were grown, and courses she 

wanted to take were available at night, she was able to earn a degree, but 

even then it took her "many, many years" (9). 

Langston likewise admits that it "took [her] twelve years to complete [her] bachelor's" 

because having "children and a variety of [on and off campus] jobs—clerk, waitress. 
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factory worker, oil refinery crew" and other related jobs (65). Working class workers 

"raise a family and keep house without the advantage of paid helpers. They cook, clean, 

shop, and take care of their children on their own in the little time that is left after a day at 

work" (Mantosis 233). Somewhere in these busy days, these worker-students squeeze in 

class work. And, of course, a large number of these workers are women, who often are 

taking care of their families and assuming a large share of the household and child 

rearing duties. Understandably, is not easy to be both a university student and employee 

fi-om the working class. 

Holding non-scholarly jobs in academia can also put working class people in 

awkward situations or unequal power relationships when working with and for their 

fellow students in a service capacity. For example, Sowinska describes how she and the 

few other working class women academics she knew opted to earn money and learn to 

navigate the academic system by taking jobs as secretaries in a university department. 

She felt awkward and uncomfortable each time she had to wait on or serve her graduate 

and faculty "peers" while holding the dual positions of graduate student and department 

secretary. Nonetheless, employee-students like Sowinska come to more quickly 

understand the rules and systems of academic life while holding a working class-type job 

("pink-collar") familiar to them, earning money, and receiving reduced tuition rates. 

They also forge a bond with other university employees whom they believe can help 

them later in their academic pursuits (153-5). This situation is one familiar to many 

working class scholars: they take jobs such as secretary, clerk, bursar teller, library 

assistant, and more in office most useful to them as students. These positions help them 

to learn the university "system," gain valuable colleagues in the other secretaries, and, of 

course, earn money. However, when college students decide to take an on-campus job, 

they regulate themselves to the bottom of the campus or department hierarchy. Whether 
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they are hired through a work-study program, the regular application and interview 

process, or by faculty recommendation, student employees are still low on the seniority 

list and are likely to be part-time, temporary and/or contractual workers and face the 

challenges of being such. 

Off Campus 

Some graduate students, as well as part time and occasionally even full time 

college instructors, seek work off campus to increase their monthly incomes. Some take 

on "more of the same" by agreeing to teach extra classes at nearby colleges or 

universities in addition to those they are teaching at their primary institution (nicknamed 

"freeway fliers" by academics because of the amount of time they spend commuting 

between institutions). Taking on such positions may stigmatize a college instructor as 

"only a part timer" or "not tenure track material." After holding these jobs, scholars are 

likely to be assumed to be not qualified for more permanent and better compensated 

positions. Zandy, herself an adjunct for many years, argues that "to be an adjunct is to be 

an academic 'other,' a category for academic managers, a flexible object, a thing" 

{Liberating 73). Such labeling or tracking "marks" are hard to escape once they are 

applied to an individual. 

Other scholars find work that is away from higher education altogether, either by 

choice ("to get away for a while") or necessity ("nothing else was available"). Outside 

work does not usually further one's academic career, can be labor-intensive and might 

even be demeaning. Many like Lang, "not having any social connections into the middle-

class world, pursued work that [they were] most familiar with and knew best"—^working 

class jobs (170). In another example, Frey's students took jobs like serving in the 

National Guard. Because their families could not help them pay for college, some 
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students earned the money in the armed services (74). The disproportionate number of 

lower income and racial minority people in the military is generally known and is a major 

reason why Congress is currently considering bringing back the draft. 

Both on and off campus jobs have downfalls that take away from working class 

academics' available time. Negative factors such as low pay and the sheer amount of 

hours spent on campus can make working on campus difficult, while commute time and 

expense (owning and maintaining a car or paying for public transportation) are some of 

the issues with holding off campus jobs. Both kinds of emplojnnent force one to consider 

the required amount of time for labor and the (real or perceived) divided focus of tasks. 

Pegueros admits that her "rigorous schedule made it impossible for her to study very 

much" (94). Perhaps the largest problem with having to take on any sort of "outside 

work" is the issue of dignity, of having an unstable footing in two different classes and 

worlds. Cappello clearly sees how, like her mother, working class academics must 

realize that, "poetry readings won't bring the bacon home, so [her] mother struggles daily 

as a legal secretary against the delegitimizing of her experience and knowledge, her 

identity" (136). Sand describes the problem this way: "You're the lecturer and I'm the 

cleaner. I must spend hours after our lunch together reassembling my self-esteem" (33). 

It is difficult for someone operating in both the academic and working class laborer 

worlds to know where they belong and to negotiate these two very different worlds 

successfully. 

For the most part, working during the school year is difficult for college students. 

Supplementary employment, although valuable financially and experientially, reduces the 

time and energy student employees have for studying, writing and thinking. In fact, 

Glidden and Henderson have discovered that students employed more than a few hours a 

week while attending school are at risk for dropping out. The many demands of 
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employed working class students' time can be overwhelming. Additionally, "academics 

from the working class seem far more likely than their colleagues to have lost years of 

academic work struggling to support themselves" (Tokarczyk and Sowinska 226). 

Sometimes, working class students deal with the increased demands on their time by 

deciding to attend classes only part time. Other times, they put off taking required 

milestone exams or ask for "incompletes" in some of their classes, hoping to find time at 

some time in the future to finish their projects. Coping methods such as these delay the 

completion of the students' degrees and, in the end, put them behind their peers in terms 

of academic progress. Delays also cost working class students more money because they 

must continue to pay for tuition, housing near campus, books and fees for a longer time. 

In certain cases, however, jobs can help ground a working class scholar who finds 

herself disoriented in the world of academia. For example, Martin took a job as a 

bartender because "this working-class job allowed [him] to feel that [he] was being true 

to [his] roots while taking the final step away from them by completing [his] dissertation" 

(84). Hobbies can do the same for academics. Law likes to spend her free time painting 

walls, remodeling kitchens, and bowling (9). If the amount of commitment to such jobs 

and hobbies can be balanced with the student's need to study and to relax, then they can 

be a positive factor in a scholar's life. 

The Cost of a Career in the Academy 

This section will indulge in a working-class practice and candidly discuss money 

and the costs of items. To continue one's education and pursue a career in higher 

education is an expensive undertaking. Some of the costs of higher education are fairly 

obvious to most people. For example, tuition and books are expenses readily called to 

mind as part of what is expected for college students (although as stated before the actual 
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amounts of these expenses are often a shock for many famihes when first encountered). 

Of course, students also have to pay for basic costs including housing, food, clothing, 

commuting expenses, and personal supplies. Other costs—^required fees for various 

campus expenses such as athletic programs (regardless of whether or not one is an 

athlete), student ID cards, photocopying, and more—add up as well and are often 

unexpected. In fact, students are even charged fees for graduating. Graduate students 

have the added expenses of such "extras" as professional clothes, meetings at restaurants, 

and travel to and housing at academic conferences. And, while most of these costs are 

not a surprise once one has been in college long enough to have entered graduate school, 

the expenses still must be paid for and keep amassing the longer one stays. 

Application fees are another notable expense for student scholars. Applying to 

graduate schools is quite costly. In fact, "the first job search itself is formidable to many 

students as they begin to experience the rounds of uncompensated professional expenses" 

(Fay & Tokarczyk 12). Expenses include postage, printing and copy costs, deposits, 

application fees paid to schools, GRE score reports, transcript printing fees, catalogue 

fees, and more. Each application can cost from $60-150 and hopeful graduate students 

usually apply to several schools to increase their chances of getting accepted. Applying 

for tenured positions as one finishes an advanced degree requires many of the same costs 

except the deposits and the application fees. Even having an academic job costs money: 

one must buy current books the libraries have not yet acquired, subscribe 

to at least a few journals, make research trips to special library collections 

and attend conferences around the country. (Fay and Tokarczyk 12) 

Many working class people are amazed that academics have to pay apply to graduate 

programs and that copious amounts of materials and preparation time are needed to apply 

for an academic job. Neither set of expenses comes with a guarantee of success, either. 
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Another significant but often overlooked professional expense for academics is 

that of moving from one university, city or state to another to go to the university where 

one is accepted or hired. Candidates who choose to only apply within a certain 

geographic range are seen as greatly (and foolishly) reducing their options. Those who 

only look within the confines of one city are seen by some as committing professional 

suicide. So, more likely than not, a scholar must move and pay the costs. Moving 

expenses include truck rentals costs and gas or mover's fees, packing materials, lost 

wages, housing deposits or seller's costs, and more. As Leslie states, his graduate school 

was "220 miles [from home. But he] didn't have the money to rent a truck or even to pay 

for the gas for one." So he had to plead with his father to co-sign a loan for him to get 

the needed money (72). Sometimes a professor (but never a graduate student) is lucky 

enough to be invited to join a university that will pay for his or her moving expenses as 

part of the hiring package. Otherwise, moving outside of the immediate area can wipe 

out a working class family's small savings or put the family into debt. Additional 

"hidden" expenses also exist for graduate students and professors, such as travel to "make 

research trips to special library collections, and [to] attend conferences around the 

country" add up (Fay & Tokarczyk 12). 

Implications 

Money is a vital part of socioeconomic class and seeking advanced degrees. For a 

majority of the working class scholars, money was never far from their thoughts as they 

pursued higher education and a career in academia. Working class people must consider 

how they will pay for their living and college expenses in order to even consider applying 

for college. The amount of emotional and physical energy needed to attend college and 

secure the basic necessities is enormous. Yet, those working class scholars not lucky 
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enough to gamer full scholarships (and even those who did) took on these struggles 

because they were committed to earning their college degrees, despite the obstacles. The 

scholars use their narratives to work through their contradictory feelings about the money 

and time that they spent in academia pursuing degrees. 

As scholars remember the hardships of their academic journey, they attempt to 

use their narrative texts to ease this remembering. Either they work through their laments 

(such as overwhelming financial debt, embarrassment in holding on-campus working 

class jobs, and scrimping on expenses to pay tuition and other bills) and decide the 

journey was worth it despite all or they decide that they have sacrificed too much for 

what they paid. If they believe the former, they will use their narratives to document 

their journeys and to take pride in their accomplishments. If they feel the latter, they will 

use their narrative essay to enlist readers to bear witness to the sins committed upon them 

by the keepers of the academic class hierarchy. In either case, working class writer use 

their works of autobiographical criticism to explain to their peers why they made the 

choices they did and why they acted in certain situations within the university the way 

that they did. Many of the writers may have even come to understand their actions as 

class-influenced for the first time as they wrote, perhaps even using class as an 

explanation when another reason was also equally plausible. For these reasons, the 

working class scholars' narratives are important texts for the writers, working class 

readers, and academia as a whole. 

Sometimes, when the unjust effects of class hierarchies in education are spoken 

about, the assumption is that more money can alleviate a majority of the problem. The 

working class scholars' texts show that it is not so much the money, as what the money 

can provide that would make things easier for students. In other words, money for 

scholarships for working class students would help the recipient students focus more on 
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their studies rather than on earning money. While many people joke about needing and 

wanting more money (e.g.: "When I when the lottery. . ." or "When I get rich. . ."), what 

they are really dreaming of is the support and comfort of the things that the money can 

buy. Similarly, the working class scholars' narratives speak predominately of the support 

items that they lack and that money could buy, rather than of the money itself 
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Chapter 6 

WHERE ARE WE GOING, WHERE HAVE WE BEEN? OR, THE CONCLUSION 

The danger is just that as we become advocates for, and we cease to be voices of, 
the working class. 

— Carol Faulkner (202) 

Finally the tables are starting to turn. Talkin' 'bout a revolution. Poor people 
gonna rise up and get their share. 

— Tracy Chapman, "Revolution" 

A culture in common, in our own day [...] will be a very complex organization, 
requiring continued adjustment and redrawing. 

— Raymond Williams, Culture, (333) 

Concluding Thoughts 

A poverty of definitions and critical analysis of socioeconomic class persists in 

America. The professorate can help lead the way in addressing this gap by talking about 

class in general and about their own class backgrounds specifically. As more scholars 

speak openly about class, many individual working class academics are becoming 

"increasingly certain that [their] experience is not unique, nor even exceptional, but 

common" (McCarriston 99). The work being done by working class scholars can help all 

scholars to better understand class inside and outside of the academy. 

Common discourse threads in the working class scholars' narratives enable 

writers and readers to communicate easily with each other and to locate a community that 

is comforting in its familiarity. The narratives also offer a way for working class scholars 

to reach out and draw in non-working class colleagues. The personal/analytical 

combination helps include and interest non-working class readers who might otherwise 

remain oblivious to class' role in the academy and in individuals' lives (hooks "Keeping" 
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103). Working class scholars can use their position in the upper ranks of the academy as 

a positive disruption to the status quo and middle/upper class values rooted in the system. 

Zandy, for instance, speaks of how some of the writers in her anthology bring a 

knowledge of physical labor in to inform the intellectual work they do in order to connect 

the physical and cerebral worlds {Liberating 5). Sowinska claims that working class 

people see their academic work as separate from who they are as people (their job is what 

they do rather than who they are) (159). Making university class and system structures 

overt makes academia's ties to the larger political structure overt and helps free scholars 

from being yoked to the university. 

Additionally, working class people often act collectively by working together 

with peers to achieve goals. Fay and Tokarczyk point out that "the working class stresses 

group affiliation rather than the individual" (13). They do so, as Zandy explains, "not 

because of an inherent nobility, but because that is the way they survive" {Liberating 4). 

Scholars, on the other hand, are notorious for working as "lone guns." Working class 

collaborative working styles can encourage and model a more unified way of work for 

everyone on campus. The working class scholars' "adoption of communitarian values 

also gives us grounds for optimism concerning their readiness to act on collective rather 

than individual aspirations" (MacLeod 159). Working class academics are ready and 

able to work en mass for positive change in academia. The examples given here 

represent just a few of the many ways described in the narratives that working class 

scholars are trying to improve their work environment by dialoging. 

Why Should We Study Working Class Scholars' Narratives? 

Working class scholars' narratives hold a wealth of information to be uncovered 
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for those who would study them. The first reason to study these narratives is simply to 

better understand what it takes for a working class person to succeed in academia. The 

challenges are many and the support is often scant for the relatively few people from the 

working class who decide to pursue life in academia. And, while it might seem as though 

the difficulties these scholars face do not affect non-working class scholars and the 

university culture, they do. The reality is that "like any other institution, the academy is 

affected if a number of its members feel alienated" (Fay and Tokarczyk 3). Working 

class students are a part of academia, not an interloping group of outsiders, so we need to 

seek ways to integrate them without alienating them. If universities are truly going to 

serve all of their members, understanding the needs of working class scholars is a vital 

part of reaching that goal. Examining the university class structures in place can help 

scholars as a whole by highlighting hidden hierarchies and cases of institutional 

discrimination. Additionally, the working class scholars' autobiographical texts can 

teach us more about the nature of narratives and their function within a discourse. 

The working class scholars' writings are tools for reaching out to other scholars. 

The autobiographical critical essays are meant to "illustrate agency, not to lament 

exclusion" (Znndy Liberating 1). These texts not only show how the class hierarchy and 

the current university system that supports it can work against people from the working 

class who are trying to negotiate this world, but to also show ways in which certain 

individuals and support systems help working class people to succeed. The issue of 

classist university structures remains unknown to many university scholars and students. 

For instance. Fay and Tokarczyk reveal that "the real value of [Ivy League] degrees may 

be surprising even to many academics [....] 83 percent of the faculty at the top twelve 

graduate schools had their highest degree from the same institutions" (12). By knowing 
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both the "trouble spots" and the areas of strength in higher education for working class 

people, we can increase the positive experiences for this academic subgroup, strengthen 

our support of working class people seeking a higher education, and better serve the 

spectrum of American class/cultural groups in academia. Capello stresses that 

"sympathy, understanding, will not do. Rather, I mean this essay as an intervention into 

institutionalized self-definition and, most importantly, as a map that might be applied to 

the terrain of academe and then explored for the differences that emerge" (130). The 

narratives help us explore socioeconomic class in the academia. 

Going Home to Work and Bringing Home to Work 

Although the essays point to factors that inhibit working class students' progress 

through academia's milestones, that is not all that they do. These texts also (re)create a 

collective past and give us directions for shaping the future. Kadi argues that "if we 

remember where we come from and give back to our communities, we will gain 

individually and collectively" (93). Similarly, hooks believes working class scholars 

should become aware of class' presence and of their working class peers because 

"maintaining awareness of class differences, nurturing ties with the poor and working 

class people who are our most intimate kin, our comrades in struggle, transforms and 

enriches our intellectual struggle" ("Keeping" 111). These writers' words echo those of 

Gramsci who argues that skimming intellectuals from the lower classes to be educated in 

higher classes is a damaging practice for the working class community. That is to say, 

unless after college those scholars return home and use their newfound knowledge to help 

the communities of their youth instead of remaining isolated in the intelligencia. 
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So many of the working class writers in their narratives say that they dream of 

"going back home" and effortlessly blending in with their former surroundings. In 

reality, most working class scholars indicate that they have not been able to do so in a 

literal sense as they could before they stayed so long in the world of the university. 

Nonetheless, they can use their knowledge of home (the working class) to do valuable 

work in the academy, and their knowledge of the academy to do valuable work at home. 

In other words, as Zandy argues, working class scholars can use their "lived experience" 

to do much needed labor "in the world" {Liberating 2). To a certain extent, telling their 

stories in scholarly publications is part of this work. It is "remembering" in Goldblatt's 

sense of the term—action taken to integrate the past into the present to improve the future 

(45). Taking such action answers the question Zandy poses to her colleagues— "How 

does memory live in the present and act for the future?" ("The Job" 294). By creating 

and sharing their works of autobiographical criticism, the scholars are accomplishing 

many things, including making space in academia for working class students and faculty, 

helping to "heal wounds" suffered from adapting to a new class environment, and 

furthering class theory. 

A proliferation of texts by and about working class scholars can help improve the 

lives of working class people in academia. By relaying their own stories in published 

collections and on the listserv, working class scholars provide a counter-hegemonic 

discourse that disrupts the standard narrative line of academia. Such a discourse reminds 

us not to forget that all scholars do not travel the same straight and clear road to the gates 

of and throughout academia. The working class scholar group is one of many minority 

groups struggling to find a niche on higher education campus. Their narrative texts also 
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provide space for readers and writers to remember their family history. When working 

class parents imagined of a college education and a better life for their children, they 

meant safe, justly compensated work, work with the possibility for 

autonomy and craft, work that does not exhaust or dehumanize. But they 

did not wish for a better life that extracted as its cost familial and historic 

memory. {Liberating 1) 

Nonetheless, "working class consciousness is not just about family lore. It is a larger 

inheritance. These are historic, not narcissistic, memories. That is why they are 

dangerous. They insist that reality is not merely a text" (Zandy Liberating 5). In other 

words, some of the scholars are engaged through their writing in a sort of self-creation or 

understanding of self that no longer denies their working class roots and knowledge. 

The working class writers are, in the words of Nietzsche, creating "life enhancing 

fictions" in order to find commonality and acceptance amongst their working class 

academic peers (272). These narratives are not intentional lies, but rather stories that 

have grown towards each other over time to create a unified discourse that nurtures 

participants and reflects common experiences. This selection and framing of particular 

stories from the working class scholars' lives does not necessarily mean that the rougher 

times are smoothed over and forgotten. As Faulkner explains, 

telling our story is, for me, a matter of recovering the reality of the 

working-class existence, exposing the tendency to rewrite that story in 

order to transform oppression into a character-building experience, 

refusing the image imposed on us from the outside. (205) 

So, what can we leam from studying these scholars' texts? In part, we can see better 

"how the function of a story or narrative in the construction of one's class identity might 
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serve as a model for the consideration of the function of story in epistemology more 

generally" (McMillan 133). In other words, we can see how stories can be sued to 

accomplish rhetorical goals. These goals can include forming a discourse community, 

family experiences, and arguing for certain interpretations of experiences. 

The "next" piece in the public and private working class scholar discourse is for 

scholars to create links between their home culture and the academic world. Too many 

working class scholars continue to cordon off these two parts of themselves, rather than 

allowing them to cross over. They do as Law does when she admits that "until recently, 

[she] never spoke about [her] family at school, and [she] never spoke about school with 

[her] family" (5). Integrating the two worlds and openly sharing is vital, though, if 

working class scholars are truly to become organic intellectuals of the working class, 

rather than simply intellectuals taken fi-om the working class to be educated, hooks 

argues that: 

it is crucial that those among us who resist and rebel, who survive and 

succeed, speak openly and honestly about our lives and the nature of our 

personal struggles, the means by which we resolve and reconcile 

contradictions. ("Keeping" 103) 

Such openness is not easy. It is painful to recall any past struggles, and the working class 

scholars' struggles to enter and succeed in academia are no different. Further, speaking 

honestly and directly about these difficulties is hard because doing so can upset some 

scholars who may view this directness as a personal attack. Yet to do so helps both 

students and faculty members understand the complexities of the university culture and 

class system. Only by being honest and clear can we create change and assist those 

would-be scholars who are following us up the academic ranks. 
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The working class scholars' stories are important because as McMillan claims, 

"our conceptions of our own social class are, at least in part, the by-products of the stories 

we tell ourselves about where we come from" (133). Academics should not only hear the 

dominant voice of academic hegemony, but should hear discourses of marginalized 

groups like that of the working class scholars as well. Because they are in dialogue, the 

working class scholars' narratives are shaping how the writers and readers understand 

their life experiences, their education and their current work environment. Richardson 

argues that "socially grounded narrative, thus, can alter the shape and content of civic 

discourse by biographically, collectively, and politically enfranchising the previously 

disenfranchised" (34-5). Working class people can gamer ethos and a certain amount of 

power from creating narrative texts and/or by claiming membership in the working class 

scholar group. The texts, and by extension, the working class scholars who write them 

convey the strength of character and perseverance needed to move up through/into other 

classes to live and work. They lay claim to an individual and collective pride in the 

working class scholars' strength in the face of adversity. 

Some cultural theorists and scholars help initiate dialogue about socioeconomic 

class but do not push the theoretical envelope far enough when they describe but do not 

also theorize the working class. Studies that focus mainly on popular culture is also 

limited their usefulness as they offer a definition of the working class by their 

consumption rather than by their production. Definitions of this sort are shortsighted and 

miss out on analyzing the full story of what it means to be "working class." They also 

ignore the real cormection between the working class and popular culture. Popular 

culture, as Williams notes, is mainly produced for the working class, not by them 

{Culture 301). Therefore, the power flow (influence) is from the producers of popular 
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culture to the working class consumers, not the other way around. Descriptions of the 

various American classes, including their consumption of popular culture, are useful, but 

the scholarship should not end there. Specifically, scholars need to go beyond describing 

the working class and popular culture to analyzing working class people's presence and 

roles in American society and the university system. Critical analysis of working class 

scholars' narratives can help us do this work. For instance, "class talk, heavily storied as 

it is, has the potential to teach us how to consider the storiedness of other constructs— 

such as race, ethnicity, and gender" (McMillan 141). 

Global Differences Among the Writers and Texts 

Senior Versus Newer Faculty 

On the whole, each working class writer's individual narrative flows together with 

other working class scholars' narratives to form a cohesive discourse. Most every facet 

of the narratives echoes aspects of its fellow essays. However, those texts composed by 

senior, tenured faculty differed in one significant way from those written by scholars at 

early points in their career (including non-tenured faculty, part-time educators, scholars 

who have left academia, and graduate students). Narratives composed by senior faculty 

tend to be more positive and matter of fact, while those written by junior faculty and 

graduate students tend to be less positive and more hesitant. Many older tenured 

professors paint a picture of college studies and the academic profession as easier to 

negotiate than academics still struggling to establish themselves and to reach tenure do. 

Some newer scholars take a skeptical or even negative view about their journey through 

academia, and some try to remain hopeful that it had been or would be worthwhile. The 
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tonal difference between established and newer faculty is noted by some of the working 

class editors and writers. Editors Tokarczyk and Fay disclose that: 

many of the contributors [to their book] who had achieved tenure [.. .] 

were able to assess how their working class backgrounds had benefited 

them. They acknowledged the struggle [they had to go through], but 

perceived less loss to their self-worth. Younger non-tenured faculty, in 

contrast, often wrote with more bitterness toward the academic hierarchy 

and with a greater sense of loss at having been torn from their roots. It is 

not just that younger faculty are closer to their working-class experience, 

but also that as junior faculty or graduate students they experience the 

treatment typical of that given to working-class laborers. (10) 

Senior scholars might gloss over the rougher edges of academic life either because they 

have forgotten what things were really like or because they have reevaluated their earlier 

experiences and framed them in a positive way (such as viewing various struggles as 

character-building rather than, say, ego-crushing). Overall, tenured professors felt the 

best about the process they had been through. 

Perhaps this difference in perception comes about because some older and/or 

well-established professors are doing what Tate admits to doing for much of his career. 

He acknowledges that he has "tended, until very recently, not to sympathize with students 

who have trouble overcoming the odds of a deck stacked against them. [He] had 

overcome great odds. Why shouldn't they?" (254). In other words, some tenured faculty 

from the working class have little sympathy and/or even make life harder for other 

working class students and junior faculty because no one made things easier for them as 

they made their way up the academic ladder. Other working class scholars may attempt 
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to hold their students up to the highest ideals and teach quite rigidly, lest both the 

working class students and teacher be thought less of by their higher classed peers. Some 

such professors fear that if they don't treat their students in this manner and "toughen 

them up," the students would not succeed in academia and they would have done them a 

disservice. Other educators fear that their true identity as an intellectual from the 

working class would be found out and that they would consequently be judged negatively 

if they were not seen actively upholding the educational and linguistic pillars by 

producing students who do the same. 

Younger and/or newer scholars tend to be more unsure of the academy in their 

narratives when compared to the more established scholars. Many were also more 

accurately aware of what parts of themselves they had given up to stay and succeed in the 

university culture. These scholars are closer than senior faculty to the time when they 

first bridged the two cultures and weighed whether or not they should stay in academia. 

A large number of scholars at the lower end of the academic hierarchy, no matter what 

their socioeconomic background, feel that their superiors infantilize them as graduate 

students and/or as newer faculty. Being treated as a novice without regard to one's actual 

age, experience, and credentials can be extremely frustrating, especially since many 

working class scholars enter graduate school later in life and/or with more work and "real 

life" experience than their peers. 

Working Class Scholars Versus Working Class People in General 

While in general working class people are a coherent class group, those from who 

have "made it" in academia—graduate students, professors and PhDs—are different from 

those who never sought advanced education or who tried and failed. Working class 
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people who succeed in academia nearly always have two things in common: a passion for 

reading and one other thing that helped them get their start. This love of reading (and the 

underlying desire to acquire new knowledge) and the other "thing" seem to be crucial 

motivating factors for working class people to seek out "what's out there" and to 

eventually pursue higher education and/or a different path in life. Working class people 

who are succeeding in non-working class work, such as former US Surgeon General 

Condoleeza Rice and veteran actor Michael Kane, reinforce this point when they speak 

publicly about their childhoods. 

Reading and other factors support working class people's growth into 

intellectuals. Working class scholar narratives are filled with stories about reading. As 

children, some of the scholars had to hide their love of reading, eek out time in their lives 

to read, and/or struggle to access books in order to keep reading voraciously. Many did 

not grow up in families that read. First Book, a non-profit organization dedicated to 

donating books to low-income children, states that "61% of low-income families have no 

books at all in their homes" (First Book website). The one other thing is different for 

each scholar. It could be very supportive parents, the kind who would encourage their 

children to meet their goals no matter how unusual they might seem. It could also be 

someone or several someones who helped a budding scholar along the way, giving him or 

her everything fi-om advice to nice clothes for interviews to a place to live. It could be a 

special program or unique opportunity that allowed a scholar the chance to glimpse a 

different way of life when he or she was young. Or it could simply be an incredible 

internal drive that sees a goal and goes for it no matter the odds. These diverse "X-

factors" gave the academic world its current crop of working class scholars. 
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Because thanks to the narratives we now know of these two success factors, we 

can act to aid more working class children. Studies show that the number of books 

readily available a child, more so than any other factor including socioeconomic class and 

income, determine that child's reading skill level (First Book). The First Book 

Organization reports that: 

the Packard and MacArthur Foundation found that the average child 

growing up in a middle class family has been exposed to 1,000 to 1,700 

hours of one-on-one picture book reading before entering school. The 

average child growing up in a low-income family, however, has only been 

exposed to 25 hours of one-on-one reading during this same period. (First 

Book website) 
Increased opportunities to read and own a variety of books can help children develop an 

interest in reading and provide support for those who already have an inherent love of 

reading. Similarly, mentoring programs and opportunities to interact with college 

students and scholars also provide opportunities for working class children that they 

otherwise would not have. Such programs can enable a working class child to consider 

academia as an option. And, of course, positive role models and mentors in the form of 

teachers, youth group leaders, clergy, parents and other advisors remain invaluable to 

working class students' success. 

Areas For Future Research and Growth 

There are countless benefits to continuing to grow the body of research on 

working class scholars in the coming years. Scholars need to close the gaps that exist 
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between class studies and its "peers"—race and gender studies—and between American 

working class studies and the more advanced British working class studies by continuing 

to research class. To aid this growth, I offer general suggestions and directions for those 

who might add to the working class scholars' discourse or do research in working class 

studies and on class in higher education. Bizzell's influential essay "Opportunities For 

Feminist Research" gives readers three suggested courses of study they might undertake 

to expand feminist studies. If we adapt her suggestions for the field of working class 

studies, Bizzell's points might be written as follows. Scholars can: 

1) Be a "resisting reader" to currently well-known texts in their disciplines, looking for 

the ways socioeconomic class in general and the working class specifically plays a 

role the text's meaning. 

2) Find works by working class writers and frame arguments for inserting these writers 

and texts into their disciplines' canons. Put these newly discovered works in dialogue 

with texts already included in the canon. 

3) Look for works by working class writers that would not have traditionally been 

considered part of the text's writer's field or researcher's discipline. (Bizzell 51). 

Since those contributing to the working class scholar discourse and to the field of 

working class studies are academics from a variety of disciplines (with many from the 

humanities and social sciences), the potential for the field's growth is great. In time, 

working class studies can find a place in a majority of academic disciplines. 

Some areas of class in the academy seem ripe for exploration. These include 

topics about academic employment and status, working class curriculum, 

student/professor relations, and increasing the number of working class professors. The 



218 

truth is that "issues of class run just beneath the surface of our debates over disciplinarity, 

the status of part-timers and graduate assistants, the relations of composition and 

literature, composition and communication, teaching and research" (Harris 46). The 

time is right to take up the issue of academia's pay/status hierarchy to start leveling the 

playing field. Are some academic fields of study really more valuable than others? 

Should graduate students without independent sources of income be forced to live like 

paupers during their years of study? These are questions that need to be examined. 

We also need to focus on creating curriculum to teach class theory to college 

students from all class backgrounds. Many educators are looking for ways to incorporate 

class into their teaching. Linkon notes that after reading the collections, she better 

understood her working class students' behavior and work inside and outside of the 

classroom. Still, she asks that we push the scholarship further to come up with tangible 

working class curriculum (1-2). For, as Linkon argues, "if including black studies in the 

curriculum is important as a way of resisting racism, why wouldn't including working-

class studies be valued as a way or resisting classism?" (3). Including working class 

texts and theory in college classrooms helps create a space for students from 

underrepresented classes and challenge popular myths about class. Obviously sharing the 

curriculum created by the CWCS scholars who teach large groups of working class 

students and by others doing similar work would help educators from all class 

backgrounds. Many scholars would appreciate knowing how to begin to expand the 

curriculum of the courses they teach to include class, as well as how to propose that new 

courses about socioeconomic class be taught. 

In addition to producing more research on class, educators can change the way 

they teach and relate to students. The working class scholars' narratives can help faculty 
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members understand working class students' needs, as well as how their actions in the 

classroom affect students. It is easy to forget that many academic conventions are 

customs that are taught only in some families. As MacLeod explains, 

the social relations of schools could be improved vastly by a serious effort 

at minimizing condescension and creating an atmosphere in which all 

students can maintain their self-respect. (154) 

For instance, to demystify the writing process, working class educator DeSalvo takes 

great care in her classes to show students the processes she and other writers take to write 

(18-19). Because working class students have not necessarily seen writers working— 

indeed most have never met a professional writer or professor in their lives before 

enrolling in college—they do not intrinsically know how to go about the work of creating 

scholarship and texts. Acknowledging that valued college skills such as using academic 

English and writing critical texts are learned rather than moral or inherent skills, as well 

as helping all students learn these skills is part of this work. 

Other steps would also help working class students and scholars within academia. 

A larger number of professors from the working class employed in all ranks of academia 

would increase the chance that working class students could find compatible role models 

and mentors. Finding a good mentor match would in turn contribute to increased 

retention rates for working class students because these students would feel truly 

supported. Increasing the number of working class professors would also take some of 

the pressure off current working class (and working class friendly) educators to be 

mentors and advisors to so many working class (and non-working class) students. 

Additionally, more working class scholars would allow both the incoming and existing 

working class scholars to devote more time to research. Producing more scholarship 
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would help ensure that working class faculty members gain tenure and remain on staff It 

would also allow them more opportunities to do research on class issues. The benefits to 

hiring more working class faculty are incalculable. 

Ways to Continumg Building This Discourse 

This study analyzes the working class scholars' narrative texts to show that they 

form a discourse, to argue for certain universal or widespread experiences owned by 

scholars from the working class, and to educated readers. Richardson argues that 

"narratives create the possibility of history beyond the personal" (31). Theory that works 

off of and adds to the autobiographical criticism essays published in collections could be 

the mortar that draws theory, personal lives, and direct action together and points the way 

for the genre's further development. 

What cannot happen, if their new self-awareness and narratives are to make any 

positive changes, is for scholars to forget that only a select number from their class can 

succeed in rising in the current social system. The class hierarchy in America 

intentionally allows just a few to rise since, 

a completely closed society cannot maintain a semblance of openness, 

whereas a society that allows some mobility, however meager, can hold up 

the self-made man as 'proof that barriers to success are purely personal. 

(MacLeod 128) 

Academia will need to become a more open system, freed from at least some of the 

chains of class structures, in order to allow more working class students and faculty into 

its ranks. 

Scholars should also avoid idealizing the working class, for "empty 

romanticization of poor or working-class backgrounds undermines the possibility of true 
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connection" (hooks "Keeping" 106). Such romanticization not only ignores the true 

diversity of the working class, but also sets up a difficult ideal for people to try to 

emulate. The reality is that some people from the working class will never succeed in 

academia because their lack of intelligence, motivation, work habits, and/or desire to do 

so will hold them back. Still, those who have the talent and desire to pursue an academic 

career should be able to seek this path without being inhibited by material and cultural 

barriers. 

Some writers point to their status as "in-betweeners" as a way for them to regain 

control over their own agency and role in academia. Those who embody a combination 

of two cultures have a unique vantage point. They speak with "authority" as a "border 

crosser" (Peckham 265). They can see many endemic limitations and strengths that those 

who are fully ermieshed in just one of the cultures cannot. For instance, Sowinska 

suggests that working class people can earn better working conditions for themselves and 

scholars in general by calling things by their real names and unearthing the way the 

academy disguises work (159). An example of calling things what they are would be 

appointments to committees that are often offered to scholars as "great additions to their 

c.v.'s" rather than as two hours of additional work each week. 

Scholars from the working class can either "forget" their roots and 

wholeheartedly adopt the culture of the academy or they can selectively adopt certain 

traits while resisting others and remembering their home culture. Williams discusses the 

two possibilities when one rises in social class: 

those who believe themselves to be representatives of a new rising class 

will [.. .] either be tempted to neglect a human inheritance, or, more 
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intelligently, be perplexed as to how, and how much of, this bourgeois 

culture is to be taken over. (Culture 325) 

Those who choose the first option miss out on connecting with, and instead distance 

themselves from, their community of peers. The later course of action is the one chosen 

by scholars published in the collections who were able to speak productively from a new 

vantagepoint. They are "developing a class loyalty that was informed and principled—a 

class loyalty that made sense" (Mantosis 45). Langston proclaims that "because of my 

class background, I will notice working class people; they are not invisible to me, and so 

I am reminded of privilege based on inequality" (60). These represent just a few of the 

many ways working class scholars are trying to make positive cultural and procedural 

changes and to illustrate the conducive, as well as inhibiting, factors that affected them as 

graduate students and new faculty. 
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EPILOGUE 

The concept of locating oneself in one's scholarly work is an important one. This 

is especially true when dealing with matters of socioeconomic class which are by nature 

very personal. My own location as a researcher/writer who is also a member of the 

community described herein undoubtedly influenced the way this study took its shape. In 

"Ethnography and Composition: Studying Language at Home," Beverly Moss warns 

scholars researching their own communities that they face the difficult task of making the 

known unknown, or explaining theoretically and overtly realities about their communities 

that they know mainly on a subconscious and internalized level. Moss herself discovered 

this to be true when she studied three African-American churches. Because she had 

participated in this type of religious establishment all of her life, she initially overlooked 

vital aspects of African American church culture since they seemed neither extraordinary 

nor new to her. In hopes of preventing this problem of vision in my own work, I strove to 

see and note all reoccurring narrative patterns, no matter what their familiarity as I studied 

working class culture both inside and outside of academia. Even then, I did almost 

overlook some narrative themes because I had not anticipated them and/or because they 

did not resonate with my own life story. For instance, I was in the later stages of writing 

when I realized that many of the working class scholars were discussing how affected 

their lives as scholars, a factor that I had overlooked since it had very little application to 

my own life. When I reaUzed this oversight, I immediately added it into this study and 

searched again to make sure I had not missed others. And, conversely, some aspects of 

my own experiences that I considered important were not significant in the narratives 



with which I worked, so I did not speak of them in detail in this study, although I speak of 

them now in this piece. Fortunately, I took Moss' advice and repeatedly looked again at 

what I had assembled to ensure that the study was an accurate assessment of the major 

themes of the working class scholar discourse. 

Yet, even as I strove to "see all," my own story as a scholar from the working 

class was lurking just beneath the surface. And, it seemed foolish to deny the obvious 

benefits of being a researcher and member of the group being studied such as acceptance 

into and the right to speak about the group was a non-issue, many of the central issues 

were familiar to me, and a certain authority was granted by nature of my "dual-

citizenship." hi response to those readers who might see glimpses of me in this study 

and wonder what my story might entail, I offer parts of it here. This glimpse into my life 

story is meant to illustrate some of the points discussed in the chapters, as well as to 

squarely locate me as researcher within this text. It seems only fair that I reveal who I am 

in relation to the subject since the working class writers examined in this study have so 

passionately done so. 

Overall, my own experiences as a working class academic are similar to those of 

other working class scholars. Many times it was easy for me to pair "themes" in my life 

with the themes dominant in the working class writers' stories. But, of course, my 

experiences are also uniquely my own. And sometimes my life took quite a different path 

from the ones described by other working class scholars. None of the working class 

scholars that I encountered in my research described some of the key skills and tactics 

that were important influences on my college experiences in their narratives. These 
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unique aspects about my student life show that although there are dominant themes in the 

narratives, working class scholars' paths within the academic world are partially shaped 

by their character and personality, as well as shaped by class. 

class, knowing when important deadlines were, and more. 

I grew up in a small town in Washington State that overlaps with and includes an 

equally small American Indian reservation. I was lucky in many ways. I had trees, 

mountains and beautiful scenery nearby nearly everywhere I went as a child. I could 

safely walk to school. These were the days before Washington was inundated with 

Microsoft, casinos, Starbucks, and the people who flocked to our state to take jobs at 

these corporate powerhouses, so no one was exceedingly wealthy in my town and in the 

area at that time. I was also fortunate in that Native Washitonians (what we call 

ourselves—like Texas people are "Texans") have no regional accent—our speech is 

considered "American generic," so I never had much of an accent to change upon 

entering academia. 

Neither of my parents earned a four-year degree, yet they valued learning. My 

father's education had been cut short by the sudden death of his father. He was quickly 

forced to drop out of high school in order to work. He was not able to finish his 

secondary education until much later—a fact he did not discuss with my sister and me for 

many years. At seventeen he lied about his age and enlisted in the Marines to escape the 

grittiness of his life back home, only to be sent to Vietnam as soon as the war started. 

There he learned firsthand how little America cared for its ground soldiers. He lost some 

of his vision to "snow blindness" during military winter weather training (to go to 



Vietnam, a jungle country). He also earned several Purple Hearts from constantly being 

assigned to patrol on the front lines, but was only given three—the limit. His time in the 

military did offer one benefit—the GI Bill. This government program paved the way for 

him to earn his GED and Associates degree at a community college after he had left the 

service, married and had children. Although I'm not sure these certificates ever offered 

him employment or financial benefits, I think he is glad he got them and proud of his 

achievement. If he had truly been given the chance, I know he would have loved to have 

gone to a university and become a writer. He values learning and reading (even though 

he remains a staunch Republican) and spent many nights of my childhood reading the 

western and historical novels he loved so well. 

My mother, on the other hand, does not like to read and write; she prefers instead 

to work with her hands and is quite creative. She moved dozens of times as a girl 

because her father worked in construction and the family had to go wherever the jobs 

were. It was very difficult for her to find any continuity in her studies and to make good 

grades. She grew to dislike formal schooling and teachers who seldom cut the new girl 

any slack when it came to grading. She moved into "the city" (LA) to work after high 

school and did most of the work for a two-year degree. The degree and school were not 

important to her, though, and she dropped out one quarter before finishing to get married. 

My mother has memories of her father who loved learning but had to drop out of school 

quite early to help take care of his family when his still-young mother died from 

childbirth complications after having her sixth child. And she has memories of her 

mother, who prepared to be an artist and schoolteacher, but who instead married a man 



who did not believe in having a wife who worked. Perhaps because of these memories 

and despite her own spotty experiences with education, my mother always admonished 

my sister and me to value our education and to earn the best possible grades that we 

could. 

My father worked in wood mills for several years until they closed down after 

many of our state's forests were depleted. He then became a "Mr. Mom" as he searched 

for a new line of work. Eventually, he took a job as a groundskeeper before becoming 

permanently disabled on the job (lung poisoning from someone improperly disposing of 

chemicals). My mother quit working as a young woman to get married and have children, 

but when my sister and I were both old enough to attend school for the full day, she 

decided she wanted to hold a job outside of the house once more. When she relayed this 

desire to my father, he told her she could look but she would never find a job worth the 

time, gas, and child care expenses; this was his way of saying "no" to the idea of a 

working wife. She prevailed in the end, though. She soon found a job as a school bus 

driver, a job that allowed her to arrive home before everyone in the household did, paid 

well, and even included a route through the neighborhood elementary school so that she 

could check on my sister and me during the day. This is a job she still holds today, 

twenty-some years later. This is also the job that is slowly wearing her body out. Perhaps 

she did not prevail, after all. 

My family stuck very close to our home as I was growing up. My mother, who 

moved so often as a child, and my father, whose childhood house never felt like a home, 

did not often want to leave the comfortable home they had created together for vacations 
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and they have not moved since they bought their home almost 30 years. We did go 

camping and traveled once a year to Southern California to see my only grandparents. 

While there we enjoyed what we thought was luxury: swimming in the pool (they lived in 

a mobile home park), buying lots of new clothes (grandma took us to the nearby Sears 

outlet store), and going to Disneyland ("the happiest place on earth"), hi fact, being at 

Disneyland still takes me back to those happy times with my grandparents and 

consequently I have gone every year of my life in an attempt to recapture just a bit of 

those precious memories. I persisted in going even when my academic colleagues hinted 

that I should not do so now that I was not only an adult but a scholar as well. How could 

I truly explain to my academic colleagues who shook their heads like they were 

witnessing the antics of a precocious child why I was not willing to give up these trips to 

what some of these peers called a "hedonistic, anti-feminist, over-commercialized 

destination of the masses"? 

Growing up, I was fortunate in that not only did I have two loving and supportive 

parents, my mother (and later I) sought out many "extra curricular" opportunities for our 

family to participate in. For instance, beginning when my sister and I were quite young, 

we participated in the Girl Scouts. Through the Girl Scouts, I had many experiences I 

would not have otherwise had including day and extended camping trips, opportunities to 

explore careers, leadership opportunities, and travel. I was chosen to participate in a 

"Wider Opportunity" program in another state. I passed up on another trip, this time one 

to England, so that my sister could take the money I had earned and combine it with her 

earnings to have enough to go. (I knew I would get there someday on my own, just as I 
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knew that she never would.) The Girl Scouts started my lifelong dedication to 

community service. I also pursued opportunities with other groups. I was chosen to be a 

Washington State Senate Page, my first "real" job and taste of politics. I got to travel and 

experience new things through Key Club; my high school dance, flag and cheer teams; 

and other groups. Perhaps it was these early extra-curricular activities that showed me a 

bit of what I could do and see beyond the places my family had been and the things my 

friends were doing. 

The public schools I attended were mediocre at best. While the schools 

themselves were mostly clean and adequately supplied, most of us found very little there 

to inspire us. The schools were overcrowded and the students were poorly supervised; 

most female students (except the tough girls) faced daily sexual harassment from the male 

students and sometimes from the faculty. Luckily, my innate love of reading filled in 

many gaps left by the education I received at these schools. Between the nearby public 

library and the Scholastic book sales that came to our school regularly to sell books at a 

discount, I always had something to read. And, although my mother would tease me 

good-naturedly about finding me "reading again," I was never denied a ride to the library 

or money for a book from the book sale or the used book store. Yet, there were other 

challenges awaiting students at my school. 

The students were subtly tracked by the school faculty. So subtly tracked that it 

took me years to understand how lucky I was to have been deemed worthy of the more 

studious track. Most of my friends were not so lucky. They took classes without clear 

guidance and were never encouraged to apply for colleges and scholarships. I, on the 
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other hand, managed to create a strong college-prep academic portfolio, partially from the 

guidance of school counselors but mostly from my own interest in learning. Even then 

the schools themselves offered no advanced classes or foreign languages until the last few 

years of high school. Still, I managed to seek out all of those few advanced classes in 

order to graduate from the honors program (something I did only because I thought it 

might be fun!) and with honors. 

As high school ended, I decided to apply to college for no driving reason and with 

no real guidance. I had no previous exposure to the culture of the university and no 

connection to someone who did. I ultimately chose to attend a regional university about 

an hour from my hometown. Western Washington University was one of only two 

college campuses I had ever been to (and then only because I had once stayed in the 

dorms there while attending a dance and cheer camp with my high school dance team). 

My high school boyfriend told me that it was a good school for teachers and offered me a 

ride to the preview day, so I went for those reasons. When I arrived, WWU's rolling 

hills, manicured flower beds and brick buildings thrilled me; the school was beautiful. Its 

selling factors were that it was neither tiny nor huge, was the closest four-year college to 

my home, and had a wonderful, sprawling campus. When a wild deer crossed my path as 

I wandered around the campus, I knew this was the place for me. So, I applied and 

enrolled through their early admittance program. It still amazes me that I did. My 

boyfriend and I were the only two out of our extended group of friends who pursued and 

completed a university degree. In fact, out of an original high school class of about 600, 



only 400 of us finished high school, and just around 100 went on to any sort of college at 

all. None of my close friends have graduated from college. Most never attended. 

For instance, while I would not describe my undergraduate college experience as 

"easy," I was fortunate enough not to have the normal writing and research problems 

everyone assumes working class college students will have. These skills were actually 

some of the strengths that enabled me to succeed in college: I could read quickly and 

write well. In fact, it was my "close reading" of my university's handbook that showed 

me how to graduate early by; challenging courses through optional exams, understanding 

graduation requirements for my major and minors so that I never took an urmecessary. 

Nevertheless, my working class background led me to make choices that made my 

college workload heavier. I overloaded on credit hours each semester and tested out of 

whatever course I could so that I would graduate in just three years to save both money 

and time. I agreed to enter the university's honor program when invited to do so since it 

ensured that I would be guaranteed small classes (the fifteen students accepted into the 

program that year were the only people in my freshman and sophomore required classes). 

Even though it meant more work, the honors program saved me from having to take the 

large lecture hall classes I dreaded. I think I feared being lost among so many unknown 

faces and not knowing where to turn for help. Honors classes, even university honors 

classes, seemed like familiar (safe) territory to me. 

My social conscience led me to do volunteer work, and my wallet to do paid 

work. I did all sorts of service projects that took me into the community in my "free 

time." I worked with the homeless, hungry people at food banks, and disabled children. 
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On weekdays, I worked on campus between classes for the maximum number of hours 

allowed, making my average day last from 7 a.m.-6 p.m. without a break even for lunch. 

These jobs were exhausting, yet in many ways beneficial. Through them, I learned about 

the workings of scholarly libraries, departmental politics, structuring, hiring and tenure 

committees, and more. I became a known face around the department and in the natural 

course of events befriended those in power (most notably, the secretaries and the 

department head in that order) in a way that I would have never done otherwise. I got to 

sit on hiring committees and helped select the incoming faculty, while learning what 

qualities in a scholar were viewed as desirable. 

I have never felt comfortable with artificial networking and had no scholarly 

background when I started college, yet I interacted naturally with faculty and 

administrators when I worked for the English department and the campus library because 

I knew them personally and I had a specific place to be and a job to do. This niche 

supported me as an undergraduate. True, my lack of leisure time contrasted sharply with 

most of my peers' abundance of it, but my campus employment benefited me in so many 

ways that I was grateful to hold such positions. Besides, my friends were understanding 

people who would wait until I was free before going out, and I needed less sleep then to 

get by! In the end, these jobs kept me connected and informed, as well as fed and 

sheltered. 

Graduate school seemed for me like the natural next step, but not for the usual 

reasons. Since I finished my degree early, I wanted to stay at my university, finish school 

with my college friends, and continue studying (I truly loved literature and writing). So I 



overloaded on classes again, took my exams early, and finished in one year, the same 

time as many of my friends were earning their bachelors. I also tutored in our university's 

writing center and for a local community college. It was at that time that I discovered a 

love for teaching and advising students. I did not really struggle with my Masters studies 

and indeed enjoyed the frank discussions of literary themes, the get-togethers at bars and 

professors' houses, and the more informal yet dedicated atmosphere. Since I was by far 

the youngest, other graduate students and professors "adopted" me and I avoided the 

politics of the department and the angst that can waylay a student. I even stayed one final 

summer semester to participate in a unique interdisciplinary program to teach MAs how 

to be college instructors. This program improved my teaching skills and updated me on 

the latest technology, giving me an unexpected leg up in the job market. It also helped 

me wipe out most of the remaining distracting (working class) gestures fi"om my 

presentation style. 

I decided I wanted to continue tutoring and teaching on the college level, so I 

accepted a position as an instructor at a community college in downtown Seattle. There I 

discovered a college filled with students who were almost all non-traditional in one way 

or another. They were of all ages and backgrounds. Many could not write an essay, and 

some could not even formulate an intelligible written sentence. Yet they were wonderful 

students who gave a new teacher the benefit of the doubt and who truly cared about 

learning. No one had handed them a chance at higher education—they had earned theirs 

and were determined to make good use of it. I will never forget the lively classroom 

discussions the students had about such unlikely topics as Victor Frankenstein's 
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monstrosity, pronouns, and diversity. Even though I loved teaching there, I missed taking 

classes and grew restless. Since the college is also a regional center for the Deaf, I 

enrolled in sign language courses after hours with some of my fellow instructors. I even 

took no-credit dance and art classes—anything to be taking classes again. These were not 

enough, though, and I decided to apply to a PhD program. My acceptance letter came 

right as I was being offered a fiill time position (untenured) rurming the college's Basic 

English program. When I made the announcement to my colleagues, a drop-out of an Ivy 

League doctoral program and teacher in my department cautioned me that completing a 

PhD might be "soul-damaging work." At the time, I had no experience on which to base 

and understand his words, but I wonder now if he too was from the working class and had 

been "damaged" by the system. 

It was during my doctoral studies that I saw how strongly class affected my 

education. I left the first PhD program I enrolled in after realizing how much value is 

placed on institutional names. The school was a woman's university that I for the most 

part enjoyed for its differences; yet it was not a "big name" school. I was accepted at the 

University of Arizona, the largest research university with a strong program in rhetoric 

and composition closest to my home state, presumably the perfect place for me. This 

transfer of schools was shocking. For the first time in my education, nothing came easy 

to me. I taught classes of undergraduates in tiny designer clothes who sometimes missed 

class because they "had to fly to New York for the weekend" and even attended classes 

with a couple graduate students who took TA positions primarily for experience rather 

than for income. To my professors, I apparently seemed young, stubborn, undisciplined 
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and under-prepared. What a shock it was to feel this way for the first time, especially as a 

PhD student. I think that, when confronted in my new environs with the need to change 

drastically and quickly, I simply shut down—unable and unwillingly to suddenly face 

such a drastic challenge to who I was, at least not all at once. 

At that time, I began to view the university as a very damaging place to be. There 

are parts of my doctoral years that exist in my memory as a blur, much the same way that 

memories of abuse or other painful experiences find a way to exist in the psyches of those 

who own them. During these memory lapses, I juggled teaching, course work, part time 

jobs, exams and family life—I never felt like I had enough time to do any of these things 

to the best of my abilities. And, even worse, I never had time to enjoy any of them either. 

I do, however, remember clearly a period during one particularly horrible month when I 

was finishing my qualifying exams; in the last month of preparation, I had no time for 

anj'thing but writing and work. The laundry piled up, I lost contact with friends and 

family, I did not even have time to grocery shop. I survived the last week by eating the 

only two food items in my house: ajar of spaghetti sauce and a large box of instant rice. I 

still can't recall that time without feeling physically ill. Nonetheless, when I finished I 

felt a great sense of achievement and, according to my advisor, my writing improved 

markedly. I try not to recall a fellow graduate student who confided to me after he passed 

his exams with an "exceptional" rating that he had read very few books on the required 

list, submitted a revamped version of the same paper he had used in several classes and 

spent most of the oral portion of the exam chatting with his committee. For when I do, I 

get that sick feeling again. 



The truth is I never have enough time. My class and my classes take time. While 

earning my degrees, I clipped coupons, monitored sales, and rode the bus. I worked long 

hours at part time jobs that made my colleagues and my students question my credentials 

if they happened to see me working. I worked at a bookstore to earn money and to get a 

discount on books for my research. I worked for the Disney Company to earn my tickets 

to Disneyland. I edited thesis and dissertations because I could earn decent money doing 

something I love. I have worked while attending school since I was 12, when I took my 

first job as a nanny. It is nothing new for me. 

I think that I now fit into the university better. I've gotten used to large campuses 

and their flood of students. I've regained confidence in my writing and scholarship skills 

that was shaken for a time in graduate school. I've established a balance between my on-

campus and off-campus lives that less threatens my sense of who I am. My mentor and I 

have established a relationship that goes beyond the purely academic to allow us to 

connect as people as well as professionals despite our differences. I've even discovered 

that public speaking (conference presentations, speech making, and talking to classroom 

groups) is my academic forte. Speaking to an audience is a place where my working 

class body language and awareness of audience (as well as my quirky sense of humor) 

allow me to connect with other scholars from all classes and to enjoy myself If working 

class people can do one thing well, it's telling a good story. 

Nonetheless, I know that some working class factors still inhibit my academic 

career. I have not published much. Some voice in my head still says that my work will 

never be accepted for publication, so why even try; my heart says don't give them your 



voice for a mere line on the vita and a contributor's copy. And, of course, it is hard to 

find the time to submit works for publication. Also, I was always uncomfortable with 

networking for the sake of networking; it seems like a dishonest and unkind practice to 

me. Ironically enough, I now network frequently in my current job and enjoy it. I even 

have a reputation among my colleagues for being "really good at it"! I tell stories about 

children I know, ask money from others for my non-profit agency and do not feel at all 

awkward or uncomfortable. Perhaps the difference is that when I network, I do it for the 

children and not for myself. 

I also keep in close contact with working class people to ground me. I now can 

"go home" in every sense of the phrase and still return to the university and the culture of 

the intelligencia when I want to. My friends and family who never attained a college 

degree remind me that a higher education isn't everything. These friends have good lives 

and have always made more money than I have, despite my degrees. They are smart 

people who often excel at many practical matters that baffle me. My work keeps me 

humble as it connects me with people who, despite their own distance from academia, are 

often genuine in their excitement about my research and my studies. They insist that I 

"keep it real" and don't get too far from the practical aspects of the research. Finally, my 

walks through working class neighborhoods and occasional rides on city buses remind me 

not to romanticize the working class. There are as many annoying, manipulative and 

dangerous people in the working class as there are in the other classes, perhaps more 

since there is a greater need for resources in the working class than there is in the higher 



238 

classes. In the end, I'm happy with what I have achieved and am moving closer every day 

to achieving balance and unity in all of the aspects of my life and my self 
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