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Preface

In the early 1990s, many writers were confident that social class was of declining
importance as a dimension of inequality and a source of identity in contemporary society
(see, for example, Pakulski and Waters, 1996a, 1996b). I remained unconvinced: as a
teacher of many years’ standing in South Yorkshire - in secondary schools, on Access
courses in colleges and in higher education - I felt that the reports of the ‘death of social

class’ were premature.

In the early part of my career in the 1970s, teaching sociology in a comprehensive
school in a designated ‘Educational Priority Area’ of Rotherham, I had anguished over
the bright, working-class children who left school with few, if any, qualifications. No
matter how hard we tried to engage these young people, they remained resoundingly
indifferent, often good-naturedly allowing themselves to be persuaded and cajoled into
completing a handful of subjects to Certificate of Secondary Education level but caring
little about the outcome. My childhood friends had been similarly indifferent to
education. (I discuss the research implications of my working-class background in
4.5.1.) Dis.mayed by the low levels of literacy and numeracy achieved by some of these
working-class children, I transferred my efforts into teaching children with ‘special
needs’ in inner-city schools. Many of these had lives scarred by poverty, domestic
instability and violence. A number clearly had ability which they chose not to use in the
educational setting, viewing education as an irrelevance and an intrusion into their lives
and displaying hostility, resentment and, frequently, violence towards the school and its

staff.

Moving on to further education in the mid 1980s, I became involved with adult returners
studying at ‘night school’ and on Access courses. Many were from working-class
backgrounds - people who, like the children I had taught a decade earlier, had left school
as soon as they could to enter employment or add to the growing unemployment figures
but who had subsequently developed an interest in studying or felt the need for further

qualifications. Itook on some teaching in higher education and came to have increasing
‘ contact with these mature, working-class students as they transferred from their Access

courses to begin the long haul towards graduate status. Many had financial and

10
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Chapter 8 examines changes in selfhood and in relationships with significant others as
the interviewees progressed through their courses in higher education. It is argued that
the ‘moral careers’ of these interviewees were accompanied, to a greater or lesser extent,
by potential changes in perceptions of the self which could be affirmed and reinforced -
or denied and rejected - by significant others, such as family and friends, with
consequences both for long-standing relationships and selfhood. The complex interplay
of dimensions of class and gender are drawn out and strategies for dealing with
dislocation in social relationships examined. It is contended that, for many of the
interviewees, the final year in higher education was accompanied by a feeling of being
caught between two very different contexts and identities, and an attitude of

ambivalence - about the future, their relationships, and their social class membership.

Chapter 9 focuses on the experience of withdrawal from the course. Withdrawal is
often the culmination of a set of complex and inter-related factors and each withdrawal
has a unique history. This chapter focuses on a case study of one of the interviewees -
Wendy - who withdrew from her course at Old University but returned a year later to
complete. Wendy was chosen for the case study largely because her experience
illustrates graphically the areas of disjunction discussed in previous chapters and,
interestingly, a ‘resolution’ of disjunction which enabled her to return to complete her
degree course. In addition, some of the other withdrawals were largely the consequence
of problems which are not specific foci of the thesis, such as long-standing mental
health or sexuality problems, or were due to reasons unconnected with the course, such

as removal to another part of the country.

Chapter 10 chapter draws together the main findings of the research, sets out the claims
to knowledge and identifies areas for further study. The central argument of this chapter
is that the data support the view of social class as a relational process which operates in
higher education at material, cultural and symbolic levels. Yet it is suggested that social
class processes in higher education - and possibly, by implication, in society as a whole
- are much more dynamic than allowed for in Bourdieu’s model. It is argued that
struggles for distinction in social life both draw upon and, in turn, influence, cultural
and structural processes and that higher education is an important arena in which such

struggles take place.

13
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education in the 1980s and 1990s through the recruitment of non-traditional, mature
students, largely through Access courses (Department of Education and Science [DES]
1987). The aim of Access courses is to reconstitute the student body by targeting those
mature students who are traditionally under-represented in higher education
(specifically, women and members of ethnic minority groups and the working class) and
helping to develop their potential (Weil, 1989; Council for National Academic Awards
[CNAA], 1989; CNAA, 1990). The Access initiative was particularly welcomed in
areas of the country which had been hard hit by unemployment in the 1980s, such as
South Yorkshire, whose traditional industries - coal-mining, steel-making and
engineering - had undergone rapid decline (Campbell et al, 1996: 35). In this situation
of economic decline and the loss of traditional sources of employment, Access courses
provided one possible route out of unemployment, offering their students the

opportunity to begin the transfer into new jobs or higher education.

Yet, although it is more than twenty years since the first Access courses were
established, there is evidence that working-class students are still under-represented
amongst mature as well as young entrants to higher education: only 12% of young
entrants and 14% of mature entrants to first-time, first-degree programmes come from
neighbourhoods with low rates of participation in higher education (defined as areas
where the participation rate for under twenty-one-year-olds is less than two-thirds of the
national average), despite the fact that, nationally, a third of young people live in these

areas (Higher Education Funding Council for England [HEFCE], 1999).

1.2.2 Hidden Disadvantage

Although figures detailing the scale of under-representation of working-class students in
higher education are useful, they tell us nothing about the more subtle forms of
disadvantage: we also have to look at the #ypes of courses and higher education
institutions that working-class students are entering and their chances of staying in

higher education until they graduate.

Forsyth and Furlong (2000: 47) argue that students from disadvantaged backgrounds are
subject to a ‘subtle, hidden disadvantage’ because they are enrolling on different courses

to those from more advantaged backgrounds. In a study of around five hundred students

15
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The research demonstrates, then, that working-class students, both young and mature,
are under-represented in higher education and that the level of this under-representation
increases with the degree of prestige of the course or institution. Further, non-
completion data suggests that both socio-economic background and age are implicated
in the withdrawal of students from their courses. The reasons why this should be the
case, and the research into the experiences of working-class students in higher

education, will be explored in the remainder of this chapter.

1.3  Perceptions of Higher Education

Research indicates that the barriers to higher education for working-class students are
complex and inter-related, including educational, institutional, geographical, financial
and more subtle social and cultural factors (see, for example, McGivney, 1996; Reay,
1998a, 1988b; Hatcher, 1998; Lynch and O’Riordan, 1998; Forsyth and Furlong, 2000;
Hutchings and Archer, 2001; Reay, David and Ball, 2001).

1.3.1 Perceptions of Risk

Many writers have drawn attention to the perception, held by working-class people, that,
for them, higher education is an extremely risky venture. Archer and Hutchings (2000:
555), for example, argue that ‘the risks and benefits associated with participation are
unequally distributed across social class, and, as such, access to higher education
remains a more difficult and costly “choice” for working-class students’. These risks
include failure or drop out, financial difficulties (especially since the introduction of
tuition fees and the abolition of maintenance grants) and absence of supporting networks
of family and friends. In addition, although the potential employment benefits may be
recognised, many of the participants in the study by Archer and Hutchings felt that the
job market was ‘overcrowded’ with graduates and that employment would not be easy
for them to obtain (ibid: 566). Indeed, Egerton’s analysis of figures from the General
Household Survey reveals that worki ng-class mature graduates are more likely to have

lesser occupational attainment than their middle-class counterparts (Egerton, 2001).

The assessments made by working-class groups of the nature of higher education and

their chances of success within it have been viewed by some writers as an indication that

18
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initial entry to the labour market rather than higher education.
(Robertson and Hillman, 1997: paragraph 3.13)

Theories of working-class resistance to education have a long history (for example:
Giroux, 1983; McFadden, 1995). Willis, in his study of twelve working-class boys in a
secondary-modern school in the 1970s, noted how these boys drew upon resources from |
working-class culture to subvert the school system, effectively delivering themselves to
the factory gates as soon as they were old enough to leave school (Willis, 1977). The
idea of a ‘culture clash’ between working-class groups and educational institutions, and
the resistance to them that this generates, continues to be explored in research projects.
Lynch and O’Riordan (1998: 452), for example, draw attention to ‘conflicts in cultural
practices between the lifeworld of the [working class] students and the organisational
culture of schools’, arguing that the social and cultural background of these students is
not valued in the educational system. The teachers they interviewed had a ‘cultural

deficit’ view of their working-class students:

Teachers believed that middle-class parents and themselves shared the same
cultural and educational expectations. Teachers, in the Dublin schools
especially, saw working-class parents and their children as being hostile or
indifferent to education. (Lynch and O’Riordan, 1998: 460)

Along similar lines, Gorman, in research into attitudes towards education in a US city,
noted that half of the working-class parents in the study had an attitude of resistance to
education born of the ‘scars inflicted by their interactions with members of the middle
class’ (Gorman, 1998: 22). These parents saw themselves as different to middle-class
parents in an essential way: ‘These working-class parents...thought that they were
caring, down-to-earth, a (cultural) essence that separates them from middle-class,
college-educated parents’ (ibid: 21).

A number of writers have pointed to class differences in attitudes towards ‘knowledge’
and education. Some of Gorman’s working-class respondents saw ‘commonsense’
knowledge as just as important as a degree (Gorman, 1998: 22). Similarly, the working-
class women in Lutrell’s study saw ‘real intelligence’ as common sense, ‘a highly
valued capacity that flourishes outside school’ and can be ruined by too much education

(Luttrell, 1989: 37). Luttrell argues:

20
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A number of studies have drawn attention to gender differences in the motivations to
return to education. Green and Webb (1997) identify two routes into higher education
for ‘alternative’ and Access students: a ‘fast-track’ route for those, largely male,
returners who are either dissatisfied with their present employment or are unemployed
or redundant; and a ‘slow-track’ route for those, largely female, returners whose
experiences of part-time study have changed their view of higher education and their
suitability for it or whose changing domestic circumstances have made a return to
education possible. Both Edwards (1993: 56) and Adams (1996: 205) indicate that men
are more likely to have instrumental motivations (such as career goals) than women,
who are motivated more often by personal development, interest in learning and the
forging of an identity separate from their role in the family. Nevertheless, the return to
employment is also a key factor for some women, who may feel that they need more
qualifications to apply for jobs or may anticipate an improved standard of living for
their families (Edwards, 1993: 56) or a need to provide for them in the event of marital
breakdown (Pascall and Cox, 1993: 65). In such cases, education is ‘unambiguously the
route away from domesticity’ and towards a career (ibid: 76). Indeed, Maynard and
Pearsall (1994: 236) note that more women than men in their study placed an emphasis
on education as a route into employment as the men were more likely to be disillusioned

with employment and more likely to see education as an end in itself.

The virtues of education for personal growth and expanding horizons were almost
universally commented upon in the study of mature women returners by Pascall and
Cox (1993: 90), although the women were equivocal about the link between education
and increased status and authority (ibid: 87-8). Education was seen not only as a way to
gain self esteem through achieved worth (as opposed to the ascribed worth of women

engaged solely in domestic and childcare activities) but also represented:

...a search for the self not only through formal, public learning, but also through
a private process...of ‘structuring’ the thoughts, of seeking that almost mystical
depth of knowledge...that transforms the base self into a being, precious in its
possession of hidden knowledge. (Pascall and Cox, 1993: 83-4).

Similarly, Macdonald and Stratta (1998: 74) note that women returners in particular feel

‘the need to prove themselves intellectually’ and many of the mature, Access students in

23
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education but, at the same time, saw their work style and motivation as superior to those
of younger students and believed that they were ‘better’ students because they had life

experiences (Wakeford, 1994: 250).

Wilsons’s (1997) study of mature students in higher education highlights the
ambivalence that some feel about their status. Her research indicates that the student
who fits in best is the student who, whatever his or her age, blends in and becomes
accepted as ‘just another student’ (1997: 354). However, some mature students want to
be seen in this way whilst also laying claim to special treatment in recognition of
different difficulties, highlighting ‘a double-bind in the experience of being a mature

student’ (Wilson, 1997: 354-5).

Maturity and life experience are also implicated in student-tutor relationships. Although
many mature students express a need for tutor support, there appears to be some
reluctance to seek this (Rosen, 1990: 78; Lodge et al, 1992: 7). Lodge et al note that, for
some students, there appeared to be barriers between them and academic staff when it
came to seeking help (ibid). When invited to explain what the difficulties were, typical
responses were that students did not perceive tutors as being readily approachable or did
not want to admit that they were having difficulties. Whilst some of the mature students
in Wilson’s study commented on the helpfulness of tutors, others thought that lecturers
saw mature students as a threat because their life experience could be used to challenge
tutors’ opinions (Wilson, 1997: 361). Conversely, mature students may perceive
lecturers as possessing academic knowledge but no life experience, as Edwards notes in

her study of mature women in higher education:

Up in their ‘ivory towers’ there was no sense for these women...of lecturers
suffering the same problems as they did - or therefore being able to understand
their problems. Lecturers could thus only be approached for help for purely
academic reasons, which the women felt was, after all, what they were there for.
(Edwards, 1993: 94).

An inability to take part in university life may exacerbate the feelings of isolation that
some mature students experience in higher education. Many researchers report that

mature students generally do not participate fully in university activities, whether

25
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