Sharp, D. C. (2025). Working-class woes: Adjustment of working-class students to a four-year
university. Educational Research: Theory and Practice, 36(1), 61-68

Working-Class Woes: Adjustment of Working-Class
Students to a Four-Year University

Donna Coplon Sharp

Rogers State University USA

Abstract: This research on the working-class student’s experience in higher education was
initially stimulated by a student’s post in a “Welcome” discussion thread. In her introduction to
the class, the student indicated that her working-class background might hold her back, a
statement that resonated with this educator. Teaching at a university with a 41percent population
of working-class students provides me with the opportunity to investigate the academic and
socioemotional experiences of the working-class student in higher education.

Key Words: classism, ethnography, higher education, working-class

This research on the working-class student’s experience in higher education was initially
stimulated by a student’s post in a “Welcome” discussion thread. In her introduction to the class,
the student indicated that her working-class background might hold her back, a statement that
resonated with this educator. Teaching at a university with a 41percent population of working-
class students (as evidenced by qualification for a Pell grant) provides me with the opportunity to
investigate the academic and socioemotional experiences of the working-class student in higher
education (Millikin, 2024).

When it came to studying this subject, ethnography was my first choice. Ethnography is a
qualitative method for collecting data often used in the social and behavioral sciences
(Ethnographic Research, n.d.). Data are collected through observations and interviews, which are
then used to draw conclusions about how societies and individuals function. Ethnographers
observe life as it happens (Crotty, 2003.) Ethnographic studies relate to many kinds of personal,
lived experiences. In ethnographic studies, the researcher immerses herself in the environment of
participants to understand the “cultures, challenges, motivations, and topics that arise between
them by investigating the environment directly” (Arnout et al., 2020, Abstract). The ethnographic
approach is an important method in psychology for gathering information about the experiences
of working-class students in higher education (Arnout, 2020). Employing in-depth interviews with
seven working-class university students, I ask how working-class students understand their college
experiences, especially in terms of their academic, and psychosocial adjustment.

WORKING-CLASS STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION
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There is a middle-class culture in traditional four-year universities. Social class background
strongly relates to students’ sense of belonging and affects students’ academic and social
adjustment. A “social-class achievement gap” endures during the college years, attributed in part
to family cultural capital and middle-class child rearing patterns which equip children to succeed
on the upper-class stage (Chang et al., 2020, p. 281). Students from working-class backgrounds
are significantly less likely to attend college or universities and persist to degree completion than
their peers from middle- and upper-social classes (Soria & Bultmann, 2014). Economic status is
an important indicator of college access, attendance, and success. Statistically, 12 percent of
students from low-income families earn a college degree by 24 years of age, whereas 73 percent
of high-income students earn a college degree in the same time frame. Such inequality has created
generational barriers to social mobility and perpetuated economic inequalities for students from
working-class backgrounds (Soria & Bultmann, 2014).

Feeling overwhelmed and intimidated, socially isolated and inadequate, identity
management and motivation are psychological barriers experienced by working-class students
(Chang et al., 2020). Not knowing “the customs, lingo and inner politics of the academic
bureaucracy,” a working-class student constantly feels like they are doing everything wrong
(Morton, 2019, p. 47). Areas of social engagement are often sources of struggle. Working-class
students take part in student clubs and groups less, spend less time collaborating with classmates,
and work longer hours, influencing their persistence (Soria & Bultmann, 2014). Social
opportunities present challenges: Working-class students may feel excluded, choose not to pursue
relationships, and try to “pass as middle- or upper-class” (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013, p. 92).
The campus social networks that are missed could assist working-class students in acquiring social
and cultural capital. Working-class students find fewer peers who share their background and life
experiences and working-class students express sensitivity to social class issues (Stuber, 2011).
Lower-income students report stronger feelings of inadequacy, intimidation, exclusion, and
inferiority than their peers. The students rarely feel appreciated by the university who employs
many working-class students in work-study programs (Bettencourt, 2021). A lack of awareness of
the issues and realities by faculty and administration is perceived by working-class students (Soria
& Bultmann, 2014).

Educational systems recreate social classes by allowing continued advantages to students
of middle- and upper-class backgrounds; they successfully navigate the system. Middle and upper-
class students display qualities recognized and valued by teachers who perceive these students to
be “brighter and more articulate” because they “speak the same language” as the teachers (Soria
& Bultmann, 2014, p. 53). Working-class students often report encountering lower expectations
from faculty members, who may assume working-class students lack intellectual ability. These
beliefs feed working-class students’ perception that they do not belong in higher education (Soria
& Bultmann, 2014). Working-class students view academic accomplishment as an “independent
endeavor and are less likely to ask for help” (Yee, 2016, p. 831). The benefits of interaction with
faculty, participating in courses, or advocating for their needs are not recognized by the working-
class student in comparison to middle- and upper-class students (Kim & Sax, 2007). Institutions
play a role in these attitudes by “defining the implicit rules of engagement” which privilege
middle-class interaction while the independence of working-class students is largely ignored (Yee,
2016, p. 831).

The working-class student may pay the price of isolation when they feel that their success
comes at the detriment of the people they love (Morton, 2019). Straddling two social worlds, the
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working-class student feels unsure about belonging in their college world and another where their
upward mobility is not understood (Morton, 2019).

Working-class families are more interdependent than families of the middle and upper
classes (Chang et al., 2020). Interdependence encourages students’ reliance on their working-class
families and communities. Their working-class families may fail to provide support for their desire
to pursue a college degree. Those norms may serve to disadvantage working-class students
academically and in their psychosocial well-being (Chang et al., 2020). Chang et al. discusses a
“cultural mismatch” as institutional norms for independence and working-class interdependent
norms collide( 2020, p. 282).

A “social-class achievement gap” exists which endures across the college years (Chang et
al., 2020, p. 281). Differences in family cultural capital and child rearing practices of the middle-
class equip middle-class children with the skills to succeed in the upper-class college setting.
Working-class students experience obstacles to success, feeling overwhelmed, intimidated,
isolated, and inadequate (Chang et al., 2020). Social class may prevent the student from believing
that they belong at the university; their presence may feel conditional. Compared to middle- and
upper-class peers, the working-class student experiences a lower sense of belonging (Bettencourt,
2021).

Relationships with parents and other family members differ between the middle-class and
working-class. Middle-class students often look forward to rockstar treatment when they return
home. Laundry is washed, special meals are prepared, and all-around support is offered. The
parents are likely funding most of the student’s college and it is understood that the student is
financially dependent on their parents (van Stee, 2022). Van Stee refers to this relationship as
“privileged dependence” (van Stee, 2022, p. 215). The working-class student does not depend on
their parents for financial support and less obligation is experienced. Young adults from different
social class backgrounds expect and negotiate parental support in different ways (van Stee, 2022).

College campuses are increasingly diverse, especially regarding race and socioeconomic
status. Students from working-class families may come from ethnic/racial minorities. Ethnic and
racial minorities experience more psychological distress on campus compared to their White
classmates. Social class and race/ethnicity intersect on college campuses (Soria & Bultmann,
2014).

METHODS

Qualitative data were gathered through seven semi-structured interviews with students or
former students identified as working-class by their qualification for a Pell Grant. Personal
interviews were conducted to create direct, richer qualitative results and explore the cultural
mismatches described in the literature (Chang et al., 2020). Semi-structured interviews were ideal
for exploration of nuances in the students’ lived experiences. Grounded theory techniques and
procedures were followed to produce thematic analysis. An underexamined topic like working-
class college students produces rich descriptions as the students recall the events and their feelings
regarding their sojourn into the middle-class.

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS
PARTICIPANTS. Seven working-class students participated in individual interviews. Students in

the study were identified as working-class by their application for and acceptance into the Pell
Grant program. Pell grants currently subsidize the costs for low-income students up to a

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 1, ISSN 2637-8965 63



D. C. Sharp

maximum of approximately $6,300 per student. Five participants identified as female, and two
participants identified as male. Three students identified as White, two identified as Native
American, one identified as African American, and one identified as Asian American. All
participants were born in the United States. Six attended the same public regional university in
the Southcentral United States and one attended a private tribal college in the same geographic
area. Participants were recruited by the author and received no compensation. The institutional
review board at the author’s institution approved the study.

PROCEDURE

Six students met the author in her office at her institution. The author met one student in
her home. The participants agreed to be recorded. First demographic questions were asked: Age,
student or graduate status, and gender.

The interviewer used a semi structured interview method, with questions derived from
readings on previous research in the area of working-class students’ college experience.
Participants were asked to explain their motivation for attending college, family history of college
participation, challenges, the role of class in the university and classroom, and advice for working-
class students. The interviews lasted 37 minutes on average. Recordings were transcribed by the
author.

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

The author developed a coding scheme, drawing on past research and a review of the
transcripts. Grounded theory methods were utilized for initial coding; intermediate coding
produced categories and subcategories, and advanced coding as a “strategy for advancing analysis
and theoretical integration” (Tie et al, 2019). As discussed by Tie et al. (2019, p. 1), “Grounded
theory sets out to discover or construct theory from data, systematically obtained and analysed
using comparative analysis.” After coding and analyzing the transcripts, the author developed the
grounded theory.

The data revealed similarities among the participants in motivation, family educational
history, challenges, and social class experiences in the classroom and outside of the classroom.
The majority of participants reported attending college because of a desire to earn a better living
than that of their upbringing, a desire to successfully provide for their family, and reduce the
financial struggles of their past. Most indicated that they recognized the difficulties related to their
social class and wanted more for their families. At the same time, they believed that middle- and
upper-class students were receiving preferential treatment and were more acclimated to college
life than the working-class student. Relational concerns included withstanding the strain their
choice to attend college put on both their immediate and extended family and ensuring continued
support from their immediate family. Overall, the data suggest that working-class students may
have unmet psychological needs, and that the university should address the institutional classism
felt by working-class students

PARTICIPANT ACCOUNTS

Students interviewed for this study reveal difficulties in their academic and psychosocial
adjustment to a four-year university. From working-class families, each student’s story focusses
light on the struggles the students face at their university.

Jason. Jason detailed his efforts to afford lunch at the university and sitting in his van in
the school parking lot to access wi-fi and do his class work. For Jason, life was not just living
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“pay-check to pay-check,” but living from “cut-off to cut-off” as he attempted to work, attend
college full-time, and support his family. A contemporary student of 42, Jason’s responsibilities
extended to his wife and two children. He grieved over the time lost with his family as he pursued
his education and expressed his gratitude to them for supporting his efforts. Jason’s family
expressed pride in his educational goals, except for one of his brothers. The brother questioned
him, asking, “Why do you need a degree? I don’t have one and I’'m making $17.00 an hour.” Jason,
currently a student in a master’s degree program, shrugged it off, but admitted that his brother’s
attitude stung. He has come a long way from a home-schooled youth who supervised his younger
siblings’ schooling but dropped out of high school. Jason acquired his GED at the age of 35 and
moved on to higher education. At his university, Jason found it hard to interact with his peers and
did not engage with university organizations. When approached by the psychology honors
organization, Psi Chi, Jason was persuaded to join. He described his involvement in the group as
“saving” him and he credited Psi Chi with helping him persevere to graduation. While still feeling
like the odd man out, Jason took on leadership roles in the group and learned to socialize with
other members of the organization.

Jason viewed campus organizations as made for the middle- and upper-class students; he
saw them as having the luxury of time and money for social groups. He stated his belief that those
students are “catered to” by the university. Jason, on the other hand, had no car his first two years
at the university until a professor gave him an old van, the van he sat in while accessing university
wi fi.

Jason continues to work three jobs and take master’s level classes full time. He describes
his family relationships as worrisome and he is concerned that his wife has reached the end of her
patience with his schooling. His sons encourage him to spend more time at home. While managing
these responsibilities, Jason excels in his course work. In discussion he doesn’t speak first; he
prefers to hear what others contribute before joining, but when he talks his classmates listen,
knowing that he, the oldest member of the class, has words of wisdom.

Taylor. Taylor described the pressure she felt from her family to succeed. A first-
generation college student and considered the “smart” person in the family, Taylor was
emotionally supported, but financially on her own at age 18. van Stee (2022) described a student
like Taylor as experiencing “precarious autonomy.” Growing up, Taylor observed what the
affluent kids had and wore, from the best phones to the most stylish clothes. She noted that in
college it is easy to determine a classmate’s socioeconomic status (SES) by their clothes, computer,
and even their travel cups. Taylor was aware of her family’s status, or lack of status, at an early
age; as she said, “We’re not of enough importance for people to know us, like some families.”
Without family cultural capital and financially on her own, Taylor’s adaptation to the university
in her first two years was difficult. According to Taylor, her working-class background colors
everything in her life. She cannot spend ten dollars at McDonald’s without feeling guilty.

Today Taylor’s relationship with her mother is fraught. Her mother pressures her to take
fewer hours in college classes and work more to help pay the bills. As Taylor negotiates classes,
work, and her relationship with her mother, she is exhausted and stressed; she is preparing to move
out.

Mikayla. Mikayla’s college career was interrupted when she became pregnant and had an
extremely difficult pregnancy. In the second semester of her senior year, lacking only her capstone
project, Mikayla lost the baby and did not return to college. She experienced jealousy from her
family but persevered when she returned to the university seven years later. Like Taylor, Mikayla
was aware of the SES differences among her peers as a child. Those differences included no
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computer access at home, no internet in the home, and no understanding of the workings of college:
They didn’t “talk the talk” of college. When Mikayla entered the university, she immediately
recognized that most of her peers came from families that could afford college and didn’t worry
about money; she felt that she did not fit in. Additionally, she had to determine how to survive on
her own and she had to “learn to get her feet wet.” Her parents were indifferent to her college
aspirations, but Mikayla overcame the lack of support and today is in a master’s degree program
in counseling, living with her mother and stepfather, and spearheading the campus Peer-to-Peer
mentor program.

RESULTS
Qualitative analyses revealed four major themes discussed below:

1.) Coping

2.) Challenges

3.) Need for respect

4.) Class in the classroom

Coping. The difficulty of coping with continual financial and family stressors was made
evident in their interviews. Lacking the internet in their home, students parked outside classroom
buildings to access online information. Some went hungry without money for lunch. A mother and
her five children moved in with her mother and stepfather. As her mother encouraged her,
Mikayla’s stepfather told her to “quit now, get a job.”

Exercises in mindfulness, healthy eating, and occasional exercise were not enough to dispel
the accumulation of stressors. Some interviewees indicated that spirituality helped them navigate
through their difficulties, but for Jason, a lay minister, religion was yet another responsibility.

Challenges. Jason worked three jobs in addition to attending school full time. Marriages
failed under the weight of stress. Children were sent to live with exes. Self-doubt crept in. Sky,
another participant, reminded herself constantly that she was good enough, a leader who could
speak her mind. Sky’s second daughter was born in the early Spring of her senior year. The infant’s
father would be absent within three months. Could Sky make it to graduation?

A need for respect. There was tension between the working-class students and some
family members. While searching for approval and affirmation from loved ones, often family was
a source of recrimination. Rather than approval, the working-class student was accused of “being
too good for their family.” Ultimately, the working-class student was seeking self-respect,
something that came from within. Being recruited to join the university honor society was a source
of pride. Educators recognized their ability in the classroom and provided support and much-
needed praise and guidance.

Class in the classroom. The nuances of stylish exercise pants, the expensive travel mug,
and that reference to Mexico for Spring Break didn’t go unnoticed by the working-class students.
As they had watched their trendy peers as children, the young adults now recognized the trappings
of the middle- and upper-class student and felt lacking in comparison. Interviewees discussed
behavior they viewed as condescending or patronizing from professors they believed could
determine their lower social class circumstances. Jason believed that the middle- and upper-class
students were “catered to” and given more attention. They spoke before the class with ease. The
family name of the working-class student was not distinguished or notable; no one knew who they
were.

Summary. Analyses of interview data revealed similarities between working-class
students regarding efforts to cope with the stress of their college life. Similarities were found in
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the type of challenges experienced by working-class students: Primarily financial and family
strain. The participants recognized the possible limitations of their financial circumstances. Groups
they did not join, study sessions they could not attend, networking among fellow students and
faculty that could not occur were all lamented. Family relationships were challenged by the
demands of their educational choices. Children needed their parent and partners needed their loved
one. Parent and adult children’s relationships were tested as families moved in and out, support,
both emotional and financial, was given and withheld. The desire for respect, from themselves,
their loved ones, and family was a present theme among the participants. They recognized that a
college degree could provide a better, more stable life for their family. Similarly, the interviewees
recognized that social class was salient in the classroom, with middle-class and upper-class peers
speaking more and displaying more comfort and confidence in their student role.

DISCUSSION

The present research revealed the challenges faced by working-class students related to
family, social class, and a desire for respect. Financial hardship was notable and extreme in some
cases. Some participants became emotional when discussing the sacrifices their immediate family
had made to ensure their college success. For others, an emotional topic was the jealousy and lack
of support from extended family members. Similar beliefs among the participants that colleges
“cater to” middle- and upper-class students are troubling. While such beliefs are discussed in
research (Soria & Bultmann, 2014), hearing those words from students alarms this educator.
Recognition of social class as an important measure of college access and attendance should occur
on a broader scale. All participants referred to their desire to gain respect and recognition from
their families by attaining a college degree

This study contributes new insight into the challenges faced daily by working-class
students and their families. Campus-based initiatives to assist working-class students should
consider cultural barriers and the family’s class-based norms. Interventions should aim to close
the gap between working-class students and continuing-generation students and reframe the
culture of higher education.

CONCLUSION

There is a dearth of qualitative research on the effects of social class on educational
experiences and psychosocial health (Chang et al., 2020). Studies have predominantly examined
working-class students attending top universities, whether private or public. Chang et al. (2020)
notes that 2-year colleges emphasize more interdependence and may not engender the same
concerns for working-class students. The findings from this work suggest that there is a need for
working-class student support and awareness of the class-related gaps between the working-class
and middle- and upper-class students by administration. More studies of working-class students at
four-year universities with less extreme social class disparities and a larger segment of working-
class students is warranted. This research suggests the need to revisit the concept of cultural
competence and develop a greater structural support system for all students. Another recognized
need is for broadening our notion of diversity in college students to include diversity of social class
(Kim & Sax, 2007).
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