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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to understand how White students from low
socioeconomic status backgrounds experience and navigate social class during college.
This was a qualitative research study employing a phenomenological research
methodology. A critical theoretical lens was used to illuminate systemic issues of power
and privilege related to social class present in the experiences of the participants.
Participants in this study had many similar experiences to one another related to
their social class. However, there also existed a variety of individual differences in how
students understood and experienced their social class during college. Overall,
participants became keenly aware of their social class during college. In particular,
during college, students became aware of how their own social class differed from the
dominant middle class to upper class students on campus. Participants minimized the
salience of social class as an aspect of their identity with many of them expressing that
they did not want their social class to define them. While participants largely did not feel
as if social class was an important aspect of their identity, it became clear through their
stories that this aspect of their identity influenced how they viewed themselves, the world
around them, and their higher SES peers in college.
The students who participated in this study exhibited ethics of hard work, selfsufficiency, and financial responsibility. These values and attitudes also were evident in
students’ practices and behaviors (e.g., their judicious spending habits, their long hours
working for pay). It also became clear that the long hours most participants in this study
worked in order to afford college meant missing out on opportunities for involvement in
activities outside of the classroom. Finally, participants’ experiences interacting with
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their high SES peers played a pivotal role in their awareness of their social class during
college. Participants were often frustrated by the attitudes, values, and behaviors of their
higher SES peers, and for some, these social class differences led to social isolation.
Overall, these findings illuminate a variety of issues and areas for concern, directly
related to social class, experienced by low-income, first-generation college students in
higher education.
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The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it.
Flannery O’Connor
In a letter written September 6, 1955
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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to understand how White students from low
socioeconomic status backgrounds experience and navigate social class during college.
This was a qualitative research study employing a phenomenological research
methodology. A critical theoretical lens was used to illuminate systemic issues of power
and privilege related to social class present in the experiences of the participants.
Participants in this study had many similar experiences to one another related to
their social class. However, there also existed a variety of individual differences in how
students understood and experienced their social class during college. Overall,
participants became keenly aware of their social class during college. In particular,
during college, students became aware of how their own social class differed from the
dominant middle class to upper class students on campus. Participants minimized the
salience of social class as an aspect of their identity with many of them expressing that
they did not want their social class to define them. While participants largely did not feel
as if social class was an important aspect of their identity, it became clear through their
stories that this aspect of their identity influenced how they viewed themselves, the world
around them, and their higher SES peers in college.
The students who participated in this study exhibited ethics of hard work, selfsufficiency, and financial responsibility. These values and attitudes also were evident in
students’ practices and behaviors (e.g., their judicious spending habits, their long hours
working for pay). It also became clear that the long hours most participants in this study
worked in order to afford college meant missing out on opportunities for involvement in
activities outside of the classroom. Finally, participants’ experiences interacting with
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their high SES peers played a pivotal role in their awareness of their social class during
college. Participants were often frustrated by the attitudes, values, and behaviors of their
higher SES peers, and for some, these social class differences led to social isolation.
Overall, these findings illuminate a variety of issues and areas for concern, directly
related to social class, experienced by low-income, first-generation college students in
higher education.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Beginning her book Where We Stand: Class Matters, bell hooks (2000) firmly
asserts where she believes issues of social class reside in our society’s collective mind.
She explains, “Nowadays it is fashionable to talk about race or gender; the uncool subject
is class. It’s the subject that makes us all tense, nervous, uncertain about where we stand”
(p. vii). More than 10 years have passed since this book was published, and as a nation
we remain tentative and anxious around issues of social class in our society. The societal
tension around class that hooks described is symptomatic of the larger, systemic problem
of classism pervasive in the United States. Classism can be defined as the “institutional,
cultural, and individual set of practices and beliefs that assign differential value to people
according to their socio-economic class; and an economic system which creates excessive
inequality and causes basic human needs to go unmet” (Yeskel & Leondar-Wright, 1997,
p.238). Similar to other forms of discrimination (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism,
ableism), classism exists in all aspects of American society, including higher education
(Steinmetz, 2008). Classism and social class-related issues are often considered under
the larger umbrella of diversity issues or multiculturalism; they are, however, rarely
addressed separately (Jones, 2003).
Need for the Study
Americans live in a capitalist economic system that by its very nature produces
significant wealth and consequently, significant inequality (Johnson, 2001). Ultimately,
this inequality has created a class system in our country, and globally, where wide gaps in
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income, status, power, and privilege exist between those who have and those who do not
have. In addition to national and global gaps, American colleges and universities reflect a
microcosm of the larger societal class system where some students have greater access to,
opportunities within, and benefits from higher education than others. For example,
college students who can afford experiences such as study abroad or unpaid internships
can access to the knowledge and cultural capital to be gained from those experiences,
whereas students who cannot afford these experiences are not provided access to the
opportunities or benefits offered through participation in these particular college
experiences. First-generation college students, those whose parents or guardians never
attended higher education or who entered but did not attain a degree, and students from
low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds are a segment of the college and university
student body traditionally marginalized by higher education policies and practices
(Walpole, 2007). Both parental education and one’s socioeconomic background are two
important means that contribute to a college student’s social class.
In higher education, the influence of social class on college students’ experiences
and understanding of their identity has been virtually non-existent in the literature, policy,
and practices of colleges and universities (Steinmetz, 2008). One’s social class can be
defined as the values and beliefs that an individual draws on to understand his or her
socioeconomic culture (Liu, Soleck, Hopps, Dunston, & Pickett, 2004). Using a
qualitative and phenomenological approach, this study explores college student
experiences with social class by considering two key criteria: low-income backgrounds
and first-generation student status.
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In 1947, President Truman’s Commission on Higher Education released a report
examining the functions of higher education in the United States and the best ways in
which these functions could be practiced (Thelin, 2004). In particular, President Truman
charged the Commission with exploring the “ways and means of expanding educational
opportunities for all able young people” (p.268). This report was significant in the history
of American higher education because it marked the first time a president questioned
educational issues on a national level since these issues are traditionally the purview of
state and local governments under the Tenth Amendment. As Nidiffer (1999) explained,
the “Truman Report” identified five factors associated with students’ failures to complete
a college degree. These factors included race, gender, religion, socioeconomic status and
geography. Of these factors, students from low socioeconomic backgrounds comprise the
only group whose likelihood of attending college is worse now than it was in 1947
(Nidiffer). More recently, the Spellings Commission report has garnered a renewed
interest in addressing the gap that exists between students from low SES backgrounds
and their socioeconomically advantaged peers in obtaining access to, and degree
attainment from, higher education institutions (U. S. Department of Education, 2006).
Students from low SES background who matriculate into higher education
continue to be at a disadvantage compared to their peers from higher SES backgrounds.
For example, students from low SES backgrounds have lower persistence rates (Astin,
1993; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Tinto, 1993), lower professional and educational
aspirations (Goyette & Mullin, 2006; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004),
and lower academic achievement (Titus, 2006a; Walpole, 2003).
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Walpole (2003) argued that while students from low SES backgrounds are
“widely acknowledged as educationally disadvantaged” (p. 45), scholars in higher
education have focused little empirical attention on them. Similarly, authors in the
student affairs literature have referred to social class issues on college campus as virtually
invisible due to the absence of dialogue about, and programs to address, student disparity
in regards to social class (Duffy, 2007; Howard & Levine, 2004; Nash, Bradley, &
Chickering, 2008). Research on students from low SES backgrounds in the higher
education and student affairs literature is largely focused on issues of access to higher
education (e.g., Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Perna & Titus, 2004; St. John, 2002; St. John,
Paulsen, & Carter, 2005). While access to higher education may be a necessary condition
to diminish social class inequity, alone it is not sufficient.
A few researchers have addressed the impact of low SES on college outcomes
such as GPA (Titus, 2006a; Walpole, 2003), educational degree plans (Goyette & Mullin,
2006; Pascarella et al., 2004), persistence to graduation (Terenzini, Cabrera, & Bernal,
2001) need for cognition and attitude toward literacy (Padgett, Goodman, Johnson,
Saichaie, Umbach, & Pascarella, 2010), and intellectual development (Pike & Kuh,
2005). Others have explored the impact of low SES on students’ involvement in college
such as study time, work experiences, and co-curricular activities finding that students
from lower SES backgrounds spend more hours working and less time participating in
co-curricular student organizations than their higher SES counterparts (Terenzini et al.,
2001; Titus, 2006a; Walpole, 2003; Walpole, 2007). While there remains much to learn
about the college experiences of low SES students, the overwhelming majority of the
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current literature on this student population is quantitative – simplifying social class into
objective categories such as parents’ income, parents’ educational level, or occupational
prestige and limiting the complexity of our overall understanding of students from low
SES backgrounds. A similar limitation of categorizing social class into discrete variables
was identified in the counseling psychology literature. Liu (2006) suggested that this
categorization was ineffective in “providing an understanding of the meaningfulness of
social class” (p. 337) and called for research that acknowledges the multifaceted nature of
social class.
Ostrove and Cole (2003) argued for increased research on class-based identity
noting that in prior decades, research on racial, ethnic, and gender identity coincided with
a larger socio-political movement. For example, they explained that the early research on
racial identity reflected a larger sociopolitical movement in the Unites States and
corresponded with racial desegregation. No similar socio-political movement has
occurred related to social class identity and similarly, little research has been conducted
to explore class-based experiences on college campuses. More specifically, research on
the ways in which students from low SES backgrounds understand and experience their
social class during college is meager in the literature.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to understand how White students from low
socioeconomic status backgrounds (operationalized as students who are both low income
and of the first generation in their family to attend college) experience and navigate social
class during college.

6
This is a qualitative research study employing a phenomenological research
methodology. A phenomenological approach “aims at gaining a deeper understanding of
the nature or meaning of…everyday experiences” (Van Manen, 1990, p.9). Focusing on
the lived experiences of students from low socioeconomic status backgrounds, a
phenomenological approach provides a framework to explore how students experience
and navigate social class during college. The study is situated within a constructivist
epistemological paradigm using a critical theory framework and qualitative methods to
best capture the experiences of students. This study is guided by the following research
question: How do White, low SES students experience and navigate social class during
college?
Definition of Terms
Low income: For the purposes of this study, receiving a Federal Pell Grant serves as a
proxy for low income status. A student’s Pell Grant eligibility is established using the
following formula: Financial Need=Cost of Attendance (CoA) – Expected Family
Contribution (EFC) (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.a). EFC is calculated by taking
into account parents’ income, number of family members in the household, and number
of household members attending higher education. The larger the gap between the CoA
and the EFC, the higher the student’s financial need. Subsequently, the higher the
student’s financial need, the greater the likelihood that the student would qualify for the
maximum Pell Grant award. The maximum Pell Grant award for the 2010-2011
academic year is $5,500. Further, the 2008 median household income in the United
States was $52,029; in Iowa the median household income was $49,007 (Iowa Economy,
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2010). Although some students may qualify for a Pell Grant from households where the
family income is greater than $50,000 per year, these students are few and far between
and rarely get the full Pell Grant award (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). For the
purposes of this study, students will be identified as low income if they are receiving
need-based financial aid such as the Pell Grant at the University of Iowa or if their selfreported family income is less than $50,000 per year.
First-generation Students: Refers to students whose parents or guardians never attended
higher education or who entered but did not attain a degree.
Habitus: Refers to the “enduring, internal system of attitudes, beliefs, actions, and
fundamental values, acquired from the immediate family, school, and community
environments of the student” (Paulsen, 2001, p. 75).
Social Capital: Refers to one’s social network or the “who you know” factor (Liu, 2002).
Cultural Capital: Refers to the types of symbols, language, and knowledge transferred
across generations in middle and upper class families in order to sustain a family’s status
(McDonough, 1997).
Social Class/Status: Although historically defined based on economics according to
one’s proximity to the means of production (Marx & Engels, 1975), in this study class is
used in its popular lay term form as synonymous with socioeconomic status. Liu, et al.
(2004) define social class as the attitudes, values, and beliefs that aid an individual in
understanding his or her economic culture. Furthermore, the term socioeconomic status
is used when referring to constructs employed in other authors’ research or to reflect the
language of the participants in the present study.
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Identity: A theoretical concept referring to one’s sense of psychological well-being and
one’s continuity and sameness as oneself revised over time (Erikson, 1959; Erikson,
1968; Josselson, 1998).
Significance of the Study
Although controversy exists over whether higher education is a public right or a
private commodity (Labaree, 1997), some argue that at the very least public institutions
have a unique role in providing access and opportunity for all students seeking a college
education (Duderstadt & Womack, 2003). Further, in a recent interview author Gary
Berg explained that public universities, “with their access missions have a special
responsibility to serve students from low-income families” (Golden, 2010, p.2).
However, in spite of what appears to be a mission-driving component of public higher
education, inequality persists for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds seeking
access to, and opportunities within, American postsecondary education (Chen, 2005; Pike
& Kuh, 2005; U.S. Department of Education, 2000; Walpole, 2007). Higher education
has long been thought of as an avenue for social mobility (Haveman & Sneeding, 2006).
Gutmann (1999), for example, described universities as gatekeepers to some of the most
valuable offices and positions in society, especially within the professions. However,
research suggests that individuals from low SES families may not have access to a key
avenue for social mobility in the same way their economically advantaged peers have.
The clear and persistent opportunity gap that exists for individuals from low SES
backgrounds is a problem that both American society and higher education have a
responsibility to address.
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There is consistency in the higher education literature illustrating the extent to
which students from low SES backgrounds experience college differently than students
from higher SES backgrounds including the ways in which low SES students are often
disadvantaged because of their economic background or parents’ educational level (see
for example, Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Pike & Kuh, 2005; Titus, 2006a;
Walpole, 2003; Walpole, 2007). While scholars in the last 20 years have focused some
attention on the college experiences of low SES students, what is particularly lacking in
educators’ understanding is the depth of these students’ experiences. One largely underresearched aspect of low SES students’ experiences is how they understand, live, and
identify with their social class as a college student. Understanding aspects of college
students’ identity has been a stated value in student affairs research and practice since one
of the earliest philosophical documents in the field. Specifically, the authors of the 1949
Student Personnel Point of View argued that student affairs educators should consider all
aspects of an individual student “as an integrated whole -- as a human personality living,
working, and growing in a democratic society of other human personalities” (American
Council on Education, 1949, p. 2). In a more recent philosophical document, Learning
Reconsidered, student affairs educators were challenged to reexamine how students make
meaning by considering the complexity of student learning (Keeling, 2004). The authors
of Learning Reconsidered explained that,
learning is far more rich and complicated than some of our predecessors realized
when they distinguished and separated learning from student life. Seeing students
as their component parts (body, mind, spirit), rather than as an integrated whole,
supported the emergence of fragmented college systems and structures –
academic affairs to cultivate the intellect, and student affairs to tend the body,
emotions, and spirit (p. 3).
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Both of these documents imply the significance of how students understand themselves
and their experiences as essential to the work of college educators. Further, Torres,
Jones, and Renn (2009) asserted that higher education and student affairs educators
should understand the ways in which college students understand their identities so that
educators may better assist students in their learning and development during the college
years. However, preparing educators to recognize and value the ways in which students
from low SES backgrounds understand their identities, particularly their social class
identity requires more research.
Pascarella and Terenzini (1991; 2005) included identity development in their
taxonomy of desirable college outcomes establishing it as an important component of
what students may be expected to experience during the formative college years. In
addition, Erikson described identity as “a sense of psychological well-being” where one
feels “at home in one’s body”, knows where he or she is headed, and has “an inner
assuredness of anticipated recognition from those who count” (Erikson, 1959, p. 127).
Psychological well-being has often been considered a desirable outcome of a college
education (Bok, 2006; King, Kendall Brown, Lindsay, & VanHecke, 2007; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005); conceptualizing identity as a component
of psychological well-being links the need to understand aspects of students’ identity to a
key developmental outcome of college.
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Summary
According to Borrego (2004), much of the scholarship on class-related issues has
been conducted in disciplines such as sociology or economics with a focus on
“individuals’ relationship to the means of production or with stratification theories but
has seldom explored the lived experience of individuals or, more specifically, their
experiences in higher education” (p.3). Further, Borrego (2004) indicated that social
class identity remains an area in which both the research and practice of higher education
and student affairs have been dormant. It is my hope that this study will contribute to this
oversight in the higher education and student affairs literature by exploring the
experiences of low-income, first-generation college students and the ways in which these
students understand and experience their social class.
In the following section, I present a review of the relevant literature on the college
experiences of first-generation students from low SES backgrounds, identity
development, and social class identity of college students. Then, Chapter III presents the
methodology used in conducting this study.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In this chapter, I review the literature and theories related to the phenomena of (a)
being from a low socioeconomic status background and (b) college student identity
development in the United States. First, I present a conceptualization of social class
within American culture and an overview of classism. Then, I offer a review of the
literature on college access, involvement, and attainment of desirable college outcomes
for low SES students. Next, I provide an overview of the theories that frame the concept
of identity and identity development. Finally, I consider the ways in which this student
population’s experiences have been included and excluded from the literature in higher
education and student affairs.
Defining Social Class Structure in the United States
To understand how college experiences influence students’ understanding of their
social class, it is important to review the ways in which social class is defined,
conceptualized, and reproduced in the United States and in higher education. Arriving at
a singular definition of social class, however, is a complicated task due to the variety of
perspectives among scholars and across academic disciplines.
Influence of Marxist and Weberian Theories
German philosopher and political economist Karl Marx talked about social class
specifically in economic terms and viewed society as shaped by economic conflict
(Wolff, 2009). Marx argued that a society exists and perpetuates itself through means of
production and people’s relationship to the means of production (Marx & Engels, 1975).
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Where the means of production are the methods or tools that a society uses to
manufacture its tangible goods and services, relations of production are the social
relationships where the production of goods and services occur. According to Marx,
society is divided into two classes: one that owns the means of production and one that
works under the control of those that own the means of production. A capitalist society,
like the United States, can be divided into capital owners, or the bourgeoisie, and wage
workers or what Marx referred to as the proletariat. Marx further held that conflict is
inevitable in societies divided by class.
In contrast, using the terms social stratification and social status rather than social
class, Weber (1946) argued that relations between means of production and relations of
production do not necessarily involve exploitation, domination, or conflict. This view is
in contrast to Marx’s assertion that conflict and domination are absolute products of a
society divided by class (Marx & Engels, 1975). Weber (1946) instead wrote about
status groups as overlapping classes rather than the dichotomous view of class that Marx
held. Weber expanded Marx’s sole focus on economics to include lifestyles, location of
residence, patterns of consumption, family history, and choice of marriage partner.
Weber further articulated that status groups become stratified as groups succeed in
monopolizing material goods. One such material good is a college education.
Taken together, Marxist and Weberian theories also lend insight into
understanding the ways in which social class influences college student experiences and
development through their collective influence on critical theory-a framework that may
be useful in exploring the social class experiences of college students. According to
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Morrow (1994), Marx’s and Weber’s impact on the modern evolution of critical theory is
clear. For example, both Marx and Weber were concerned with the conflicts and
oppressive forces they saw in modern capitalism. Essentially, critical theory is concerned
with unmasking ideologies in social relations, particularly ideologies related to divisions
of labor and power (Morrow). Critical theory acknowledges that dominant relationships
are manifest through social struggles. Another distinction of critical theory is its
acknowledgment of the complexities of dominance and that dominance involves more
than overt oppression.
Pierre Bourdieu and Capital
While the theories of Marx and Weber contribute to the collective understanding
of social class in America and to modern thought on critical theory, the writing of French
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu also is important to consider when conceptualizing social
class. Whereas Marxian and Weberian theories of social class structure define class in
terms of economics and social prestige, Bourdieu (1977) extended their theories by
arguing that social class also is determined by one’s ability to accumulate various forms
of social and cultural capital. Social capital refers to the social networks that individuals
accumulate; this is what Liu (2002) referred to as the “who you know” factor. Cultural
capital, or the symbols, language, and knowledge transferred from one generation to the
next in middle and upper class families, serves to sustain a family’s socioeconomic status
(McDonough, 1997).
According to Bourdieu, in addition to economic capital, the accumulation of
social and cultural capital is a form of power in any environment (Bourdieu, 1987;
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Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Essentially, amassing various forms of capital is what
Bourdieu argued was the “differentiation which account[s] for the differences observed in
a given social universe” (Bourdieu, 1987, p. 3). In other words, one’s social class can
largely be explained by the amount of capital one is able to accumulate. Although an
individual’s habitus, or the attitudes, values, community, and family in which one is
raised, may determine one’s social class of origin, using Bourdieu’s framework allows
for the possibility that an individual may move into a different social class than the one
into which he or she was born. This concept becomes particularly relevant when
exploring social class in the context of higher education. As Bourdieu and numerous
contemporary scholars have articulated (e.g., Archer, Hutchings, & Ross, 2003;
McDonough, 1997; Paulsen, 2001; Walpole, 2007), one’s social, cultural, and economic
capital are increased through college attendance. Higher education, at least theoretically,
offers an opportunity for upward social mobility and for moving out of one’s social class
of origin. As Walpole (2003) indicated,
the habitus of a student from a low SES background would lead that student to
have lower aspirations and predispose him or her to use educational strategies that
may be less successful in attaining the desired social profits…at the same time,
however, habitus has a dynamic component and an individual can adopt new
elements as a result of novel experiences, historical changes in the material
environment, exposure to another individual’s habitus, or associating with people
who originate from a different habitus (p. 50).
However, as Bourdieu (1987) explained, the accumulation of capital can also be used to
produce and perpetuate inequality. This inequality results in a societal structure where
classism exists.
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Classism
A capitalist environment, by its very nature produces vast inequality among its
members (Johnson, 2001). Over time, the consequence of this inequality has become a
systemic and pervasive issue known as classism. Classism can be defined as the
institutional, cultural, and individual set of practices and beliefs that assign
differential value to people according to their socio-economic class; and an
economic system which creates excessive inequality and causes basic human
needs to go unmet (Yeskel & Leondar-Wright, 1997, p.238).
According to Archer (2003), “any analysis of class inequalities in relation to higher
education must take account not only of people’s shifting class identities but also the role
of the educational institution itself in creating and perpetuating inequalities” (p. 14). The
Social Class Worldview Model (SCWM) offers a helpful framework with which to
understand the various and complex forms of classism in the United States and within
higher education institutions. Liu et al. (2004) presented four forms of classism in the
SCWM: downward classism, upward classism, lateral classism, and internalized
classism. Downward classism refers to discriminatory thoughts and behavior against
those perceived to be in a lower socioeconomic class from oneself. For example, viewing
individuals in a perceived lower class as lazy or uneducated is descriptive of downward
classism (Liu et al.). Upward classism, or prejudice against members in a higher social
class, depicts individuals as elitists or snobbish who are perceived to reside in a higher
social class than oneself. Lateral classism refers to the sense that one must keep up with
members of one’s own social class or as Liu et al. described, “keeping up with the
Joneses” (p. 109). Finally, internalized classism “results from a violation of the values,
norms, and expectations of an individual’s economic, culture, and social class
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worldview” and is related to one’s inability to meet the challenges and demands of one’s
own social class (p.109).
Walpole (2007) illustrated the complex nature of social class as a construct
explaining that there is no agreed-upon definition of how to measure socioeconomic
status in research, with some scholars exploring first-generation students or family
income in isolation, while others have considered a combination of factors such as
parental education, parental income, and parental occupational status. Further, one
commonly agreed upon definition might not be appropriate given the heterogeneity of
college students (Walpole, 2007), the multiple directions of classism (Liu et al., 2004),
and the complexities of the ways in which multiple aspects of one’s identity intersect
with one another (Jones & McEwen, 2000) especially as other aspects of identity relate to
one’s social class status (e.g., class intersections with race, ability, or gender). What
follows is a review of the literature on college access, campus involvement, and
educational outcomes attainment for students from low SES backgrounds in higher
education.
Student Access, Involvement, and Outcomes Attainment in Higher Education
In order to understand the ways in which college students understand and
experience their social class, it is important to provide an overview of the college
enrollment, experiences, and development of students from low SES backgrounds. This
section reviews the literature on student access, involvement, persistence, and outcomes
attainment of low-income, first-generation students.
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Access to College
Historian Frederick Rudolph’s (1962) account of the history of higher education
might lead present day educators to believe that only the wealthiest and most elite
students were enrolled in higher education in the early 1800s; indeed the majority of
students attending colleges during this time period came from affluence. However, later
historical accounts such as those of Helen Horowitz (1987) suggest that students other
than the elite and socially engaged student depicted by Rudolph, namely students from
lower socioeconomic backgrounds, also enrolled during the first half of the nineteenth
century. According to Horowitz, many men viewed college as an opportunity for upward
mobility. While Horowitz’s inclusion of low-income students in her historical account
challenges the apparent homogeneity of college students presented in Rudolph’s work,
the mere historical presence of a few low-income students in higher education does little
to address the issues of inequity in access to higher education that have plagued this
population of students for at least the last two hundred years.
More recently, Walpole (2007) explained that students from low-SES
backgrounds have gained the attention of both scholars and policymakers for decades, yet
the gap in access to higher education and the inequities in college experiences and
outcomes attainment for these students has not narrowed. Overall, the research on firstgeneration and low-income students in the higher education and student affairs literature
has largely focused on issues of access to higher education (Paulsen & St. John, 2002;
Perna & Titus, 2004; St. John, 2002; St. John, Paulsen, & Carter, 2005) with low-income
students enrolling and persisting in higher education at lower rates than their
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economically advantaged peers (for syntheses of this literature, see Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Although individual, institutional, and
societal factors contribute to one’s ability to gain access to higher education, the
treatment of college access in this chapter primarily focuses on individual barriers to
access -- such as one’s habitus.
In a longitudinal study exploring first-generation college students, Chen (2005)
found that students who had parents without any college education were less likely to
enroll in higher education following high school than students whose parents had at least
some college. This decreased likelihood of college enrollment for first-generation
students is, at least partially, related to their parents not having at least some exposure to
the resources and processes involved in gaining access to higher education. Furthermore,
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004) indicated that the majority of research
comparing first-generation students to their continuing generation counterparts suggests
that first-generation students are at a unique disadvantage in areas such as cost of higher
education and the application process, financial and emotional support from family
members, high school preparation for collegiate academics, and education aspirations.
Paulsen (2000) cited a shift in the federal government’s resource allocation from
using grants as a primary incentive to encourage higher education enrollment to using
loans to help students reach their unmet college financial needs. This decrease in state
financial support for public institutions has led to an increase in tuition prices nationwide, thus shifting more of the burden to pay for college away from the public and onto
students and students’ families (Paulsen, 2000). As Baum (2001) indicated, institutional
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choice tends to be a price-sensitive decision among low-income students. One study
explored the ways in which college costs influenced the college-choice process and
persistence decisions of students from varying income levels (Paulsen & St. John, 2002).
Perhaps not surprisingly, Paulsen and St. John’s study illustrated that low-income
students engaged in different behavior than affluent students when choosing a college.
Comparisons across income level in this study showed that lower-income students were
less likely to attend private colleges or four-year institutions than their higher-income
peers. Similarly, low-income students in Paulsen and St. John’s study were less likely to
attend full-time or live on campus, both of which are factors that have been attributed to
persistence in college (Astin, 1993). Paulsen and St. John (2002) concluded that college
costs influence access to education directly through the cost of tuition and subsidies, but
also indirectly through students’ perceptions and expectations about college affordability
and what other people in their student cohort choose. The framework they use to explore
student access to college is referred to as the college choice model where “the
overarching assumption behind this approach is that it is important to examine how
students make situated decisions based on their own, suited circumstances” (p. 192).
Paulsen and St. John explained that
in these and other ways, the social reproduction of the existing class-based
distributions of cultural capital, economic capital, and other patterns of privilege
in our society is apparent in the class-based patterns of participation in our system
of postsecondary education (p. 225).
While income remains a major factor in influencing access to higher education, it is not
the only factor affecting the decision to enroll in postsecondary education. This decision
is also influenced by factors such as family background, high school achievement,
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aspirations, and high school experiences (Paulsen & St. John, 2002; St. John & Noell,
1989). For example, Betts (1996) found that students from low SES backgrounds
significantly underestimated the earning potential of college graduates. Underestimating
the earning potential from a college education leads some low SES students to forego
college in order to enter the work force and acquire a steady source of income (Paulsen,
2001).
York-Anderson and Bowman (1991) assessed first-generation and secondgeneration students’ knowledge about college, specifically exploring differences across
generations in basic college knowledge, personal commitment to college, family support
for college, and pressure to attend college. York-Anderson and Bowman found that
continuing-generation students perceived more emotional support from their families to
attend college than first-generation students. Further, students who perceived more
familial support for college attendance had higher college knowledge scores than those
students who perceived less family support. These findings suggest that students whose
parents or guardians attended college were more likely to have accurate information
about college than students who were the first in the family to attend college. Hutchings
(2003) noted that overall, low- income young adults are less knowledgeable about higher
education than their higher-income peers for three primary reasons: (1) they know fewer
individuals who have enrolled in higher education, (2) both secondary and postsecondary institutions tend to offer less information to students who are from low-income
families, and (3) the quantity and quality of information low-income applicants need is
more complex that what is needed by their higher-income peers. Access to information
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about college is one form of capital that low-income, first-generation students often do
not have (Paulsen, 2001).
The literature highlighting the non-financial factors involved in the college
decision process points to the importance of getting students from low SES backgrounds
thinking about college and preparing for college earlier than their junior or senior year in
high school. Many states and other public and private agencies have adopted programs to
close the socioeconomic gap in higher education (Hoffman & Webb, 2010; Killough,
2009; St. John, Musoba, Simmons, Chung, Schmit, & Peng, 2004).
While access to higher education is a necessary condition to decrease the
underrepresentation of students from lower social class backgrounds, solely focusing on
access to higher education reveals only a fraction of the barriers these students face in
pursuit of a college degree. What is also needed is a focus on the college experiences and
outcomes of students from low SES backgrounds. In the next section, I synthesize the
current research on the college experiences and attainment of college outcomes of this
student population.
College Experiences and Outcomes Attainment
A commonly held assumption in higher education is that higher degrees of student
involvement on campus, both in and out of the classroom, results in greater cognitive and
social development (Astin, 1999) and in greater levels of persistence (Astin, 1999; Tinto,
1993). However, characteristics of low-income, first-generation students may present
challenges to our prevailing understanding of what it means for students to be involved
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and engaged on campus, as well as how students become involved and engaged on
campus, ideas which are explored below.
College experiences of low-income, first-generation students. A few recent
studies have moved beyond access to explore the college experiences and outcomes for
low SES students (e.g., Pascarella, et al., 2004; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Walpole,
2003). For example, the first-generation students in Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger,
Pascarella, and Nora’s (1996) research had significantly weaker cognitive skills, lower
degree aspirations, and reported less encouragement from their family when compared to
continuing-generation students. Pascarella, et al. (2004) found that first-generation
college students completed fewer credit hours, worked more, were less involved in cocurricular activities, lived off campus, and had fewer peer interactions outside of class
than their continuing generation counterparts. Similarly, both Walpole (2003) and
Paulsen and St. John (2002) found that students from low SES backgrounds spend more
hours working and fewer hours involved on campus than their high SES peers. In her
study, Walpole (2003) created an overall SES variable combining data on parental
income, educational attainment, and occupational prestige. Dividing her sample into
quintiles, Walpole compared the highest quintile (high SES) with the lowest quintile (low
SES) to explore social class differences in students’ college experiences. Her results
showed that students in the low SES quintile spent fewer hours studying and had lower
GPAs than their peers from the highest SES backgrounds. Students from low SES
backgrounds tend to exert more energy into accruing economic capital, such as through
working while in college, than their peers from high SES backgrounds (Walpole, 2003).

24
This difference in time spent may have consequences for low SES students both
in the college environment and following graduation. For example, the more hours
students work, the less expendable time they will have for engagement in student
organizations and activities, perhaps limiting their opportunity to gain in social and
cultural capital during college and perhaps influencing their development of desirable
outcomes in college. Researchers have suggested that students’ time invested in work
inhibits involvement in other campus learning experiences (Astin, 1993; King & Bannon,
2002). For example, in a single-institution study Furr and Elling (2000) found that
students became less connected to the institution as their hours spent working off campus
increased. In addition, students who did not work were significantly more likely to
develop meaningful relationships with faculty than students who worked. Lundberg
(2004) found that students who work off campus greater than 20 hours per week interact
less with faculty compared to other students.
In contrast, however, other researchers have established that working in an oncampus position increases students’ likelihood of interacting with faculty (Astin, 1993).
Using longitudinal data from the Wabash National Study of Liberal Arts Education,
Umbach, Padgett, and Pascarella (2010) found that students working on campus and
students who work less than 20 hours per week off campus have significantly more
interactions with faculty than students who do not work. In the same study, Umbach et
al. also found that students working more than 10 hours off campus each week had fewer
cooperative learning experiences, were less challenged academically, and exerted less
effort that other students. Although the studies above offer evidence on the impact of
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hours spent working during college, these studies did not specifically explore the
intersection of hours worked with students’ statuses as low income or of the first
generation in their family to attend college.
Another study on the college experiences of low SES students explored the extent
to which this group of students experienced empirically tested good practices in
undergraduate education (e.g., academic challenge in coursework, high academic
expectations, quality interactions with faculty) compared to their peers from high SES
backgrounds (Goodman, Seifert, Jorgensen, Pascarella, Wolniak, & Blaich, 2006). After
controlling for students’ background characteristics, common college experiences, and
institutional type, the researchers found that students from the lowest SES category in the
sample were disadvantaged, relative to students from the highest SES category in the
sample, on three measures of good practices in undergraduate education including faculty
interaction, active learning, and high expectations. In other words, low SES students
reported less interaction with faculty, had fewer experiences with active learning
techniques in the classroom, and were less likely to feel as if faculty held high
expectations of them when compared to their economically privileged peers. Given these
results, Goodman et al. posited that “if disadvantaged students do not enjoy the same
experiences available to other students once enrolled, then resolving only problems of
access will not fully resolve race and class-based gaps in the benefits of a college degree”
(p.16).
Outcomes achievement of low-income, first-generation students. Persistence to
degree completion is one outcome of college where low SES students appear to be
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disadvantaged relative to their high SES peers (Swail, Cabrera, & Lee, 2004; Tinto, 2006;
Titus, 2006a; Titus, 2006b). Terenzini et al. (2001) found that students from low SES
backgrounds were significantly less likely to persist to degree completion and
significantly less likely to complete a degree in four years than their peers from high SES
backgrounds. Walpole (2007) indicated that research on the persistence of low SES
students has a substantial foundation in the literature. However, the research on
educational and career aspirations and attainment of learning outcomes for low SES
students is not well-documented in the higher education and student affairs literature.
In a study of graduate school attendance, a less researched outcome of college,
Walpole (2003) found that low SES students were significantly less likely to have
continued on to graduate education than their high SES counterparts. However, in the
same study she found that involvement in activities such as working with a professor on a
research project, interacting with faculty outside of class, and participating in athletics
have been shown to increase the odds of graduate school attendance for students from
low SES backgrounds (Walpole). Although, her study did not take into account the
conditional effects of SES and race or SES and gender for these three college activities,
so it is difficult to ascertain the extent to which these positive impacts on graduate school
attendance are true for all students. According to Walpole, this research suggests that
low SES students appear to “learn elements of a high SES habitus through contact with
faculty or student groups” (p. 64) and this may contribute to one’s decision to enroll in
graduate education.
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Only a few studies have explored the impact of a low-income background or firstgeneration status on college outcomes related to student learning and development. Pike
and Kuh (2005) compared first-generation students with second-generation students on
engagement measures and intellectual development. They found that first-generation
students report making less progress in learning and intellectual development than their
second-generation peers. Pike and Kuh, however, attributed these differences to lower
educational aspirations and residing off campus since these factors appeared to have the
greatest indirect effects on the learning and intellectual development measures. One
limitation with Pike and Kuh’s study is that it employed self-reported data rather than a
more objective measure. Furthermore, Pike and Kuh’s research only looked at parents’
educational attainment (i.e., first-generation status versus second-generation status); they
did not take into account the income level or wealth of the students participating in their
research. Recently, Padgett et al. (2010) used a more objective measure to assess the
impact of college student socialization and socioeconomic status on students’ need for
cognition. Need for cognition is best explained as students’ tendency to seek out, think
about, or reflect on information and experiences to make meaning of their environment
and relationships. Padgett and his colleagues found that parents’ education and income
did not have a significant impact on students’ need for cognition. However, when
exploring conditional effects for the impact of first-generation students and patterns of
socialization on need for cognition, they found that first-generation students who report
experiences being socialized to college through faculty interaction, scored lower on the
need for cognition than their continuing-generation peers who had the same experiences.
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One extrapolation from these findings is that faculty influence on student socialization
might not benefit all students equally. In this case, first-generation students did not
receive the same benefits that continuing-generation students received.
Given that low-income, first-generation college students work significantly more
hours than their peers (e.g., Pascarella et al., 2004; Paulsen & St. John, 2002; Walpole,
2003; Walpole, 2007) and that students who work more tend to experience college
differently than their non-working peers (e.g., Furr & Elling, 2000; Umbach, et al., 2010),
the literature exploring the impact of work on college outcomes is another important
consideration. Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, Desler, and Zusman (1994) found that the number
of hours students spent working during their first year of college did not have any
significant effect on their gains in reading comprehension, mathematical ability, or
critical thinking skills. In contrast, Inman and Pascarella’s (1998) study using national,
longitudinal data revealed that working during college had a negative effect on students’
obtainment of critical thinking skills. In a recent study, employing longitudinal data from
the Wabash National Study, Umbach et al. (2010) found that students who worked
greater than 10 hours off campus each week exhibited lower levels of a critical thinking
measure at the end of the first year of college. While the majority of these studies
exploring the impact of work on college outcomes controlled for whether or not students
were of the first generation in their family to attend college, none of them specifically
examined the intersection of hours spent working and first-generation student status.
Providing support for low-income, first-generation students. It is clear from
the research on low-income, first-generation college students that additional guidance and
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support is needed for this unique population of students if they are to have access to, and
the opportunity to learn from, the full spectrum of experiences that college offers. One
particular way in which numerous institutions have offered financial and academic
support to low-income, first-generation students is through program provided through
Federal TRIO Program (TRIO) grants. First established under Title IV of the Higher
Education Act of 1965, TRIO was specifically designed to offer services to assist “lowincome individuals, first-generation college students, and individuals with disabilities to
progress through the academic pipeline from middle school to postbaccalaureate
programs” (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.b, ¶ 1). Since its inception in the mid1960s, TRIO has expanded to include eight grant-supported programs housed at higher
education institutions and community agencies across the nation. Some of the more
visible TRIO-supported programs include: (1) Upward Bound, a program for TRIOeligible high school students to increase their rate of participation in higher education; (2)
Student Support Services, a program for TRIO-eligible college students that offers
tutoring, academic advising, and academic programs to help students persist in higher
education; and (3) Ronald E. McNair Postbaccalaureate Achievement Program, designed
to prepare TRIO-eligible students for doctoral studies through research and other
academic activities. Perhaps the most well-known of these TRIO programs at colleges
and universities in the United States is Student Support Services (SSS). Designed to
provide counseling, academic advising, tutoring, and remedial instruction to low-income,
first-generation students and students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education,
n.d.b), SSS has improved the college-going experience for some TRIO-eligible students.
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For example, in a three-year longitudinal study, Chaney, Muraskin, Cahalan, and Rak
(1997) found that students who participated in SSS programs were more likely to persist
in higher education, earn more credit hours, and have higher grade point averages than
college students who qualified for SSS programs but did not participate. Similarly, a
study comparing TRIO-eligible versus students who were not TRIO-eligible revealed that
students’ perceptions of academic support at the institution appeared to positively impact
TRIO-eligible students significantly more than students who were not TRIO-eligible
(Filkins & Doyle, 2002). Specifically, for TRIO-eligible students, the more they
perceived an environment of academic support at the institution, the higher their scores
on measures of their general education and attainment of work place skills when
compared to their non-TRIO- eligible peers. In terms of personal development, as TRIOeligible students had more interactions with faculty, their scores on a personal and social
development measure increased. Similar to academic support, this gain also was more
pronounced for TRIO-eligible students than their non-TRIO-eligible peers.
Other scholars have explored avenues of support for low-income, first-generation
college students by examining the barriers that exist in connecting these students to the
appropriate services. For example, in a study of 14 large, public universities, Engle and
O’Brien (2007) found several key barriers kept low-income, first-generation students
from participating in available services at institutions. These included: (1) students not
being aware of the existing programs on campus; (2) students’ lack of knowledge about
the benefits of programs and services; (3) students not being able to afford some
programs and services because of fee-based structures; (4) students who lived off campus
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could not take advantage of programs because they were not offered at convenient times;
(5) students expressed concern in asking for help for fear that it exposed weakness; and
(6) students were less likely to utilize services and programs when the institutional
offerings lack centralization, organization, and financial resources. What might seem
incidental costs or knowledge to some students, appeared to exclude low-income, firstgeneration students from taking advantage of programs and services.
An often forgotten aspect of support for low-income, first-generation students is
the lack of familial support experienced by many of these students. Terenzini et al.
(1996) found that first-generation students reported receiving less encouragement from
their family than their continuing-generation peers. In other research, low-income young
adults reported that they felt familial support regardless of whether or not they decided to
attend college and that their families never guided them in one particular direction
(Connor & Dewson, 2001; Reay, 1998). As Thayer (2000) indicated, in addition to
financial challenges, lack of college knowledge, and lack of academic preparation,
programs and services for low-income, first-generation college students also should
address the lack of familial support students receive to attend and persist in higher
education. This lack of familial support may result in low-income, first-generation
students finding themselves divided between two worlds where they must continually
renegotiate relationships to manage the dissonance between collegiate culture and the
culture at home (London, 1992).
The overwhelming majority of research on class-related issues in the higher
education and student affairs literature employs quantitative methods whereby social
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class is narrowed down into one or two variables such as parents’ education or income.
The preponderance of quantitative research exploring the experiences and outcomes of
low SES students limits the complexity with which researchers can explore and
understand the many facets of social class on one’s learning, growth, and development
during the formative college years. In the next section I review the literature on identity
formation to add complexity to this treatment of low SES students’ college experiences.
Identity Formation
The college years offer a fertile ground for identity formation to occur
(Waterman, 1985). As Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, and Orlofsky (1993)
explained “college environments provide a diversity of experiences that can both trigger
consideration of identity issues and suggest alternative resolutions for identity concerns”
(p. 53). Students’ experiences during the formative college years appear to influence
their sense of identity.
The way educators know and think about identity has largely evolved from the
work of psychologist Erik Erikson. In his writing on the concept of identity, Erikson
(1968) asserted that
‘Identity’ and ‘identity crisis’ have in popular and scientific usage become terms
which alternately circumscribe something so large and so seemingly self-evident
that to demand a definition would almost seem petty, while at other times they
designate something made so narrow for purposes of measurement that the overall meaning is lost, and it could just as well be called something else (p. 15).
This statement begins to highlight the complexities that exist in understanding what is
meant by identity. Erikson expounds these complexities of identity explaining that
identity is “a process ‘located’ in the core of the individual and yet also in the core of his
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communal culture, a process which establishes, in fact, the identity of those two
identities” (p. 22). He believed that identity formation was a process of personal
reflection and observation as well as a process where individuals judge themselves in
comparison to others in their culture or group. Erikson explained that the personal growth
aspect of identity and the communal change aspect of identity cannot be separated
because both mutually define and shape one another.
Erikson (1959) also wrote about identity as pointing to an individual’s “link with
the unique values, fostered by a unique history, or his [sic] people” (p.109). He further
explained that identity, in his conceptualization, relates to the essence of one’s unique
development. Generally, Erikson’s stages of identity development are about gaining
competence in a particular phase of life. If an individual successfully manages the stage,
then the individual will likely feel a sense of achievement or mastery. However, if a stage
is not managed well, then the individual will likely feel a sense of failure or inadequacy.
Erikson theorized that individuals experience conflict or dissonance and that recognition
of this dissonance initiates a critical juncture in one’s development resulting in either a
successful development of a quality or a failure to develop that quality. This critical
juncture, or crisis, marks a “necessary turning point, a crucial moment, when
development must move one way or another” (Erikson, 1968, p. 16). Once considered a
pathological disruption, Erikson’s research on identity normalized the identity crisis as a
normal part of adolescent and young adult development. Although he did not consider
identity to be static or unchangeable, resolving identity crises and achieving a well-
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developed sense of identity, according to Erikson, results in “a subjective sense of an
invigorating sameness and continuity” (p. 19).
Extending Erikson’s work, psychologist James Marcia asserted that a sense of
identity is mostly determined by the social, personal, and psychological commitments
one makes (Marcia, 1966). Marcia addressed Erikson’s ideas about identity crises by
focusing his research specifically on adolescent identity formation. He concluded that
adolescent identity was less about Erikson’s stage-like process resulting in identity
resolution or identity confusion, but instead identity was a function of the extent that an
individual explored and made commitments to an identity across life experiences
(Marcia, 1966; Marcia, et al., 1993). Marcia’s theory on identity development indicated
that both a crisis and a commitment component comprise adolescent identity (Marcia,
1966). His research resulted in four identity statuses: identity diffusion, identity
foreclosure, identity moratorium, and identity achievement. Identity diffusion describes a
status where one does not recognize that there are choices and no attempt is made to
commit to a given role or value. In contrast, identity foreclosure, the second status, can be
described as a time when an adolescent may appear willing to commit to particular roles
or values, although these roles and values tend to be the expectations for the future that
others place on the adolescent. For example, an adolescent in this status may indicate a
career choice chosen by his or her parents. In this status, no identity crisis has occurred.
Marcia described the third status, identity moratorium, as a time where an adolescent is in
crisis and actively exploring potential commitments. One may be ready to make choices
about a commitment, but no identity decision has been made in the moratorium status.
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The final status is identity achievement; Marcia explained that an adolescent in this status
has gone through an identity crisis and has made a commitment to a particular identity
role or value.
In the 50 years following Erikson’s and Marcia’s work on identity, the literature
exploded with theoretical frameworks for identity formation for a variety of social
groups. For example, Cross’s (1971) model of racial nigrescence explored racial identity
formation for African-American individuals as moving along in a stage-like fashion
moving from a non-Afrocentric perspective to an Afrocentric perspective and finally to
an integrated multicultural perspective. Scholars have also explored identity through
other group memberships including identity formation for gay and lesbian individuals
(Cass, 1979; Fassinger, 1998), women’s identity formation (Josselson, 1987), and
White identity formation (Helms, 1993). Ostrove and Cole (2003) explained that these
various identity models were reflective of larger socio-political movements in the United
States. Further, they theorized that research and theoretical models of identity formation
were an important component of a heightened consciousness toward women and racial
and ethnic minority identities. However, no similar political movement has occurred in
the United States based on social class (Steinmetz, 2008) and little has been done to raise
awareness in the nation’s collective consciousness about social class issues.
Subsequently, attention to social class as a unique aspect of identity or in terms of one’s
identity formation has not emerged in the research on identity development.
In their recent review of the discourse on identity development in the student
affairs literature, Torres, Jones, and Renn (2009) asserted that identity, as a construct, is
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generally understood as “one’s personally held beliefs about the self in relation to social
groups (e.g., race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation), and the ways one expresses that
relationship” (p. 577). They further explained that identity is commonly understood as a
social construction where one’s sense of self and one’s place in a social group are
constructed through interactions within a larger societal context. It is in this larger
societal context that dominant values and social groups determine the norms and
standards. In other words, identity is not only constructed internally and personally, but
it is also formed by one’s existence and interaction within a communal context.
Whereas traditional student development identity models (e.g., Cass, 1979; Cross,
1971; Helms, 1993; Josselson, 1987) emerged from psychology where identity is
understood as progressing along a developmental trajectory, more recent theoretical
conceptualizations have challenged the belief that identity must be developmental and
linear (e.g., Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007; Abes & Kasch, 2007; Jones & McEwen,
2000; Torres, et al., 2009). Newer conceptualizations of identity emphasize its fluid and
performative nature (Torres, et al.). The performative nature of identity refers to the idea
that individuals “perform” various aspects of their identity based on their environment
and other contextual influences. For example, Jones and McEwen’s (2000) Model of
Multiple Dimensions of Identity (MMDI) is a pivotal theory describing the performance
function of identity. They described identity as consisting of an integrated core made of
several key intersecting identity dimensions including: (1) salience of one’s identity in
relation to difference, (2) the various ways that race matters, (3) the multiple layers and
facets of identity, (4) the interwoven nature of gender with other aspects of identity, (5)
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the significance of cultural values, (6) the role of family and other background
experiences, (7) situational factors, (8) personal beliefs and values, (9) career planning,
and (10) identity searching. An individual’s core may consist of several of these
intersecting identity dimensions. Further, the contextual influences that emerged as
significant to identity formation in their study provided an additional layer of complexity.
Contextual influences that participants found significant included race, culture, gender,
education, religion, family, and relationships with people who are different from oneself.
In sum, the salience of the various identity dimensions depended on the contexts where
the dimensions were experienced. What is particularly important about this model is that
it acknowledges that various aspects of identity will be more or less significant for each
individual depending on the context. More recently, Abes, Jones, and McEwen (2007)
reconceptualized the original Jones and McEwen (2000) model to take into account the
role that cognition plays in identity formation. Abes et al.’s study found that students use
a cognitive filter when making meaning of their experiences and forming their identity.
While both of these models emphasize the importance of recognizing the intersecting
dimensions of identity, the contextual influences, and the level of cognitive reasoning to
understand identity, few researchers have explored the ways in which social class or
socioeconomic status may be viewed as a unique aspect of identity.
Schwartz, Donavan, and Guido-DiBrito (2009) explored how Mexican male
college students made meaning of social class in the campus environment. Participants in
this study were very aware of their social class both in a larger societal context and on the
college campus. The researchers identified four themes from the participant interviews
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related to students’ awareness of social class. These themes included an awareness of
social class rules and symbols, the influence of familial messages, the role of gender and
class in Latino culture, and a hope for the future. Many students spoke of the importance
of knowing how to get what you want from an institution by understanding dominant
culture values particularly by focusing on appearance such as how one dresses or carries
oneself and language. Participants also identified mentors from home (teachers, church
leaders, etc.) who taught them how to navigate through the middle class rules and values
present on campus. They also “talked about the necessity of work as an easy identifier of
who has money and who does not on campus” (p. 59). Students were disgusted by the
way their peers’ from upper-income families behaved. They felt that these students
appreciated things differently. One student explained, “it means nothing to them, when it
means everything to us [lower income students] because we had to work so hard for it”
(p. 59). Students believed that education was their opportunity to raise their family’s
socio-economic statuses. One student shared “how his parents’ sacrifices for him to
obtain an education were a daily reminder to do well and continue to pursue his
education, despite setbacks he encountered” (p.60). Finally, students in this study
expressed optimism at “charting a new path for their Mexican brothers and sisters who
follow” (p. 61). It was this imperative to make a way for those that came after them that
made their own journeys more meaningful. While this study provides an important look
at how social class identity can be culturally grounded, it only begins to explore the
identity experiences of low SES students. Schwartz et al.’s (2009) research highlights the
interconnectedness of race/ethnicity and social class.
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Steinmetz (2008), however, employed a sample comprised of students from
multiple racial and ethnic groups. In her study of the identity experiences of low SES
students at an elite public university in the South, Steinmetz (2008) found that the
identity development process for these students was largely unconscious. She argued,
however, that the behaviors and responses to feedback exhibited by participants in her
study, while unconscious, were based on students’ perceived social status. Students in her
study tended to identify their class status as middle class or as an unimportant aspect of
their identity. However, the students in her study made choices related to how they
dressed, how they spoke, and who they interacted with based on social class. Steinmetz
further described the experiences of her study participants as one where “they have
become very adept at ‘passing’ and hiding information that would lead to clues about
their social class” (p. 148). Unfortunately, it seemed that “passing” became so much an
integral part of students’ experiences that they did not recognize when they were
attempting to pass as a member of the middle class or hiding information about their low
SES background. As Steinmetz described, a key component of this passing behavior
involved students distancing themselves from their backgrounds and their past in order to
become integrated into their present social culture. Steinmetz’s study provides a glimmer
of information about the identity experiences of low-income college students and gives
credence to a continued need for research on the social class experiences and identity of
these students. Although Steinmetz’s research did not reveal an inseparable connection
between race/ethnicity and social class, other scholars have argued that research in this
area should employ a monoracial sample because of the interconnectedness of these
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aspects of identity (Archer, 2003; Lapour & Heppner, 2009). Furthermore, the
interrelated effect of one having multiple identities from historically oppressed groups
(e.g., being both African American and from a low SES background or identifying as
both a lesbian and a Latina American) suggests that the experiences of students of color
who are also from low SES backgrounds is likely to be distinct from the experiences of
White students from low SES backgrounds (Reynolds & Pope, 1991). In a sample
comprised of both students of color and White students from low SES backgrounds, it
would likely be difficult to ascertain which findings to attribute to one’s social class
versus one’s race or ethnicity. This study employs a monoracial sample comprised of
White students from low SES backgrounds who are of the first generation in their family
to attend college.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study will be the Social Class Worldview
Model (SCWM) (Liu, 2001; Liu, Soleck, Hopps, Dunston, & Pickett, 2004). The SCWM
is a framework that individuals use to “make sense of their social class perceptions,
feelings, economic environments, and cultures” (Liu et al., 2004, p. 103). This model is
made up of five domains: (1) Consciousness, Attitudes, and Salience (describes how an
individual understands the importance and meaning of his or her social class), (2)
Referent Groups (consists of the people who guide or mediate one’s social class
worldview and includes relationships to one’s group of origin, one’s peer group, and the
group one aspires to be part of), (3) Property Relationships (refers to the role of
materialism in an individual’s live and includes one’s perception of his or her
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materialism, one’s emotional needs, and one’s interpersonal needs), (4) Lifestyle
(describes how an individual spends his or her time, energy, and resources), and (5)
Behaviors (refers to behavior one exhibits to fit in within a particular environment) (Liu
et al.). Each of these domains is interconnected to the other domains and taken together,
the SCWM represents the lens through which an individual experiences his or her world
(See Figure 1).
In this study, I focused on the Lifestyle domain of the SCWM to explore how
low-income, first-generation students experience and navigate social class during college.
The Lifestyle domain refers to how individuals organize and spend their financial
resources, time, and energy. For example, a student from a high SES background may not
think twice about the financial commitment involved in joining a fraternity or sorority or
participating in a study abroad program. In contrast, a student from a lower SES
background may make different lifestyle decisions in college opting to forego activities
that require a significant financial commitment. The ways in which students from low
SES backgrounds organize their time and resources may offer insight into understanding
the social class experiences and identity of this unique population of college students.
Acknowledging the variety of ways in which individuals are aware of social class,
Liu (2011) argued that any framework exploring social class should include a component
related to an individual’s consciousness around social class. Furthermore, the lack of
research on social class identity coupled with newer theoretical conceptualizations about
the performance aspect of some identity domains and the role of identity salience (e.g.,
Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007; Jones & McEwen, 2000) makes an exploration of the
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Figure 1. The Social Class Worldview Model
Source: Liu, W. M., Soleck, G., Hopps, J., Dunston, K., & Pickett, T. (2004). A new
framework to understand social class in counseling: The social class worldview
model and modern classism theory. Journal of Multicultural Counseling and
Development, 32, 95-122.
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attitudes, values, awareness, and salience around students’ social class an important
consideration. To that end, I also explored the Consciousness, Attitudes, and Salience
domain of the SCWM to provide a depth of understanding to low-income, firstgeneration students’ social class experiences during college.
Conclusion
Borrego (2004) indicated that much of the scholarship on class-related issues has
been conducted in disciplines other than education such as sociology, labor studies, and
economics with a focus on “individuals’ relationship to the means of production or with
stratification theories but has seldom explored the lived experience of individuals or,
more specifically, their experiences in higher education” (p.3). As McEwen (1996)
identified, an individual’s social class is an important dimension of identity and it is an
aspect of identity that interacts with other identity dimensions such as gender, race,
ethnicity, sexual orientation, and ability. Recent scholars have advocated for the
importance of focusing on the intersections of multiple aspects of identity with regards to
social class (Bergerson, 2007; Walpole, 2007). However, in the absence of focused
research on social class as a unique dimension of identity, it may be difficult for
educators to know where to begin in understanding the identity formation of low-income,
first-generation college students.
In this chapter, I have explored the current literature related to low SES college
students and identity formation in higher education. This review points to the need for
focused research on the social class experiences and identity of this population of college
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students. An understanding of how low SES students understand and experience their
social class during college can assist educators in creating and implementing
developmentally appropriate programs and services with this population of students in
mind. Finally, the few studies that have focused attention on low SES college students’
social class experiences and identity have largely explored this group of students at
highly selective and nationally prestigious institutions where differences in social class
are more likely to be visible. Understanding how low SES students at public institutions,
where social class differences may be less visible, understand and experience their social
class will provide educators with a more well-rounded perspective on this unique aspect
of identity.
Understanding the social class experiences and identity of low-income, firstgeneration college students has implications for the ways in which student affairs
educators, faculty, and other campus constituents include, engage, and build campus
community with this unique, and often overlooked, group of students. As hooks (2000)
explained,

Everywhere we turn in our daily lives in this nation we are confronted with the
widening gap between rich and poor. Whether it is the homeless person we walk
by as we go about daily chores in urban areas, the beggars whose cups tinkle with
the sound of a few coins, the middle-class family member or friend who faces
unemployment due to cutbacks, plant closings, or relocation, or the increased cost
of food and housing, we are all aware of class. Yet there is no organized class
struggle, no daily in-your-face critique of capitalist greed that stimulates thought
and action-critique, reform, and revolution (p. 1).
Issues of social class largely remain taboo and invisible in much of society. Not
surprisingly, the ways in which social status remains invisible in higher education is
reflective of a larger societal indifference to issues of social class. Progressing the body
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of research about the ways in which one’s social class influences his or her learning,
growth, and development in college is one important step in making the invisibility of
social class visible. Adding complexity to the current body of research by qualitatively
exploring the social class experiences and identity for low-income, first-generation
students, promises to add depth to the emerging visibility of social class on college
campuses.
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CHAPTER III
METHODS
The purpose of this study was to understand how White students from low
socioeconomic status backgrounds (operationalized as students who are both low income
and of the first-generation in their family to attend college) experience and navigate their
social class during college.
This study was situated within a constructivist epistemological paradigm using a
critical theory framework and qualitative methods to best capture the meaning-making
experiences of students. This chapter includes the philosophical approach to the study,
the design of the study, and an overview of the techniques used to ensure trustworthiness.
Philosophical Approaches to the Study and Underlying Assumptions
This section explores the complexities related to situating the study in a particular
paradigm, underlying framework, and assumptions. I focus on (a) the selected paradigm
and theoretical foundations, (b) the use of qualitative methods and the selected
methodology, and (c) the researcher’s autobiographical experiences and assumptions.
Paradigmatic Stance
While it is traditional to pick one inquiry paradigm and allow that worldview to
instruct the selection of theoretical perspectives, methodology, and methods, more recent
research has explored experimenting with multiple and sometimes conflicting theoretical
perspectives (Abes, 2009; Butler, 1990). According to Abes (2009), combining multiple
perspectives by creating a “hybrid theoretical perspective” may reveal new approaches to
understanding participants’ experiences (p. 141). Further, she explains that combining
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perspectives may be particularly important to address the ways in which “inequitable
power structures have shaped student development theory” (Abes, 2009, p. 141). For
example, Abes’s research combined queer theory with constructivism. Using queer
theory as a framework allowed the researcher to challenge heteronormative assumptions
that exist about how college students learn and develop. In this study, I combined
multiple and sometimes conflicting perspectives, namely joining constructivism with
critical theory, in order to allow participants’ experiences to be heard in a manner that
acknowledges the inequities related to social class in the United States and in higher
education. In addition, recent scholars have asserted that identity, the phenomenon of
interest in this study, is personal or self-constructed as well as socially influenced
(Torres, Jones, & Renn, 2009). Using a constructivist perspective with a perspective that
explores socio-political influences acknowledges both the personal and socially
constructed nature of this phenomenon.
This study was situated within a constructivist philosophical paradigm, or what
Guba and Lincoln (1994) refer to as naturalistic inquiry. They define a paradigm as
representing “a worldview that defines, for its holder, the nature of the ‘world,’ the
individual’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world and its parts”
(p. 107). In particular, a constructivist paradigm assumes that people construct their own
perceptions of the world around them where “no one perception is ‘right’ or more ‘real’
than another” (Glesne, 2006, p.7). Guba and Lincoln further describe the goal of inquiry
in a constructivist paradigm as “understanding and reconstruction of the constructions
that people (including the inquirer) initially hold, aiming toward consensus but still open
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to new interpretations as information and sophistication improve” (p. 113). However, as
Abes (2009) discovered in her research exploring lesbian college students’ identity,
constructivism alone is an incomplete philosophical stance with which to explore
inequitable power structures. Therefore, this study was also undergirded by a critical
theory perspective. A critical theoretical perspective acknowledges that human existence
is situated within a society where systems of privilege and oppression exist and
systematically advantage some while disadvantaging others. A critical theoretical
perspective requires the researcher to approach analysis with “an explicit agenda of
elucidating power, economic, and social inequalities” (Patton, 2002, p.548). Critical
research further involves a commitment to move beyond merely researching an issue for
the sake of knowledge to research in order to “critique society, raise consciousness, and
change the balance of power in favor of those less powerful” (p.548).

Qualitative Methods
Using a constructivist philosophy and a critical theoretical perspective, this study
employed qualitative methods to allow for an in-depth exploration of participants’
experiences and meaning-making processes. Marshall and Rossman (1999) described
qualitative research as having three major purposes: to explore, to explain, and to
describe a phenomenon of interest. These three purposes drove the present study. Using
qualitative methods allowed for a.) a rich description of participants’ experiences and b.)
active involvement by participants in constructing, interpreting, and reconstructing their
own experiences (Creswell, 2003). The overwhelming majority of research on social
class in higher education and student affairs employs quantitative research methods
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where social class is narrowed down into one or two variables such as parents’ education,
income, or occupational prestige (e.g., Chen, 2005; Pascarella, et al., 2004; Paulsen & St.
John, 2002; Walpole, 2007). However, other factors such as one’s sense of self or identity
may also influence how low-income, first-generation students navigate the collegiate
environment. Constructs such as this are difficult to capture using quantitative research
methods; a qualitative approach will add complexity to educators’ understanding of
social class by exploring how students from low socioeconomic backgrounds make
meaning of, understand, and experience college. While quantitative analyses are useful in
providing breadth to the collective understanding of social class issues in higher
education, the preponderance of quantitative research exploring the experiences and
outcomes of low SES college students limits the complexity with which researchers can
explore and understand the many facets of social class on one’s learning, growth, and
development during the formative college years. A qualitative exploration of lowincome, first-generation students’ social class experiences and identity adds depth to our
understanding of the unique experiences of these students.
Methodology
Jones, Torres, and Arminio (2006) argue that identifying one’s methodology, or
the approach one takes in collecting and analyzing data, is important for establishing the
worthiness of qualitative research. Because the purpose of this study was to explore the
lived-experiences of low-income, first-generation students, I used phenomenology as my
research methodology. Van Manen (1990) explained that the purpose of phenomenology
is to “‘borrow’ other people’s experiences and their reflections on their experiences in
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order to better be able to come to an understanding of the deeper meaning or significance
of an aspect of human experience” (p. 62). A phenomenological stance requires that
researchers continually question how we experience the world. It is a “systematic attempt
to uncover and describe the structures, the intentional meaning structures, of lived
experience” (Van Manen, 1990, p.10). Further, although phenomenology does not
dictate any one political ideology or agenda, Van Manen argues that the thoughtfulness
that phenomenology inspires makes it more likely to “lead to an indignation, concern, or
commitment that, if appropriate, may prompt us to turn to such political agenda” (p. 154).
This understanding makes phenomenology an appropriate methodological pairing within
a critical theory perspective.
Researcher’s Experiences and Assumptions
Naturalistic inquiry relies on the researcher as the primary instrument for data
collection, what Lincoln and Guba (1985) referred to as “the human instrument” (p. 39).
Because this research employs a human instrument, it is paramount that I reflect on the
experiences, biases, and assumptions that I brought to this study using a methodological
journal. Recording my reflections in a methodological journal helped me remain aware
of how my own experiences and biases shaped the study. This reflective process was
also important to help me remain reflexive in my role as a human instrument as the study
progressed. According to Glesne (2006), reflexivity involves asking questions of
yourself and the research process along the way by recording reflections in a field log,
listening carefully to participants’ responses and possibly adjusting the interview
accordingly, and considering the sociocultural and political context in which the research
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is situated. Jones, Torres, and Arminio (2006) suggest the following questions to guide a
researcher’s reflections prior to engaging in data collection:
1.) Why is it that I am engaged in the present study? What is it about me and my
experiences that lead me to this study?
2.) What personal biases and assumptions do I bring with me to this study?
3.) What is my relationship with those in the study? (p. 125).
These questions offered a framework for reflecting on the ways in which my experiences
and assumptions might have shaped the decisions I made in designing and implementing
this study.
I engaged in this study because of my interests as a researcher and as a student
affairs educator in issues of social justice in higher education. Professionally, I bring
eight years of experience working with college students and issues related to student
development and higher education. In particular, in my professional experience I have
observed some low-income and first-generation students struggle to reconcile their family
background with their collegiate experiences as they begin to observe contradictions
between their family background and what they come to know in college. Recognizing a
gap in the higher education literature on social class as a relevant dimension of identity,
also lead me to pursue this study.
Personally, I am a White, female, first-generation college student who attended
college with a Pell Grant – characteristics that I share with the participants of my study.
Over the course of my professional and personal experiences in higher education, I have
recognized that my education and experiences have placed me in a unique and isolating
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position within my family of origin due to the vast differences between my level of
education and professional experiences and those of my family members. I describe my
upbringing as lower middle class where we never went without food, clothing, or shelter,
but typically never had the newest, brightest, or more extravagant amenities and
experiences. While I recognize that my own experiences as a first-generation student
influence my interest in this topic and the lens with which I view the world, naming this
lens allows me as the researcher to monitor the differences between self (my own
experiences and constructions) and other (the experiences and constructions of the
study’s participants). In order to negotiate my own experiences and constructions with
those of the study’s participants, I recorded my reflections in my methodological journal
following each interview.
Further, I also brought biases and assumptions to my exploration of social class
that are important to explicate. First, I used a monoracial sample comprised of White
students for this study. Researchers have suggested that race and social class are
interconnected (Archer, 2003; Lapour & Heppner, 2009) making it important to focus on
one racial/ethnic group in a given sample to eliminate the confounding influence of this
intersection. Further, identifying as White, I recognize the inherent power and privilege
that comes with being White in the United States. Thus, as a researcher, I felt it
important to minimize the power differential between myself and the participants by
eliminating racial difference as a confounding influence.
Based on the concept of White privilege (McIntosh, 1989), I made the assumption
that race would not likely be as important to the study participants’ experiences or that
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they might not recognize its importance due to their racial privilege in society. I also
assumed that one’s low income status might be a difficult or uncomfortable topic to
discuss with another person because of the taboo nature of income and social class issues
in a larger societal context.
My bias as a researcher was present in my belief that our society exists in an
environment that systematically advantages some (e.g., White people, men, higher
socioeconomic status holders) while disadvantaging others (e.g., people of color, women,
lower socioeconomic status holders). I believe, as individuals, we live in this system
where privilege and oppression exists and consequently, our thoughts and behaviors are
influenced by our life circumstances and experiences within this system. Further,
because of what some have called the “invisibility of class” (e.g., Duffy, 2007; hooks,
2000; Howard & Levine, 2004) and due to the nature of internalized oppression (Adams,
Bell, & Griffin, 1997), I assumed that participants might not be aware of the ways in
which they are disadvantaged by their low socioeconomic status background in society
and in higher education furthering the importance of employing a critical lens in this
study.
As previously mentioned, like the participants in this study, I am a White, firstgeneration college student. However, I am privileged in relationship to the study
participants by the ten years of higher education I have completed. While I am a student
affairs professional by training, I have no professional role in student affairs
administration at the institution represented in this study. Therefore, no real power
differential exists related directly to my professional role. However, there may have been
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the perception of a power differential inherent in this study because I am older than the
participants and I was in the power role in the interviewer/interviewee dynamic because I
was the party asking questions. I attempted to diffuse some of this power differential by
building rapport early in the first interview.
In order to address the ways in which these professional and personal experiences
and assumptions shape this research, I reflected on my own experiences, reactions, and
observations in an ongoing field log and with peer debriefers to decrease their impact on
the study.
Research Design
The role of research design in a qualitative study is to offer a framework that
guides the study while also allowing flexibility for the researcher to adapt the design as
new insights or issues become apparent (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). Qualitative
research design is both purposeful and systematic, although it is not linear or rigid
(Marshall & Rossman; Patton, 2002). In this section, I focus on (a) the description of the
institution, (b) the description and recruitment of study participants, (c) data collection
procedures, and (d) data analysis.
Description of Institution
This study explored low-income, first-generation students’ experiences at a large,
four-year, public research university in the Midwest. The limited studies on the
experiences of low-income students have been conducted in highly selective and
economically elite institutions (Grcich, 2008; Steinmetz, 2008). In an elite institution, the
socioeconomic distinction between a low-income student and his or her economically
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privileged collegiate environment may increase awareness of one’s own social class and
the ways in which one differs from his or her surroundings. However, higher education
scholars and practitioners have yet to consider the impact of socioeconomic status in an
environment where social class differences may not, at first glance, be visible.
Lewin (1936) asserted that behavior is a function of an individual and his or her
interactions within a given environment. In other words, the ways in which a person acts
in a given situation is influenced not only by one’s individual characteristics, but also by
one’s environment. While previous research on the social class experiences of lowincome students have considered low-income students’ experiences in an elite collegiate
environment, this study explored low-income and first-generation college students’
experiences in a less elite, public institutional environment.
The institutional setting in this study was a large, public, research university
located in the Midwest. In the fall of 2009, this institution enrolled approximately 30,328
students including 20,574 undergraduate students, 5,720 graduate students, and 4,034
professional students. This is a predominately White institution with 89.7% of the
student body identified as White in the fall of 2009. State residents constitute 58.8% of
the total student enrollment, 25% of students come from adjoining states, and
approximately 8% of students reside in foreign countries. In the fall 2009 entering firstyear student class, approximately 93.5% of students earned a high school grade-point
average of 3.00 or above and 99.7% of first-year students earned a high school gradepoint average of 2.5 or higher. In terms of academic rank in high school, 22.9% of
students were in the top tenth of their graduating class and 91.1% of incoming first-year
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students were in the upper half of their graduating class. Approximately 90% of students
attending this institution receive some form of financial aid. This institution offers a
variety of academic programs and co-curricular activities to students. In particular, this
institution hosts an additional new student orientation program for 72 first-year students
who identify as students of color or first-generation college students. Students who
attend this unique orientation program may or may not be involved with the University’s
TRIO program as they are separate entities on campus.
Description and Recruitment of Participants
Because the goal of this study was an in-depth understanding of students’ social
class identity, a small number of participants were selected. According to Patton (2002),
there are not concrete procedures governing sample size selection in qualitative research,
but rather what one wants to know drives the number of participants one seeks. Further,
Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend selecting a sample size until data become saturated
or “to the point of redundancy” (p.202). Creswell (2007) suggested recruiting up to 10
participants to reach data saturation in phenomenological research. Seven students were
selected for participation in this study. Students who participated in the study were
compensated with a $25.00 Community Gift Card redeemable at any business in Johnson
County, Iowa that accepted Mastercard. Students were recruited to participate in the
study through recommendations by campus staff members who worked directly with
underrepresented students at the institution. Specifically, an e-mail (see Appendix A) was
sent to campus staff members who work directly with the institution’s TRIO programs
and the institution’s college transition program for underrepresented students. The
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campus staff member who advises the student organization on campus for firstgeneration students was also sent an e-mail. This e-mail asked campus staff members to
forward the invitation to participate in the study (see Appendix B) and link to a
demographic information survey (see Appendix C) to students whom they felt might
meet the criteria I established for participants in the study. Appendix B, the invitation to
participate, included the purpose of the study, details about the project, and information
related to confidentiality. Each participant willing to be considered for participation in the
study was asked to complete a demographic information survey to insure that each
participant met the criteria for inclusion in the study and to assist in describing the
participant in the final write-up of the study (see Appendix C). All participants were
required to complete a Consent Information Sheet (Appendix D) prior to the start of the
first interview. Prior to the beginning of the second interview, participants were reminded
of their rights as participants in the study. When recommendations from campus staff
members did not yield a sufficient number of participants, snowball sampling (Creswell,
2007) was used by asking participants to suggest other students who may be eligible for
inclusion in the study and by soliciting additional campus professionals for
recommendations of students. The following criteria, detailed below, were used in
selecting study participants: (a) the participants were registered undergraduate students at
the institution, (b) the participants completed at least two semesters of college at this
institution, (c) the participants were eligible for the Federal Pell Grant Program, (d) the
participants came from a background where neither parent or guardian attended college,
and (e) the participants identified as White/Caucasian. As Archer (2003) articulated, race
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and class cannot easily be separated in terms of their influence on an individual’s
experience. Therefore, this study employed a monoracial sample comprised of White
students, so that findings would not be confounded by racial differences.
Participation in this study was limited to undergraduate students. It is important
that students participating in this study had completed at least two semesters of college to
increase the likelihood that they had exposure to a variety of college experiences (e.g.,
participation in student organizations, living in the residence halls, attending athletic
events, working, the rigor of collegiate academics). In this study, eligibility for the
Federal Pell Grant Program served as a proxy for low income status and thus provided a
uniform method for identifying students from low-income families. Also, participants
came from families where neither parent or guardian attended college. Selecting
participants based on income and parents’ education allowed me to capture both the
social and economic challenges the participants experienced during college. Finally,
participants in this study identified as White/Caucasian because this study is limited to
the experiences of White/Caucasian low-income, first-generation students.
Data Collection
Two primary methods were used to collect data in this study: individual
interviews and participant journals. Individual interviews allowed the researcher to gain
an in depth understanding of the ways in which each participant makes meaning of his or
her lived-experiences as a low-income, first-generation college student. Finally,
participant journals provided an opportunity for participants to reflect on experiences,
stories, or issues that emerged in between the first and second interviews. Journals also
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provided the researcher an opportunity to test emerging themes with each participant
during the follow-up interview. Each data collection tool is described in depth below.
Interviews. Data were collected through individual, semi-structured interviews.
A semi-structured interview is one in which the researcher uses an interview guide to
provide focus to the interview in line with the research questions while allowing
flexibility to ask probing questions and make space for experiences and information
participants hold outside of the researcher’s preordained questions (Patton, 2002). Each
study participant was asked to participate in two individual interviews each lasting
approximately 60 minutes. A semi-structured interview guide helped the researcher
focus the interview and obtain rich data from the participant interviews. The interview
guide for the first interview can be found in Appendix E and the interview guide for the
second interview can be found in Appendix F. Interviews began with zero or low-risk
questions to aid the researcher in building trust and rapport with each participant
(Creswell, 2007; Glesne, 2006). As the study progressed, the researcher adjusted the
interview guide when appropriate to facilitate rich data collection. Testing the interview
guide in this manner helped refine and reframe the questions and the interview process
(Creswell, 2007).
Each interview was audio-recorded using a Livescribe Smartpen and transcribed.
All data collected through the Livescribe Smartpen was kept in a secure, passwordprotected file accessible only by the researcher.
Journals. Journals were used to supplement data collected through interviews.
Journals can be a particularly useful tool for data collection in phenomenological
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investigations by having participants write about their lived-experience with a given
phenomenon (Van Manen, 1990). Participants were asked to maintain a journal in
between the first and the second interviews to record any reflections they had following
the first interview. I asked participants to record their reflections related to their
experiences as a low-income, first-generation college student in their journals (See
Appendix G). Data collected through the journals were used to test emerging themes with
each participant during the follow-up interview.
Data Analysis
The goal and method of qualitative data analysis varies depending on the
research methodology. Because this was a phenomenological study, data analysis was
interpretive through the researcher offering meaning beyond what participants stated in
their interviews (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). Patton (2002) referred to this process
as a “creative synthesis” where the researcher brings together the various aspects of the
phenomenon into one total experience that highlights themes and relationships identified
by participants experiencing the phenomenon (p. 487). Coffey and Atkinson (1996)
explained that high quality research not only comes from rigorous data, but also through
the researcher “going beyond the data to develop ideas” (p. 139). Arminio and Hultgren
(2002) described the phenomenological analysis process as being artful and creative in
(a) how the data are broken apart, (b) how themes are identified, and (c) how
interpretations of the data are crafted. For this study, data were first organized by
reviewing and transcribing the audio-recorded interviews. Data were then unitized into
smaller pieces by breaking the data into units that stood alone as independent thoughts
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(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Because this was a phenomenological
investigation, each unit of data was examined in light of what it revealed about the lived
experience (Van Manen, 1990) of being a college student from a low socioeconomic
status background. Each unit of data received a code. Units were then reviewed for both
similarity and distinctions from one another. Next, categories were created to organize
the units in a meaningful manner. Finally, categories were reviewed and clustered to
identify themes that embodied the experiences and stories of the participants (Moustakas,
1994). Throughout the data analysis process, I used phenomenological bracketing to
identify and address the ways in which my own preconceptions and personal views
influenced the interpretation of the data (Miller & Crabtree, 1992; Moustakas, 1994).
Trustworthiness
While the rigor of a quantitative study is often determined by its validity and
reliability, trustworthiness is the equivalent measure by which rigor is established in
qualitative inquiry. Drawing on the work of Yvonna Lincoln and Egon Guba, Whitt
(1991) described four principles to establish trustworthiness including credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. This section discusses the ways in
which trustworthiness will be established in this study.
Credibility. Credibility, the first criteria for establishing trustworthiness, refers
to how credible the researcher’s analyses and interpretations are to the study’s
participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this study, credibility was established in three
major ways: triangulation, peer debriefing, and member checking. Triangulation involves
checking data across multiple sources, methods, even researchers. In this study, I
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attempted to triangulate findings by examining data across multiple participants and
through multiple methods including one-to-one interviews and participant journals. Peer
debriefing, another measure of credibility, involves the researcher sharing transcripts of
interviews and researcher constructions of the data with a colleague in order to keep her
own interpretations of the data in check (Whitt, 1991). I employed multiple peer
debriefers in this study to address this aspect of credibility. Peer debriefers for this study
were three colleagues of the researcher who have experience conducting qualitative
research. All peer debriefers had experience conducting qualitative research with college
students. Member checking is the final method I used to ensure credibility in this
research. This element of credibility involves the researcher sharing her constructions of
the data with participants to ensure as accurate a representation of their experiences as
possible. I performed member checks in this study by asking clarifying questions during
interviews, repeating participants’ responses back to them during interviews, and asking
participants to read my analysis of their stories to see if it was an accurate portrayal of
their experience. Five of the seven participants responded to my request to read my
analysis of their experiences. Overall, participants felt that I accurately captured their
experiences. Two participants wanted to make sure I included that their social class was
only one aspect of their identity, and where appropriate I have made that distinction clear
in the presentation of data. Interestingly, three of the participants reflected a sense of
pride after reading my analysis because they did not realize how hard they had worked in
college until they saw it in writing.
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Transferability. Transferability refers to the extent to which research findings
may be applicable in a context other than that in which the research was conducted
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). One method to establish transferability is the use of “thick
description” (p. 316). Whitt (1991) described a thick description as “rich in details about
the setting, its context, and its people” (p. 413). This research provides a thick
description of participants’ stories to allow readers to determine whether or not findings
can be applied to other instances.
Dependability and confirmability. Dependability in a qualitative study refers to
the idea that decisions and changes made over time in a study are documented and
justified, while confirmability in a qualitative study refers to the extent to which data can
be verified by someone other than the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Both
dependability and confirmability can be established by the researcher using an audit trail.
An audit trail involves documenting a.) important decisions related to sampling or
coding, b.) the researcher’s perceptions and observations, and c.) the meaning the
researcher is making from the data along with evidence of member checks (Whitt, 1991).
Maintaining an audit trail from the beginning to the end of this study offers
documentation of important decisions I made along the way as well as provides evidence
that the meaning I make from the data actually came from the data rather than from my
own constructions.
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Ethical Considerations
Several ethical considerations should be taken into account in planning any
qualitative study (Glesne, 2006). This section discusses key ethical issues present in this
study including confidentiality, obtaining informed consent, potential risks of
participating in the study, and researcher precautions against potential risks.
Confidentiality. Each participant’s identity has been kept confidential and each
participant was assigned a pseudonym to further ensure confidentiality. All personal
identifiers were removed from transcripts and participants’ responses are in no
discernable way connected to their identities.
Consent forms. All participants received a consent information sheet prior to
each interview to provide ample time for them to read over the form before deciding to
participate in the study. The consent information sheet outlined the purpose and the
details of the study, the rights of research participants, and potential risks resulting from
participation in the study. Participants were given a copy of the consent form for their
records. Permission to audio-record each interview was obtained from the participant
prior to the start of the interview.
Potential risks. Participants risked experiencing feelings such as sadness, anger,
or embarrassment while recounting life events related to aspects of their social class. It
was explained to participants that they (a) had the option not to answer any question and
(b) were free to withdraw from the research study at any time without any negative
consequences or retribution.
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Precautions from risks. The researcher reviewed the consent form with the
participants prior to the start of the first interview. Each participant had the opportunity
to review the consent form and ask clarifying questions before the interview commenced.
It was also made clear to the participant, in the consent form and verbally, that he or she
could end participation in the study at any time with no negative consequences or harm to
them because of a decision to withdraw from the study. The researcher reminded
participants of their rights and re-reviewed the informed consent form prior to the start of
follow-up interviews. Also, the participants were asked for permission to audio-record
the interview prior to the start of each interview. Each participant was notified of the
potential risks involved in this study through both the informed consent form and
verbally by the researcher prior to the beginning of the interview. All audio-recordings
and interview transcripts were stored by the interviewer in a password-protected
electronic file. The researcher will retain the recordings in a password-protected file for
five years to maintain confidentiality. Further, all interviews took place behind closed
doors in a private room reserved on campus. The researcher provided participants with
contact information for the University Counseling Service in the event students wanted to
speak with a counselor about issues that may have arisen during the interviews.
Benefits. Participants did not receive any direct benefits from participating in the
study. However, in the Consent Information Sheet, the researcher explained to
participants that she hopes to gain insight into the college experiences of low-income,
first-generation college students in hopes of improving the experiences of future lowincome, first-generation students.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
In Chapter IV, I report the findings of this study. The purpose of this chapter is to
provide a profile of the participants and to describe how participants understood and
experienced their social class in the context of being a college student. First, I present a
biographical sketch of each participant in the study. Next, I present findings that reflect
students’ experiences with the Lifestyles and Social Class Consciousness, Attitudes, and
Salience domains of Liu et al.’s (2004) Social Class Worldview Model. Finally, I include
additional findings related to these students’ experiences in college.
Description of Participants
A brief description of each participant in this study is presented below. These
descriptions do not capture the full richness or the complexity of each student’s
experiences and identity. However, they do offer a glance at the participants’ familial
backgrounds, motivations, and interests. Identified themes related to participants’
experiences with social class will be discussed later in this chapter.
Katie is in her third year at this institution and she is classified as a sophomore by
credit hours. She plans to major in psychology although she has not formally declared
psychology as a course of study. Katie is from a small city in Iowa located near the
Mississippi River. She grew up living with her grandparents because neither of her
parents could provide the financial or emotional stability that her grandparents offered.
Katie’s priority in college is trying to survive since she receives no financial or emotional
support from her family. She occasionally attends a meeting of the University’s LGBTQ
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student organization and cites this as her only real social interaction in college. Recently
Katie has begun the application process to receive public assistance, to help make ends
meet. She also works part-time at the local mall and sells her plasma on a regular basis
for added income. She aspires to attend graduate school, but has not yet committed to a
particular course of graduate study nor has she identified appropriate pathways to prepare
and apply for graduate education.
Fish is a junior psychology major from a small town in eastern Iowa. She
described her childhood as mostly “filled with a lot of sad memories” due to her parents’
divorce and her mother landing in an abusive relationship. In college, Fish works 20
hours per week in an on-campus work study position. She is not involved in in any
student organizations or community activities due to her work and class schedules. Fish
aspires to go on to graduate school to become a play therapist when she finishes her 4year degree at the University.
Eddie is a senior majoring in the sciences and planning to attend medical school.
She grew up in a small rural Iowa town where she helped maintain the family farm from
a young age. Eddie expressed fond memories of growing up on the farm. She explained,
I loved growing up on a farm…I didn’t realize this until I came here, but … all of
the things I learned on the farm, whether it was work ethic or understanding
where I am in relation to the earth and other people… [it was a] really awesome
place to grow up.
Eddie has a strong commitment to hard work, discipline, and carefully managing one’s
money. In college, she is involved in numerous organizations on campus and in the
community including volunteering at a local hospital and need-based clinic, serving as a
peer tutor for underrepresented students, and holding a leadership position in the
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university’s student organization for first-generation students to name a few. Eddie also
participated in two short-term study abroad programs during her time at the University.
She is passionate about women’s health issues and aspires to be a physician working with
underserved populations.
Ben is a junior who created his own interdisciplinary major. He is from a small,
rural town in Iowa near the Missouri state line. He described his upbringing as “poor, but
not the poorest” with both parents employed in working class positions until the late
1990s when one parent became ill and could no longer work. Ben recalled a period of
several years during his childhood when his family received public assistance to help pay
for food. In college, Ben is involved in a variety of activities including working as a
Resident Assistant, serving as president of a social justice oriented student organization,
and participating in an antiviolence organization. He aspires to work for a non-profit
organization related to social justice doing community organizing.
Emily is a senior majoring in elementary education. She is from a small city in
Iowa on the Mississippi River. She explained that
it’s been fun growing up but I grew up in not the best neighborhood but not the
worst neighborhood.
Emily recalls several periods growing up when her family received public assistance to
make ends meet. In college, she has held numerous on campus work-study positions. She
recently stopped working on campus due to the hectic and full-time schedule of being a
student teacher. Now she works part-time at a local restaurant chain because she can get
enough evening and weekend work there to correspond with her student teaching
schedule. During her four years in college, Emily has periodically been involved with
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two volunteer and philanthropic related student organizations on campus. She aspires to
be an elementary math teacher.
Carmen is a junior at the University majoring in psychology and minoring in
human relations. She grew up in a working class family in small town Iowa. Carmen
remembered her childhood as tumultuous due to her parents’ divorce. In college, Carmen
works two jobs. One of her jobs is an on-campus work-study position and the other is an
off-campus babysitting position. She added the off-campus position in order to work
more hours since she is limited to 20 hours in her work-study position. She also donates
plasma the maximum amount allowed to earn extra money. Carmen expressed that she
does not like school and has no interest in pursuing graduate education. She further
explained, “I like working and getting paid for my work…school’s not my thing.” She
aspires to be a school counselor and to earn a coaching certificate so that she can coach
sports in her school district.
Sabra is a sophomore majoring in social work. She is from a small city in Iowa
located near the Mississippi River. Her experience growing up in her working class
family was mostly positive. Sabra explained that her parents always encouraged her
academically and they always held the expectation that she would attend college. At the
University, she is not currently involved in any student organizations and she does not
work. She feels she was lucky to receive enough scholarships so that she did not have to
work and could instead focus on doing well academically. She does, however, take out
the maximum amount of student loans each year to make ends meet. Sabra plans to
pursue graduate education when she finishes at the University. She hopes to study anxiety
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disorders in graduate school although she has not yet identified the type of graduate
program she would need to enter to achieve her goal.
Students’ Experiences through a Social Class Worldview Lens
Liu et al.’s (2004) SCWM, the conceptual framework used in this study, provided
a useful lens to explore how low-income, first-generation students experience and
navigate their social class during college. In this section, I first present findings related to
students’ consciousness, awareness, and salience of social class, a reflection of the
Consciousness, Attitudes, and Salience domain of the SCWM. Then, I present findings
related to how students spent their time, energy, and financial resources during college, a
reflection of the Lifestyles domain of the SCWM.
Consciousness, Attitudes, and Salience
The Consciousness, Attitudes, and Salience domain of the SCWM describes how
individuals understand the importance of their social class. I identified four themes from
the participants’ stories that reflected this domain of social class worldview: (1) students’
consciousness of material differences, (2) the minimized salience of social class to
students’ identity, (3) students’ attitudes toward hard work, and (4) students’ attitudes
toward financial resources. In this section I highlight each of these themes and offer
participants’ narratives to illustrate.
From hiding to “always in my face”: Consciousness of material differences.
The participants in this study were very aware of their social class and the ways in which
they were different from their peers, both growing up and in college. Most participants
cited middle school as the time when they became aware that their families had less
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resources and possessions than others. For example, fifth grade was when Fish became
aware of her social class. She explained,
My best friend comes from money and …being around her family and seeing
what they did and like ‘oh you went on vacation for like two weeks’ or ‘I’ve
never been there’ or ‘I don’t get to do that’ or ‘you have new clothes this week’ or
‘you get to go shopping and I don’t get to do that.’ I have the same shoes I had
last year type of thing. And I think that’s really when I started to notice. And for
me, in middle school people really started to segregate between the more rich and
they were all popular kids…and everyone segregated basically on your
socioeconomic status. Big time in middle school and that got worse in high school
obviously.
Similarly, Emily cited fifth grade as the time when she first became aware of her social
class because of the difference in material possessions she had versus what other students
at her school had. She recalled,
I would notice kids coming in with their Nike shoes with like stripes on the side
that every kid had and like name brand clothes and [my sister and I] always wore
Kmart and Wal-Mart clothes.
Ben also was in middle school when he first became aware of his social class due to his
family receiving charitable donations from their church. Ben described this as an event
that ultimately led him to want to be involved in the non-profit sector:
One time our church showed up at our door with a check for a thousand dollars.
Like, an envelope with a thousand dollars in it because they decided that it was
more important for our family not to have to sell our house than it was to build a
new roof on the church, so that-that left a really big impression on me.
Related to awareness of their social class prior to college, all seven of the participants
talked about instances growing up when their parents attempted to hide their social class
from them and their siblings. Fish recalled one Christmas in particular where she felt like
her mother and step-father tried to keep their socioeconomically realities from her:
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One Christmas comes to mind where we didn’t get a Christmas tree because we
couldn’t afford it. We decorated our TV stand and put up the manger and baby
Jesus and everything like that and the gifts went under it. I remember waking up
on Christmas and there was only one present, but it was an electronic car like a
remote control car and I had wanted one so bad and I was just so happy and the
fact that I knew they couldn’t afford it, but they got it for me anyway because
they knew I wanted it so bad…They tried to make it seem like things weren’t as
bad as they were…[My mom] didn’t want me to know how bad it really was.
Emily’s experience also resembled this sentiment. She mentioned that her parents
attempted to hide their social class from her and her sister by not talking about it directly.
For Emily, in retrospect she is now grateful to her parents for attempting to hide her
family’s social class from her. She explained,
[My parents] didn’t really say anything about social class…Looking back on it
now, there’s little things I can pick up on now that I’m older, but they never made
it apparent that they were struggling or that they couldn’t make ends meet one
month or another which was nice because I feel like some parents make it known
to their kids that they’re poor or that they don’t have that much money or they’re
not doing so well and I thank my parents for not letting it be apparent because I
feel like that might have lowered my self-esteem as a kid and just made me feel
worse about myself just become I’m coming from a poor family.
While all participants were able to recall a time in their life, prior to college, when they
first became aware of their low socioeconomic status, each participant asserted that their
awareness of their social class difference became vastly more apparent when they began
college. Eddie’s reflection on her first semester in college captured this heightened
awareness. She explained,
I came [to college] expecting that everyone else was going to be eating boxed
macaroni and just trying to make it through, but I was just so blown away…you
couldn’t take a ten minute walk on campus on any given day and not see repeated
brands and styles…people have a lot of name brand things…It’s pretty apparent
that people [at the University] are interested in material things. What they’re
carrying, how they look, what they wear…like Ugg boots and Northfaces and all
that. I had no idea what those even were…A lot of people really value material
things. So, when I came here and it was just such a prevalent, it was always in my
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face, I just realized that not everyone values the same things I do and not
everyone is in the same position that I am.
Fish also described her awareness of her own social class in college as triggered by the
material possessions and attitudes of other students:
I’m a people watcher so I notice what people wear and what brand…but I don’t
really take it to heart…I guess like people in my dorm, I find them very snooty to
be completely honest…They feel they’re better than me and others…As soon as
they can they move off campus and for the longest time that just wasn’t possible
[for me]. I am finally going to move off campus my senior year!
Fish, along with two other participants, identified moving off campus as a marker of
social class. As Fish described, this was a “rite of passage” that she worked three years
to save up for so that she, too, could experience living in an apartment off campus.
During the first round of individual interviews, six of the seven participants
initially mentioned that although they were more conscious of their social class in college
than they were in high school, it was not something they thought about on a regular basis.
However, following the journaling activity and during the second interview, four students
explained that the act of talking about social class and reflecting on it in the journal had
caused them to be more mindful of their own social class and how their college
experiences differed from that of their peers. Fish explained how she felt following the
journaling activity,
I felt so much frustration and it’s funny how much I paid attention to it and when
I paid attention to it, how much it upset me…I didn’t like that it upset me so
much, but then I was like maybe I should pay attention to this feeling that I
have…It really made me think about my situation and how things financially
really do matter. I know money matters but just the way it affects my life. When I
was filling out the FAFSA it stuck in my mind…when we had to fill in our
income and how much we make and it’s just like that’s all we make? It makes so
much more sense to me [now] like the life that we’ve lived and why we’ve had to
live that life.
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Fish also found herself frustrated with a comment her mother made about their social
class that Fish felt was an insult to the hard work she and her family did. In between the
two interviews, Fish’s aunt came to visit her and her mother. Her mother referred to their
family as “white trash” and Fish’s aunt chimed in with “we’re poor, but we’re better than
that. We’re just white clutter.” Both of these comments visibly upset Fish. She
explained,
[When it happened] I think we just kind of laughed it off…because it’s a running
joke in our family. So, it’s not meant to be offensive, but I took offense to it…[I
was] embarrassed just because like, is that really how [she] feels?
Recognizing that her mother and aunt perpetuated class-based stereotypes clearly created
cognitive dissonance for Fish. Emily expressed a similar awareness of her social class
following the journaling activity. In the journal she reflected on an interaction with her
roommate:
My roommate was talking on the phone with her mom or dad about graduation
announcements and pricing. For one, I’m not even getting graduation
announcements because in my opinion…it’s just a waste of money. When my
roommate was talking to her parent she was saying that 25 announcements were
like $60, but if they got the cheaper ones they wouldn’t include her name and that
wasn’t acceptable in her eyes I guess. Then she was talking about how she would
need two sets of those.
During our second interview, Emily explained how frustrated she was with the roommate
and her entitled attitude toward the graduation announcements. Emily explained how
reflecting on this experience affected her awareness of her own social class,
I never paid that close attention to [my social class] and so then after we talked
about it…I definitely noticed it more…Even that day I wrote in the journal about
my roommate and the graduation announcements and I guess I got a little
frustrated with things.
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While the participants in this study all acknowledged an awareness of the ways in which
they were different socioeconomically than their college peers, over half of them became
more mindful of their social class after being asked to think about it and reflect upon it in
the journaling activity.
Another way that students in this study demonstrated their awareness of social
class was in their recognition of how their social class seemed to be changing. All
participants acknowledged that attending college had some impact on their changing
social class. Sabra, for example, seemed to be questioning where she fits in because of
this sense of a changing social class. She explained,
People in my community [and] family members even they seem like they look
down upon me for trying to educate myself. Even like higher class people
sometimes it’s like they look down on me like when they find out I’m lower class
they they’re like ‘Oh that poor girl is going out of class. She’s not in her place!’
and I don’t know it just makes me want to [succeed] even more.
Eddie described conversations she had with her mother back home related to these
changes:
Being in a social class that allows me to pay off all my student loans is obviously
of interest to me and attaining a job that allows me to live comfortably is also
something I’m interested in, but … we have the understanding that it’s not really
something that’s talked about a lot at home. [My sisters and I] are no better than
anyone in our family because we’ve attained an education. My mom was really
adamant on pounding that into our heads at first - that we’re not different and I do
agree with that. [Although] sometimes I definitely realize like I don’t think
anything has changed until I go home and realize that, wow, this college
experience, or that experience abroad, or my experience in medicine has really
[changed me]. The big difference is that I’m far more open-minded than any of
my family that’s back home on the farm, simply because of what I’ve seen and
experiences I’ve had.
Similarly, a few participants also expressed concern about raising their children in a
higher social class than their own upbringing. For these particular participants, the pride
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they felt toward the work ethic and sense of responsibility they were raised with was
something they were worried their children might not have. Emily explained,
When I have kids I’m not going to hand them everything and they’re going to
have to work for their money. I think [my parents] taught me a lot in that way.
While all seven participants planned to enter helping professions, Eddie was the only
participant whose potential earnings could place her in an upper-middle class to wealthy
socioeconomic standing. Eddie acknowledged that having a higher income would allow
her to live comfortably and the opportunity to serve low- income populations. However,
she expressed sadness that her children would not be raised in the same manner that she
and her sisters were raised:
I don’t want them to grow up like the people who are in my classes [at the
University]. ..I would rather they have the same experience that I had growing up
because it was so awesome and so real…I’m not saying it was the best or that I’m
great because of it, I’m just saying that I really liked it. Now I do. I don’t know if
then I was like ‘yeah I love that we can’t buy school supplies’ but I don’t want my
kids to think that they are better because our house is nicer or go to someone
else’s or a friend’s house and see that things are different…like the little things I
would recognize growing up like we didn’t have the expensive cheeses that had
the wrappers on them like a lot of people did…little things like that that might
make them think they are better or like being able to buy things for sports or like
pay for their college. I don’t want to do that.
Eddie’s statement reflects a sense of pride in who she is as a low-income, first-generation
college student and a desire to instill similar characteristics in her own children despite
her changing social class. Each participant mentioned the importance of helping their
children understand where they came from because the participants were aware that they
would likely be in a more financially secure position in their adult life than their parents.
“There’s a lot more to me”: Perceived salience of social class. Although all
participants were keenly aware of their own social class standing and the ways in which
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they differed from their peers in college, participants varied in how salient they felt their
social class was to their identity. Ben, for example, felt that his upbringing in a lowerincome, working class family was central to who he is. He explained this importance as
follows:
It’s really important. It’s so important that I want to work for the poor. I want to
make that a career. It’s not necessarily to make, like, even things out. Like, I’m
not a socialist, or a communist…I just want life to be easier for poor people. And,
that’s because I’m from the poor people.
Ben, however, was the only participant in this study who identified his social class as a
very important aspect of who he was. Sabra fell somewhere in the middle explaining
that,
I try to project myself as professionally as possible just because I’m trying to get
places in my life…I guess [my social class] is somewhat important, but it’s not
the highlight of my life. It’s kind of cool that I’m a first-generation (student), but
it’s not the main thing in my life.
Fish expressed a similar sentiment:
I think [my social class] makes me who I am, but yet I don’t want it to be all that I
am. I want people to see me for the accomplishments that I’ve had in life and all
that I’m doing and what my goals are. Not just, ‘Oh you’re from a low-income
family’ type of thing. So, it can define me to an extent, I guess, just it’s not all I
am. There’s a lot more to me than just that.
In contrast, however, the other four participants did not feel as if their social class was an
important aspect of who they were. Eddie explained that her social class was not
important to her at all, because of her upbringing:
I don’t know how to explain it, but when you’re raised like that, it’s just like any
other thing you’re raised with.
Similarly, Carmen, Katie, and Emily all declared that social class was not a prominent
aspect of who they were. They each described it as something that was “just there.”
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Using a critical interpretive lens, it is also important to recognize what was not
being said by these participants as much as what they conveyed in their words. While all
but one participant referred to their social class as unimportant or marginally important to
their identity, each of them provided evidence to suggest that they often think about their
own social standing, particularly while they are at college, and that it influences how they
think, how they view the world, how they view others, and how they participate or not in
the university community. In other words, regardless of how salient participants felt their
social class was to their core identity, their social class remained an important lens for
how they navigated relationships and the college environment. Further, their social class
influenced the extent to which they were engaged on campus even if they did not identify
their low-income, first-generation status as an integral aspect of their identity. For
example, it was Katie’s low-income status that demanded she work 40 or more hours per
week in order to survive in college, leaving little time or money for out-of-class
experiences.
“You’ve got to work for it”: Attitudes toward hard work. In addition to
students’ awareness of their own social class and the extent to which it was a salient
aspect of their identity, all students in this study expressed a steadfast work ethic that they
attributed to their social class of origin. Related to this work ethic was the sense of
satisfaction that participants’ reported they felt from working for what they had rather
than having it be given to them. Fish, for example, illustrated this connection when
talking about the car she worked multiple jobs to save up to buy during her first year at
college:
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Now that I’ve saved it up and I’ve paid it off, I know it’s mine and it’s such a
relief and it’s dependable and it’s amazing to me how good I feel when I got that
little envelope saying your loan has been paid…It’s amazing! And I know there
are a lot of parents who save up money to pay for their kids to go to college and I
think that’s great but at the same time I’ve always felt you’ve got to work for it
and it makes you appreciate it so much more.
Katie’s thoughts reflected a similar feeling,
I like to work because I just like the immediate gratification of I do this thing and
then I get money to get the things that I require.
Eddie talked about the work ethic she learned being raised on her family farm and the
shock she experienced when she realized that hard work was not a value shared by many
of her peers at the university. She explained,
I’ve been raising pigs since I was ten... That was all my sisters’ and I
responsibility, so doing that and having those responsibilities…we also had jobs
to pay for things in high school…so we just recognized you work for what you
earn. Things don’t just get handed to you. I kind of just thought that’s the way it
was until I got here…I came here expecting that everyone else was going to be
eating boxed macaroni and just working to make it through, but I was just so
blown away [when that was not the case].
Emily expressed a related, but slightly nuanced sentiment about the self-satisfaction that
comes from working hard and being able to take care of oneself because of hard work. At
multiple points during the academic year, Emily had difficulty making ends meet and
reluctantly asked her mother for financial assistance. She explained,
[My mother] doesn’t know if she’s going to be able to help this month or like if
she’s going to have to take out another loan or another credit advance or whatever
the case may be. It makes me feel like crap when I have to take her money.
Besides the fact that I have to I guess, and it kind of stinks when I can’t do it
myself because of my schooling, but I’m trying.
After further discussion, it became clear that the struggles Emily faced during this
particular semester were largely due to the fact that she was spending 40 hours a week ass
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an unpaid student teacher and thus only able to balance one additional job for pay with
her heavy student teaching load. Overall, hard work and the self-satisfaction that comes
from earning one’s own way permeated all of the participants’ stories in this study.
"Couldn’t they save that money for something more important?”: Financial
responsibility attitudes. The final theme I identified reflective of the Consciousness,
Attitudes, and Salience domain of the SCWM related to students’ attitudes toward
money. All participants in this study emphasized the importance of responsibly managing
their finances. One way all participants reflected an ethic of financial responsibility was
through their attitudes toward saving and spending money. Ben, for example, declared
that he believed in saving money:
I just knew [growing up] you had to save up if you wanted to buy
something…I’m from a culture where it’s important to save your money.
Although Fish acknowledged placing a heavy emphasis on saving her money, she shyly
admitted to shopping once in a while. She explained,
I’m just strange about money. I don’t like to spend it unless I have
to…Sometimes I’ll go wild and go shopping, but it’s like $100 max that I’ll
spend…I try to save as much as I can.
Students’ attitudes toward money and money management were also evident in
how they perceived the attitudes toward money reflected by their peers in college. While
the participants in this study reflected on their own awareness of “the value of a dollar”,
focused on saving their money, and made judicious choices about how to spend their
money, they also seemed frustrated at the ways in which their college peers viewed
money. Katie described this frustration as perhaps being judgmental about her peer
choices and attitudes:
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I probably view some people’s actions a little bit more judgmental than I should.
A lot of people just go and buy something that they don’t necessarily need and I’ll
be a little critical of it and I try not to do that because I don’t want to be that
person but if I don’t say something, in my head I’m still thinking ‘do they really
need to be spending money right now?’ or ‘Couldn’t they save that money for
something more important?’
Eddie also provided a rich description to illustrate the frustration participants’ expressed
with how their peers viewed money. She explained,
[I was surprised by] people’s possessions as well as ways of spending
money…how dispensable money was to people. They were just able to have it
and spend it, and people’s parents would just send them money and it was just
such a foreign concept to me. So, it was just little things like that where I
realized…that’s just not the way I lived or understood life.
Each participant in this study expressed attitudes reflective of an ethic of hard
work and an ethic of financial responsibility. These attitudes and values overlapped with
participants’ depictions of how they actually enacted an ethic of hard work or an ethic of
financial responsibility, and thus isolating their attitudes from their practice was an
imperfect task. In this section, however, I have only focused on the attitudes students’
attributed to their social class. In the following section, I attend to the practices of these
values, or how participants in this study spent their time, financial resources, and energy.
Lifestyles
The Lifestyles domain of the SCWM refers to how individuals organize and
spend their financial resources, time, and energy. From the participants’ stories, I
identified three themes that reflected this aspect of social class worldview: (1) students’
time spent working, (2) students’ time spent involved outside of the classroom, and (3)
how students spent their money. In this section, I explore each of these themes and
provide participants’ words to illustrate.
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“Tightly wound rubber bands”: Time spent working. Perhaps not surprisingly,
when participants in this study were not in class, most of their time was spent working for
pay. Five of the students in this study held a job during the semester in which the study
was conducted. However, all seven of them reported working at some point during their
time in college. Students held a mixture of on-campus and off-campus jobs. For three
students, the 20 hour per week maximum of work-study positions on-campus meant that
they had to seek off-campus work in addition to their on-campus positions to provide
supplementary income. Overall, work was a necessity and many students spent long
hours working for pay. Carmen, for example, described her typical Monday schedule:
[Sunday] I work from 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m.[at a residence hall front desk on
campus]…I have to babysit at 8:00 a.m. on Mondays then I babysit until 2:30
p.m. then I get an hour break and I have class at 3:30 until like 4:20…and then I
sleep or take a nap and then I have to go to work again [at the residence hall front
desk] from 7:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. and that’s my night!
Students reported that on-campus positions seemed to offer more flexibility with hours
making it easier to integrate work hours with their class schedules. However, for Emily,
this was not the case. At the time of our interviews, Emily was student teaching eight
hours every week day to fulfill program requirements in elementary education. She was
discouraged from working while student teaching by her program faculty, however work
was a necessity for Emily. Due to her student teaching schedule, she was limited in the
hours she could work. Emily found an off-campus position at a nearby restaurant chain
that could offer her evening and weekend hours. She explained,
[My boss] is really flexible which is really nice…I asked him if I could have one
more day because I was working three days and I asked him if I could have one
more weekend shift because it was like two during the week and like two on the
weekends…and on the weekends it can be a little longer because during the week
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I told him I didn’t want to work past 10:00 p.m. because I have to wake up at 6:30
a.m. and even if I go to work right after school there’s other things I have to do at
home like laundry or eat!
All seven participants reported spending the majority of their breaks from school (e.g.,
winter break, summer break, spring break) working for pay. Eddie was able to save
money from working during the academic year and during summers during her first three
years in college so that she would not need to work during her senior year and could
instead focus on applying to medical school. However, this meant long hours during the
summer. She explained,
The first three summers of my college career I spent nannying. We’re talking like
60, 80 hours a week. A lot of time! It’s just something that pays well, and you can
work a lot of hours on it and it’s somewhat flexible.
Others had similar stories of long hours worked during the summer months and over
spring break. Students with on-campus work study positions expressed relief when breaks
came, because they knew they could get additional hours working and without the added
stress of academic work. Five of the seven participants reported working more than 40
hours per week during semester breaks. Emily described her approach to summer work:
I always ask [my employer] for full-time in the summer because I [have the time]
to work. I think if they were to do that they would have to like offer benefits and
stuff and they don’t have those funds. They’ve never given me the 40 hours that
ideally I would like…but I can call in every day and ask if anyone has called in
and I can pick up extra shifts easily. People are usually willing to hand over their
shifts so if I just ask someone, people are more than willing to give the hours
away. If I work to get the shifts then I can get over 40 hours a week.
Like Emily, other participants also sought extra hours beyond the typical 20 to 30 hours
per week they spent working during the academic year. Carmen, for example, was
planning to take on a third job during the summer to gain extra hours. While time spent
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working during the academic year and on breaks was clearly the norm for these
participants, three students reported enjoying a vacation over spring break once during
their time in college. As each of these students explained, they had to save their money
from working for months in order to afford a one-week trip.
It became clear from most participants’ stories that they felt stretched too thin in
college due to the necessity of work combined with the rigors of college academics. Fish,
in particular, captured this sentiment:
I never have time for just me, which may be my own fault because when I do
have spare time like when I’m not working or not having to do school work, I
choose to spend time with loved ones…if I neglect those relationships, I feel as
though I would be left out of the family. I guess how I feel is that if I knew that I
didn’t need to have the job, I could put more focus on other activities. And maybe
actually relax for once, because the stress that I feel, makes me feel like a rubber
band wound too tightly, and I’m eventually going to break.
As Fish’s account suggests, the long hours spent working during the academic year
reported by participants in this study was not without its consequences. As I will explore
in the next section, long hours working often meant limited involvement in other aspects
of college life.
“Missing out”: Time spent involved on campus. For all but two participants in
this study, time outside of class was primarily spent working for pay. However, in the
hours they had left beyond class and working, students in this study varied in how they
spent their time. Three students reported spending approximately 15 hours per week or
more studying or working on homework in their spare time. Two of these students,
Eddie and Sabra, were the two students in the study who did not work for pay during the
semester they were interviewed. In the journaling activity, Sabra explained that her
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ability to make her academic work a priority was directly related to the fact that she did
not have a job. She wrote:
I feel that the refund of my financial aid is barely enough to get by…part of me
wants to get a job, but then I couldn’t dedicate myself to school work as I can
now.
Sabra further clarified her journal entry during our second interview. She explained,
School work is a job for me…It’s like a full-time job; it never ends!...I would like
a more stable income but I’m afraid I would start getting behind in school.
Because succeeding academically was Sabra’s priority in college, she had to be very
judicious in spending money so she could survive on her financial aid refund without
taking on additional work for pay responsibilities, thus leaving her time to focus on her
academics.
Only two of the seven participants maintained involvement in extra-curricular
activities on campus or in the community during college. For Eddie and Ben, being
involved outside of the classroom was an integral part of their daily schedule. For
example, Eddie maintained a hectic schedule during her time in college including
volunteering between 10 and 20 hours per week at a local clinic for underserved members
of the community, tutoring students, and holding a leadership role in a student
organization. Ben also maintained a rigorous extra-curricular schedule including serving
in an anti-violence organization, acting, holding a leadership position in a student
organization, and working as a Resident Assistant. It may be important to note that both
of these students described themselves as having “Type A” personalities and both were
overtly passionate about their major, career goals, and involvement on campus and in the
community. In other words, their ability to successfully balance work, academics,

86
campus involvement, and volunteering in the community may be tied to their driven
personalities.
Five of the participants, however, reported very little, if any, involvement outside
of class or in the community due to their challenges balancing academics with a rigorous
work schedule. As Katie explained,
I don’t really think about a lot of activities outside of school [work]…I think I’m
just really afraid I’ll reach a point where I don’t have the money to continue going
and then I’ll have to go back home. Even like when I can’t pay for things [my
grandparents will] be like ‘oh come back home and work for a semester’ or ‘go to
a community college here.’ I think I’m just afraid that either I’ll get so behind in
money or like my grades will get so low just because I’m trying to do so much
that I’ll have to leave. I think that’s my biggest concern. I don’t care about
football games and I don’t care about clubs and I don’t care about going out and
drinking or concerts or any of the things that everyone else does. I’m just trying
to stay here.
Katie and others talked about “getting out” of their home environment and their lowincome background as an important part of their commitment to attend and remain in
college. For Katie in particular, this need to get out meant that she had to work 40 hours
per week to be able to survive in college leaving a modest amount of spare time outside
of class for other involvement. Further, from our interviews, it appeared that Katie had
little, if any, understanding of the benefits that might be gained from involvement on
campus or in the community, because as she put it “…I’m just trying to keep going with
everything… school, living, surviving, like staying alive.”
Other students, however, were aware and frustrated by the experiences they felt
they were “missing out” on because of the long hours they spent working. Fish, for
example expressed both frustration and sadness that her work schedule meant that she
could not make time to volunteer in the community during college:
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it kind of makes me sad…I think it would be such a great opportunity [to
volunteer]. The people I could meet would be amazing, but at the same time I
know that someone has filled the place that I would fill who could probably do it
much better than I could if I weren’t working, in school, and doing that. It
wouldn’t be the same as someone who could do it better by giving it their all.
Carmen’s frustration came from the awareness that her ability to build her resume’ was
compromised because of her limited time to be involved in the community. She
explained,
I feel like I’m missing out on quite a bit…just in resume’ building…like I said
last time about volunteering. I would love to do that for a significant amount of
time every week but I yeah I don’t have the time to do it so I mean it’s impacting
me now as well as my future I think like in terms of job searching.
Somewhat similar to Katie, Carmen did not express interest in becoming involved in
other aspects of college life beyond coursework (e.g., student organizations, leadership
opportunities) perhaps suggesting a lack of awareness that some students experience
about the potential benefits of engagement outside of the classroom. However, for most
of the students in this study, even an awareness of the potential benefits to be gained from
becoming involved outside of class would not allow them the time to be involved due to
the necessity of working for pay.
“I hate spending money”: Money spent (and money not spent). There was
little variation in how students used their financial resources in this study.
Overwhelmingly, all participants reported spending the vast majority of their money on
bills (e.g., tuition, rent, cell phone, credit card, medical). All seven participants in this
study were responsible for their own college expenses without financial assistance from
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their parents. Five of the seven received scholarships through the University’s TRIO
program with two of these five receiving additional merit-based scholarships from
privately-funded organizations. Eddie and Sabra, the two students who received meritbased scholarships in addition to TRIO scholarships were the only two students in the
study who did not hold a job for pay on or off campus. Both of these students cited the
private merit-based scholarships as the reason they were able to focus on their academics
without worrying about taking on one or more jobs. However, both of these students also
took out additional loans beyond the scholarship funds to support themselves during
college.
The majority of participants in this study were adamant that bills get paid first,
then they see if extra money exists. When students did have extra money, all of them
cited going out to eat with friends as the outlet for using their extra funds – although this
was an event that only occurred occasionally for participants. When asked how he spent
his money in college after bills, Ben responded,
Not on football tickets! (laughs) I enjoy going out to eat with friends which I
don’t do that often, but that’s probably the main thing. I hate spending money.
This distaste for spending money was shared across participants. Three participants in
this study reported feeling guilty about spending money unless it was to pay for bills.
Sabra provided an example of this guilt following a lunch with a friend at a local
restaurant. Her lunch bill totaled $11.00 and she described immediately regretting her
decision to dine out. She explained,
I was thinking like I could have gone to the grocery store and gotten so much
more than some hot wings. It’s just like I want to indulge but then again it’s also
the backlash of I could’ve done something much better. I could have gotten like a

89
few pounds of fruit with $11.00. I could’ve gotten fresh bread. I could’ve gotten
cheeses. I shouldn’t have done this. It’s like also you want to have fun, but it’s
hard for me to get to that place of just having fun with it and not regretting it.
Also discernable in participants’ practices with money was the social class marker of the
dominant football and alcohol culture at the University. As Ben joked in the quotation
above, football tickets were not an item he chose to purchase with his extra money.
Eddie, Sabra, Katie, and Carmen shared Ben’s dismissal of football tickets as a worthy
way to spend money in college. The alcohol culture at the University was something that
most students commented on as well. Four students completely rejected the college
alcohol scene explaining that they were too busy studying and simply uninterested in it.
As the researcher, I believe these students’ attitudes towards alcohol was about the
money they have spent to be in college. As Sabra described,
I don’t really go to parties. I don’t really see the point in drinking right now when
I’m trying to study.
It was clear that these four students invested large amounts of money in their education
and they were not interested in risking their future success in college by participating in
the college alcohol scene. The other three students expressed a desire to be part of the
college alcohol scene but felt they were limited because of their finances. As Emily
explained,
I like to go out, but I can’t afford it most of the time unless there’s a special on at
night…like to the bars. I try to make a point to only go out if there’s a special on
or something. Otherwise, drinks add up really fast!
Carmen and Ben had similar experiences and each reported “going out” once a month as
the maximum they could afford financially.

90
In this section I explored the Consciousness, Attitudes, and Salience domain and
the Lifestyles domain of the SCWM separately in order to reduce the data into a
digestible format. However, it is important to note that although I have written about each
domain separately, they were interconnected in participants’ stories rather than discrete
categories. Further, while this study specifically focused on the Consciousness,
Attitudes, and Salience and the Lifestyles domains of the SCWM, other aspects of social
class worldview were reflected in the experiences of the students who participated in this
study affirming the fluid and complex nature of one’s social class identity. In the
following section, I explicate additional themes related to how participants in this study
experienced their social class and navigated college.
Students’ Social Class Experiences & College Navigation
In addition to the aspects of the participants’ stories that reflected the two
domains of the SCWM under investigation in this study, I have identified three additional
themes related to how students experienced their social class during college that warrant
attention. These include: (1) students’individual drive to attend college, (2) relationships
and interactions with peers, and (3) resources of support, mentoring, and empowerment.
It is important to note that each of these themes was related to students’ sense of
awareness about their social class. For example, students in this study were often keenly
aware of their social class because of interactions they had with students from higher SES
backgrounds. Thus, while I have selected to explore these particular themes separate
from the Consciousness, Attitudes, and Salience and the Lifestyles domains of the
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SCWM because they felt qualitatively different, there remains overlap and connection
between these three themes and the two domains of the SCWM explored in this study.
“I’m Here for Me”: Individual Drive to Attend College
The students in this study all came from families that encouraged them to attend
college in order to get a higher paying job than their families of origin held. In contrast,
students expressed a desire to attain a college degree for reasons of personal fulfillment
and to have the freedom to be in a career about which they were passionate, rather than to
have the high paying job for which their elders hoped. Katie explained her grandparents’
expectations around her college attendance,
One of the main reasons [my grandparents] always wanted me to go to college
was the idea of money. In order to be more financially successful you need to go
to college and money is really the end goal [for them], but I never really felt like
that… They always just pushed that higher education will get you a job that
makes more money like that’s what you need to do…when I first came here I
wasn’t really interested in engineering, it was just sort of a fleeting thing like ‘oh
robots are cool, I could make robots’ and then my grandparents were like
‘engineering that’s good, you’d make a lot of money’.
Emily had a similar experience when she declared her intention to major in elementary
education. She explained,
[My parents and grandparents] will say ‘Why are you going into education? Why
don’t you do something else? That isn’t going to make you any money.’ But I
don’t really care because I love it!
Interestingly, all seven of the participants in this study intended to enter a helping
profession. Perhaps against their parents’ desires, only one of these participants, Eddie,
planned to enter a profession with a high earning potential.
All students in this study also expressed that, even though their families
encouraged them to attend college, none of them would be terribly disappointed if their
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student was to leave college without obtaining a degree. Katie captured this frustration
with what seemed like a lack of familial understanding and support. She explained,
I don’t want to be around my family, because I don’t know it kind of holds me
there. I don’t know how to explain it. My grandparents always really pushed me
to keep going in school and stuff like that, but my dad like I’m not really sure that
he cares too much and my mom would always be the kind of person like “oh it’s
okay, you tried”. I don’t want that. I don’t want it to be easy to drop out of
college.
Others expressed similar frustrations and a desire to have family members who “push
back” on them when life at college gets difficult or when they are going through a rough
time. This sense that they would get little resistance from their families if they were to
leave college was perhaps related to students’ assertion that they were in college, first and
foremost, for themselves. Eddie explained,
I’m here doing what I want to do. No one said anything about where I was going
to go or what I was going to go for or what I was going to study or what I did
while I was here or where I was going to live. No one ever had any input
whatsoever about anything I do at college. Even if I try to get advice from my
family, they are like ‘I don’t know’. So, I’m here for me…I called my mom to see
if she had any advice on all of this stuff that I’m trying to sort out about grad
school and this trip and money and after I poured my heart out to her about it she
was just like, ‘I don’t know what to do’ and that was the end of it. So, I think I’m
pretty much on my own. I’m definitely here for me.
Ben also described his motivation to obtain a college degree as an individual benefit
rather than a benefit that would impact his family:
It’s going to be really important to me personally, but it’s not going to be
important for anyone else in my family.
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This individual orientation was reflected in the tension between what students’ reported
their parents and guardians expected from their attainment of a college degree versus
what the students expected from higher education. All seven participants in this study
spoke of a desire to enter an occupation about which they were passionate. For students,
this meant resisting their parents’ and guardians’ notions of a college degree for the sole
purpose of yielding a high income. Sabra captured both this individual orientation and
the desire for a career in a field about which she was passionate:
I want to do it for me. I want to do it because I want to get up every day and feel
good about what I do, and like what I do…I’m here for myself mostly. I mean like
I’m not here really to get money. I’m here to in my future feel happy with my job
because honestly if I wanted to be a waitress or something I wouldn’t be here. I
mean like I would be a waitress, but because I want to be a social worker it
requires a degree so I come here. I’m not here because I want to make a lot of
money or because my parents told me to. I feel like nowadays people just lack
that passion of caring about what they do.
While students primarily talked about the importance of obtaining a college degree to
them individually, three participants also recognized that their college attendance was an
important message to their younger siblings and cousins about the attainability of higher
education. Family messages about college attendance were important to students even
though they resisted placing money as the central goal of a college education. However,
more prominent than the messages students received from their families were the
messages they received from their college peers, particularly their peers from higher SES
backgrounds. In the next section, I focus on participants’ experiences with their peers
during college and how those experiences shaped participants’ understanding of their
own social class.
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Relationships and Interactions with Peers
Participants’ relationships and interactions with their peers, particularly with their
peers from higher socioeconomic backgrounds emerged as a salient feature of students’
experiences with social class. In this section I present three sub-themes identified from
students’ experiences interacting with their peers on campus: (a) frustrations and anger
toward higher SES peers, (b) “the first-generation student disguise”, and (c) feelings of
social isolation.
“Suck it up!”: Students’ frustrations and anger toward higher SES peers. All
seven participants in this study expressed frustration with many of their encounters with
their peers from higher socioeconomic backgrounds than themselves. These frustrations
with higher SES peers were largely about higher SES students’ attitudes toward work and
money, although higher SES students’ attitudes toward material possessions and their
easy access to material possessions were also sources of frustration for the students who
participated in this study. Carmen, for example, exhibits anger with higher SES students’
attitudes about work. Recalling a heated discussion with her roommate, Carmen
explained,
[My roommate] talks about work and how she gets upset that she has to work like
five hours a week so we just don’t talk about that because it just frustrates me…I
just don’t think it’s fair that I have to work 40 hours a week and she doesn’t and
yet she still finds a way to bitch about it. I don’t whine about working all this but
then to hear her whine about – it’s just like, [she] get[s] everything – like I just
don’t think it’s fair and that’s why it frustrates me to hear her whine about it.
Carmen’s anger with her roommate seems to stem from what Carmen perceives to be her
roommate’s sense of entitlement. Emily expressed a related sentiment about a friend of
hers:
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I work hard and I guess in some circumstances I would say that I work harder just
depending on the circumstance…[my friend], she’s had a couple jobs and one was
at a dog place and she worked minimal hours a week and it wasn’t enough to pay
any bills, but it was just so she could have fun money. And, her parents still pay
all her bills. So, I guess in that case I think I work harder because I know I have to
make more money to pay my bills.
Similarly, Ben recounted a disagreement he had with his girlfriend about work. For Ben,
it was important to challenge his girlfriend’s assumptions about the nature of the work
because she was from a higher socioeconomic status than Ben. He explained,
Sometimes I need to remind her…one time she [said] ‘well my parents work
really hard’ and I was like ‘yeah but there are a lot of poor people who work their
asses off every day and they don’t make anything so your parents have a lot of
good opportunities.’ I’ve had to remind her of that a few times. She thinks things
are easier than they are. Because it’s really hard to stop being poor, you know?
Participants expressed these same frustrations regarding their higher SES peers’ attitudes
toward, and access to, money. Eddie reflected on her frustration with her higher SES
classmates’ easy access to money:
When I came to college I was expecting everyone to be eating macaroni and
living dirt poor and that was not at all the case…especially in my major. When I
finally got into my major classes in [my] second year I was like whoa! People’s
parents would give them large sums of money for better grades…[My peers],
their sole focus is succeeding in school since they don’t have to worry about
money and this was apparent in how they managed their time versus how I had to
manage my time.
Similarly, Emily recalled a misunderstanding with one of her roommates where she felt
that his attitudes toward money were dismissive of a prior arrangement they made
regarding summer rent. This prior arrangement was made precisely because of Emily’s
precarious financial situation. Emily explained,
Last year we had an arrangement to where I told [my roommates] that the only
way I would move in with them was if they either got someone to or they paid the
summer rent because I didn’t want to live here during the summer. He said that he
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would take care of it and so when that time came, he was kind of like “well, I
talked to my mom and she doesn’t think that I should have to pay” and I was like
“well that was the agreement” you know and that was the only way that I could do
it because I don’t have the money to pay for that in the summer…it’s not fair
because that was our agreement you know and he was like “well, that’s coming
out of my pocket.” That’s the first thing that’s ever come out of his pocket! Sorry,
you had to pay the $750 or whatever it is but that’s the first thing he’s had to pay
at all in college. Suck it up! You know? It just kind of made me really angry to
have that conversation with him.
Although participants did not use this language, what they are describing about their
experiences with their higher SES peers is a frustration and in some instances anger with
social class privilege. This frustration with higher SES students’ privilege was also seen
in participants’ perceptions of higher SES students’ attitudes toward material possessions
and their easy access to material possessions and money. As Emily described,
[My roommate’s] parents will come to visit her and take her out to eat. Or she’ll
go home and her mom last time she was home took her on a shopping spree to get
clothes for her…and she got a bunch of clothes…Or like if she’s struggling for
money, she can just call her parents and [they] will easily put money into her bank
account.
It also should be noted that participants’ frustrations with their higher SES peers did not
seem to be reflective of jealousy toward their peers’ circumstances or affluence, but
rather frustration with and sometimes resentment toward their peers’ attitudes, values,
and behaviors.
Participants’ interactions with higher SES peers were also colored by what
participants perceived to be a lack of understanding about what it meant to be a lowincome, first-generation college student. Eddie recounted her frustrations with a former
roommate’s lack of understanding about her limited financial resources:
My roommate sophomore year was from South Korea and her parents would only
let her live with me… I helped her learn English and it was just a really good
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experience except that her parents sent her lots of money and mine didn’t. I just
didn’t have the money to spend. She just could not understand why I couldn’t
split getting a new TV with her. She’s like ‘I’m paying half. Just ask your dad for
the other half. Why can’t you?’ It didn’t occur to her that…it doesn’t work that
way for me…That friendship ended simply because she couldn’t understand that I
was different socioeconomically than her. It was just really tough…and for her
birthday party… I got dressed up in what I thought looked really nice and she
wouldn’t let me wear it out because it wasn’t a name brand or whatever. So, she
picked out something that was more appropriate to wear around her friends.
Ben reflected on an interaction he had with a classmate who did not understand why firstgeneration college students had access to free tutoring through TRIO:
[He] didn’t think it was fair that first-generation college students got free tutoring
through TRIO…but I was like that’s because if it came down to it and we really
needed a tutor, your parents could afford to pay for one and my parents would tell
me to look something up online you know? Like, [his] parents have
money…being broke is different for them that it is for, like, being really broke,
you know? I don’t know why they would complain about that. Maybe they should
be complaining about not having any spending money, but then again, they’re not
[the ones who are] thousands of dollars in debt from taking out loans to go to
school.
Ben’s experience with his higher SES peer highlights the differences in defining what
constituted need between the low-income participants in this study and their higher SES
counterparts. Similarly, Katie recounted a misunderstanding she had with her boyfriend.
Her boyfriend, accusing Katie of not caring about his problems, did not understand why
Katie did not view his problems as real issues. She explained,
He’s like ‘my problems don’t matter to you’ and I have a hard time defending that
because it really feels like his problems don’t really matter a lot of times because
they aren’t things that really seem like that big of a deal. I have to worry about
trying to pay things like I had a cat that was really sick and I couldn’t pay for her
bills or like I just don’t have the money to get food sometimes and then [he’ll]
worry about class things every now and then, but really it’s on him that like he
didn’t try to do something [about it] himself as opposed to a situation where I’m
really, really trying and working and I can’t get anywhere with it. I feel like those
problems are more important a lot of time and that kind of separates me from a lot
of people I think.
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All participants in this study mentioned experiences with their higher SES counterparts
that reflected a lack of peer understanding about the realities of being a low-income, firstgeneration student. These experiences were clearly frustrating and isolating for the lowincome, first-generation students who participated in this study. Further, the frustrations
with their higher SES peers seemed to contribute to participants’ heightened awareness of
their social class during college.
“The first-generation student disguise”. Four of the participants in this study
talked about the ways in which they tried to be discreet about their social class while at
college. Ben, for example, coined the term “first-generation student disguise” to
highlight the imperceptible nature of this student population. Ben was specifically
referring to the fact that he did not believe students would know that he was a firstgeneration student or from a low-income family unless they really got to know him.
Similarly, Ben also used the phrase “first-generation student disguise” to indicate how
difficult it was to recognize others who were also low-income, first-generation college
students. Although Ben did not feel as if he was trying to actively hide his social class,
he explained that he did make an effort to be inconspicuous about his background:
I [typically] don’t want to talk about, not that it makes me feel bad, but I don’t
want to offend anybody, and it’s not going to help me if I bring up, like, ‘Oh, look
how rich you are, and look how poor I am.’ It’s not going to help me at all. I feel
like I just need to be smooth about things…I try not to point out the differences,
like ‘Look at how big your house is! And look at how shitty my car is!’ [I also
don’t want to] look like I’m mooching…like I’m just using people for their
money…The way I act is going to be kind of like representing all poor people, so
I don’t want to make poor people look bad.
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Similarly, Sabra talked about her efforts to “fit in” with people from a higher social class
background while at college. She felt that some students rejected her once they
discovered her social class background:
I can portray myself as being a person with more education and from a higher
class, you know? But once [other students] do find out, it just seems like it gets
really awkward. And they’re like ‘oh, she knows people that aren’t rich or at least
middle class; she knows people that are really poor’ and ‘she’s friends with them;
oh God!’ and it’s like some [students] don’t really want to associate themselves
with me anymore once they find that out.
In contrast, Eddie described actively donning a “first-generation student disguise” in
order to feel that she belonged at the University. When these interviews were conducted,
Eddie was preparing to graduate from college and portrayed herself as a very mature,
intelligent, balanced woman with a clear sense of pride about her social class and her
accomplishments in spite of the challenges she faced during college. However, Eddie
recalled her first year at the University as marked by her insistence on “pretending to be
something I was not.” Eddie explained,
I would buy things and go out and just doing things and eating different things
and just trying to be something that I wasn’t and trying to be something higher
than and trying to act higher than I know that I am. [Involvement with the
orientation program for underrepresented students during my second year] is what
changed my perception and I stopped doing that…I just kind of had a more
realistic and honest view of myself and was able to be more of who I was after
that.
These students’ stories underscore the potential that exists for social class differences to
be virtually indiscernible on the college campus. However, even in instances where
participants felt they needed to “keep up” with higher SES students or hide their own
socioeconomic background, internally there existed an acute awareness of their social
class. This awareness was manifested through a tension between disclosing that aspect of
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their background versus attempting to assimilate through activities (e.g., drinking with
friends, going out to eat) and material possessions (e.g., Northface clothing, Ugg boots,
Coach purses) with the dominant middle to upper class culture at the institution.
In addition, many participants indicated that they did not know other low-income,
first-generation students at the institution. To some extent, this lack of interaction with
other low-income, first-generation students may be reflective of the “first-generation
student disguise” Ben discussed. In other words, if participants’ similar SES peers were
also trying to assimilate into the dominant middle class culture at the institution, it would
likely be difficult to determine who one’s similar SES peers were. When asked to
describe a time when they interacted with someone from a similar SES, most students
struggled to come up with an example. Sabra talked about feeling more comfortable
around a friend of hers who she knew was from a similar socioeconomic background as
herself than she felt around her higher SES peers. Similarly, Eddie referred to her
involvement with the new student orientation for underrepresented students as an “aha
moment” when she recognized that there were others like her. Notably, all participants
wished that they had more interactions with peers from similar SES backgrounds.
“My social life has taken a big hit”: Feelings of social isolation. Four out of the
seven students who participated in this study described feeling socially isolated during
their time at college. In addition, all four individuals who reported feeling isolated
mentioned that their primary social network at college was with students with whom they
had also attended high school. Interestingly, the students who worked the most hours
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were the students who felt socially isolated and disconnected. Fish captured this feeling
of isolation:
When I’m here [at college] I’m very isolated. Besides my boyfriend, I don’t really
do anything other than study and work…I feel a lot more outgoing when I’m at
home and maybe I have more control over things [at home] because I know how
people are going to be and how they’re going to respond [to me] and down here
you never know what people are going to say. I guess I’m a little more outgoing
and open I guess [at home]. I’m a lot more closed off here.
Reflecting on her feelings of isolation, Katie seemed to attribute her lack of
connectedness and lack of social interaction to her social class. She explained,
I’ve been known to shut myself off from people a lot of times…Sometimes I’m
hesitant to call people that I’ve met or that I want to do something with because I
assume it has something to do with money. Or I worry that maybe they see me as
maybe being too frugal or maybe they don’t know that I don’t have too much
money because they’ll call me up and be like ‘hey do you want to do this’ and my
first question usually is does it cost anything?...I think maybe I don’t hang out
with people nearly as much because of that because I always assume that they
probably want to something with money which probably isn’t the case. I’m just a
bit more hesitant to try to do stuff.
Katie’s social isolation is likely exacerbated by the long hours she works off campus
leaving her little time to make connections with her peers on campus. Similarly, in her
journal, Carmen wrote about her limited social engagement as a product of her long hours
spent working:
I feel my social life has taken a pretty big hit due to my work and school
schedules…this makes me sad when I look around and some of my high school
friends [at college] have made friends here in college and now belong to a
completely new group of people.
In the follow up interview, Carmen explained that her only real social interaction in
college was with her friends from high school who also attend the University. Although
Carmen occasionally socializes with her high school friends and their new college
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friends, she explained that she feels “like a tag-along, like an outsider, like a fifth wheel,
like an extra person.”
In contrast, however, the remaining three participants in this study seemed to be
very integrated into the institution, engaged in co-curricular activities, and connected
with a social network. Interestingly, these three students worked the least amount of
hours for pay and all reported receiving substantially more merit-based scholarships than
the four participants who felt socially isolated in college.
It may also be important to note that students often mentioned that while these
differences in attitudes, values, possessions, and spending habits existed between them
and their higher SES peers, that these differences were not terribly important to them. As
Fish explained,
I never really felt that my different SES mattered on campus that much just
because [paying my own way] is something I need to do for myself. If your
parents can pay…then yeah that’s cool, but if not that’s fine too.
Recounting additional feelings toward her higher SES peers, Fish later became agitated
when talking about these students. It seemed clear from Fish’s demeanor that she is in
denial about the extent to which she is actually affected by social class differences
between herself and her peers:
I don’t really care. Unless you get to know me like I don’t really care about who
you are and what your background is… It sounds kind of mean to say it like that,
but yeah unless I’m close to you I don’t really care who you are. If you want to go
buy the newest iPhone, then go for it! It’s your money, but just know [that] down
the road you’re probably going to be worse off for it.
Fish and other participants were visibly frustrated and agitated when reflecting on their
interactions with students from higher SES backgrounds suggesting that perhaps there is
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more beneath the surface than participants acknowledge or want to admit. When pressed
further to reflect on this, Fish admitted that these social class differences between she and
her peers and simply her own social class circumstance are a source of frustration,
challenge, and concern although she often does not want to admit it. For Fish, admitting
her frustration and challenges meant acknowledging that she was disadvantaged because
of her low-income background. For Fish, admitting that there are ways in which she is
disadvantaged at college and in society meant exposing her weakness and this tension
clearly created dissonance for her.
Katie also illustrated dissonance when she expressed that her social class
circumstances did not affect her much in college, but later explained that it kept her from
building relationships and “hanging out” with peers because they were of a higher SES.
She explained,
[My low-income background] never really bothered me too much. Every now
and then I would be a bit resentful in certain situations…There were a couple of
times when I dated a guy who was a lot more well off than I was and he thought
completely differently from me and I could tell and it had a lot to do with the fact
that he was so financially stable and he just didn’t quite understand…I guess my
friends that were of a higher income - I guess I just didn’t hang out with them as
much…I noticed it would create some problems just cause there was a bit of a
barrier in not understanding each other I suppose.
Using a critical interpretive lens, it is easy to see that participants in this study put forth a
tough exterior to keep from acknowledging the ways in which they were disadvantaged
socially in college because of their social class background. The reluctance to admit that
they experienced some disadvantages may be reflective of how the participants, along
with many Americans, are socialized to believe in the myth of meritocracy.
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“I’m Still Growing Into It”: Resources for Support, Mentoring, and Empowerment
All of the participants in this study acknowledged the ways in which they found
personal resources including resources for support, opportunities for mentoring, and a
sense of empowerment. In some instances, these resources were offered through the
University to aid in their success in college. Students also offered suggestions that would
provide additional support for this unique student population.
Of the seven participants, five reported being part of the University’s TRIO
program. Four of these five students received scholarship money from TRIO. All five of
the students affiliated with the TRIO program felt the services and programs offered were
beneficial to them. In particular, students touted the tutoring, advising, information about
graduate education, and the inspirational programs from faculty and guest speakers
offered through TRIO. All five of the TRIO students commented on the benefits of the
free tutoring they had the opportunity to receive through the program. Students also
spoke of the positive impact their TRIO advisors have had on their college experience.
Katie, in particular, depended on her TRIO advisor for information and guidance
especially when she was unsure of where else to turn. She explained,
I go to TRIO for advising…and they were trying to help me figure out some stuff
because there’s a bunch of shenanigans in my financial aid because I withdrew
last semester. They kind of helped me with the FAFSA game like getting my
financial aid back and got me back in contact with DHS because I was having
problems with that and from there helping me figure out how to get work study
again…I meet with the advisors as much as possible…It’s just someone I can go
to and ask like what I should do or what’s the next step to do this or if I have this
problem what are the things I can do…it’s just a good resource!
For Katie, her TRIO advisor seemed to be the only University employee, faculty or staff,
to whom she felt she could turn if she needed assistance or had questions. In addition to
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the tutoring and advisor services offered, Eddie spoke of her experiences with TRIO and
the university center that housed the TRIO programs as transformative:
Tutoring made a huge difference, the [university center that housed TRIO] made a
huge difference. Just getting my foot in the door and being a peer leader for the
[orientation program for underrepresented first-year students] made me recognize
that I could be a leader maybe…So, if I didn’t have any of those experiences I
probably wouldn’t have a community. I probably wouldn’t have continued to take
leadership positions. I wouldn’t have started the [student organization for firstgeneration students]. I wouldn’t have done a lot of volunteer programs. That made
a huge difference in my undergrad; no questions asked!
As Eddie further explained, it was her involvement becoming a peer leader with the
center’s orientation program for first-year students of color and first-generation college
students that led to an enhanced understanding of her social class of origin and a sense of
pride about her status as a first-generation college student. She explained,
[Working for the university’s orientation program for underrepresented students]
was a huge, like ‘coming to’ for me…[It made me] really proud of who I was and
what I had to offer, and how much more that made me than trying to be
something that I wasn’t. I kind of had more pride in who I was…and my being
first generation, I kind of tried to hide that before…hide that I was low income or
first generation whereas, after that experience I had a lot more pride. And, I’m
still growing into it, but I have a lot more pride…I worked really, really hard at
school and tried to serve other people who were in the same situation like I
was…just really did anything I could to reach my goals and make myself better in
those ways.
Eddie’s involvement with this unique orientation program Eddie and the other
participants who were involved in TRIO were grateful for the programs and services
offered through the center. However, the two participants in this study who were not
affiliated with the TRIO programs or any of the center’s other programs, struggled to
identify ways the university supported their success. For these two students in particular,
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navigating their college experience without the benefits described by the TRIO
participants and without other support services seemed to present a challenge.
In addition to providing examples of how the University supported their collegegoing experience, participants in this study also provided suggestions on what the
University might do better to help them succeed in college. Perhaps not surprisingly, all
students mentioned that additional scholarship or grant money was the number one
tangible thing the University could do to help. However, a few participants offered
additional feedback on programs and services the university could offer to enhance their
success. Six of the participants were pleased that a student organization for firstgeneration students had been formed on campus and many of them wished that this
organization had been around when they were beginning college at the University.
Students saw the first-generation student organization as a great opportunity to connect
with other students who might be experiencing similar challenges in college and as a
good opportunity to build community among first-generation students. Eddie was the
only student who had been involved in this organization; in fact, she helped found the
organization and served as its president. She explained the types of activities this
organization promoted:
We did anything from like scholarship applications to dealing with roommates
and study abroad…all five of us who were first-generation sat down and were
like, what do I wish I would have known? That’s how we developed our
meetings. We also did [a] volunteering program through Upward Bound where
we went to the high schools, surrounding high schools and just participated in the
Upward bound programs at the high schools and it just helped to show those high
school students that, two years ago, I was where you are and now I’m here. And, I
just recognize, I remember the TRIO program coming and it’s just kind of hard to
listen to someone who is, who seems so much older than you, or who seems so
much higher than you, so having college students there is a big deal for the high
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school students. Whether we were really putting a lot of work into it or not, just
being there and letting them know that we were supporting them and ‘you can do
this’ really helps.
Both Eddie’s and Ben’s stories mentioned the importance of mentoring and giving back
to those who are in a similar position to where they started. This was clearly an important
aspect of their involvement in college. Similarly, three other participants expressed a
desire for opportunities to be mentored. In particular, students seemed interested in peerto-peer mentoring relationships. Emily, for example, wished that there was some sort of
mentoring program where every first-generation student received a peer mentor during
their first year in college. Students also wanted more opportunities to interact with other
low-income, first-generation college students. Only two students were aware of other
students who came from similar backgrounds as them. Ben cited the invisibility of being
a first-generation student as the source of this lack of interaction with students who were
from a similar background:
I’m trying to think if I have any friends that are first-generation college students
that I just don’t know…I probably do, but I just don’t know that they’re firstgeneration college students. I don’t know if I look like a first-generation college
student, I don’t know if people can tell that from talking. They probably would if
they talked to me for a while and realized what I’m interested in and know that,
like, because economic rights is a big part of what I talk about… if [I do know
other first-generation students] they are pretty good at hiding it-their firstgeneration student disguise.
The “first-generation student disguise” perhaps made it difficult for students in this study
to identify other students with whom they shared a similar background. There did not
seem to be a sense from participants that other low SES students were hiding or
intentionally disguising themselves, but rather that identifying other low SES students
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was difficult because there was no visible way to distinguish what a low-income, firstgeneration student looked like.
In addition, one student mentioned the difficulties of scheduling work around
undergraduate classes. Carmen expressed a desire to have classes clustered back to back
to make it easier for students who needed to work a full 40-hour work week in order to
make ends meet. She explained,
It would be nice for people who work during the day so they could take like 3
nightish classes in a row and have that set up so people can work and go to school
because that’s a struggle in itself having a work schedule and a school schedule.
Like having a 50-minute class and a 50-minute break then a 50-minute class that’s
annoying and so that would be neat just clumping similar classes together…and
have them in a row or something like that.
While Carmen was the only student to come up with a tangible suggestion regarding
class-scheduling, she was not the only student who expressed frustration with integrating
their academic schedules with their work schedules.
Finally, three students in this study expressed an interest in knowing more about
the process for declaring oneself independent of one’s parents in order to qualify for the
maximum amount of available financial aid. The process of becoming an independent
was clearly something they knew little about and they wished for a demystification of this
process. Also, these three students heard of this option too late in their college career to
have a real impact, but they wished this was something they learned of prior to enrolling
in college.
Summary
Participants in this study had many similar experiences to one another related to
their social class. However, there also existed a variety of individual differences in how
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students understood and experienced their social class during college. Overall,
participants expressed a limited awareness of their social class growing up, but all
became keenly aware of it during college. In particular, during college, students became
aware of how their own social class differed from the dominant middle class to upper
class social class represented on campus. Participants minimized the salience of social
class as an aspect of their identity with many of them expressing that they did not want
their social class to define them. While participants largely did not feel as if social class
was an important aspect of their identity, it became clear through their stories that this
aspect of their identity influenced how they viewed themselves, the world around them,
and their higher SES peers in college. For example, participants readily acknowledged
the frustration and resentment that set them apart from their college peers.
The students who participated in this study exhibited ethics of hard work, selfsufficiency, and financial responsibility. These values and attitudes also were evident in
students’ practices and behaviors (e.g., their judicious spending habits, their long hours
working for pay). It also became clear that the long hours most participants in this study
worked in order to afford college meant missing out on opportunities for involvement in
activities outside of the classroom. Finally, participants’ experiences interacting with
their high SES peers played a pivotal role in their awareness of their social class during
college. Participants were often frustrated by the attitudes, values, and behaviors of their
higher SES peers, and for some, these social class differences led to social isolation.
Overall, these findings illuminate a variety of issues and areas for concern,
directly related to social class, experienced by low-income, first-generation college

110
students in higher education. In the following chapter, I discuss these findings and offer
implications for research and practice in higher education.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
In this chapter, I discuss the findings of this study. I integrate extant literature in
order to contextualize the findings in this study. Also in this chapter is a presentation of
the implications for higher education practice and research that I have identified using the
results of this study.
The purpose of this study was to understand how White students from low
socioeconomic status backgrounds (operationalized as students who are both low income
and of the first generation in their family to attend college) experience and navigate social
class during college. This is a qualitative research study employing a phenomenological
research methodology. Further, a critical theoretical lens was used to illuminate systemic
issues of power and privilege related to social class present in the experiences of these
participants. This study was guided by the following research question: How do White,
low SES students experience and navigate social class during college?
Social Class Identity: Awareness and Salience
While participants in this study acknowledged limited awareness of their social
class growing up in their families, all of them had become aware of their social class as
they began college. During college, participants became aware of how their low SES
differed from the dominant middle class to upper class presence on campus as they
interacted with students from higher SES backgrounds and discovered that not all
students held the same values and work ethic as themselves. In contrast to students’
awareness of their social class, participants minimized the salience of social class as an
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aspect of their identity. This finding is consistent with Steinmetz (2008) whose
participants identified their social class as an unimportant aspect of their identity. Many
participants in the present study were adamant that they did not want their social class to
be their defining characteristic. Although students in this study de-emphasized the
importance of their social class, it became clear through their experiences that their social
class did shape how they viewed themselves, their college-going experiences, and their
higher SES peers. Steinmetz’s participants also had experiences and made choices based
on their social class in spite of the fact that they, too, minimized the salience of social
class to their identity. Taken together, the present study and Steinmetz’s research seem to
suggest that students report that social class is not important to them, however their
actions suggest that it is.
Torres et al. (2009) define identity as “one’s personally held beliefs about the self
in relation to social groups (e.g., race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation), and the
ways one expresses that relationship” (p. 577). Participants in this study consistently
identified values and beliefs that they felt represented their social class as well as the
ways in which these beliefs conflicted with those of their higher SES peer social group. It
was clear from the participants’ stories that the values of hard work, self-reliance, and
financial responsibility were very much connected to students’ social class of origin.
Similarly, students celebrated these values as an integral aspect of who they were as
individuals. The participants in this study rejected notions that they should feel ashamed
because of their social class, and rather for many of them, this aspect of their identity
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became a source of pride and instilled the desire to give back to other college students in
a similar position through mentoring.
As mentioned in Chapter II, recent conceptualizations acknowledge identity as
dynamic and performative (Torres, et al.), implying that an individual is continually
assessing their behavior, attitudes, and values and integrating feedback they receive from
external sources to refine and integrate new understandings. Although the participants in
this study did not use the words dynamic and performative to describe their social class
identity, they were very aware of the changing nature of their social class because of their
time in college. All students in the study acknowledged an awareness that they thought,
spoke, and acted differently than their families and their friends who did not matriculate
into higher education. Similarly, participants also made references to times when they
felt they needed to act a particular way or “perform” a middle class persona in order to
remain inconspicuous. Sadly, most identity frameworks used in higher education (e.g.,
racial/ethnic, sexual orientation, and gender models of identity) do not take into account
this continual process involved in conceptualizing identity in this way. Abes, Jones, and
McEwen’s (2007) Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity however, is one exception.
This model takes into account contextual influences as well as how information is
processed through an individual’s cognitive filter. As Steinmetz (2008) indicated, a
limitation of this model is that it assumes that a clear understanding of how an individual
develops an aspect of their identity is available. For many social identities, this is
certainly the case. For example, educators have solid theories on how individuals develop
their racial identity (e.g., Cross, 1971), sexual identity (e.g., Cass, 1979; Fassinger, 1998),
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and gender identity (Josselson, 1998). What remains unclear, however, is a solid
understanding of how students develop their social class identity.
Similar to research on multiracial college students (e.g., Kellogg, 2006; Renn,
2008) the participants in the present study expressed a need to perform their social class
identity differently depending on whether they were at college or at home. For example,
Ben mentioned his efforts to be inconspicuous about his low-income background at
college. Sabra referred to how she needed to act differently at home around her family
and friends than the professional persona she assumed at college. This phenomenon,
often referred to as biculturalism, is what London (1992) described as being divided
between two worlds. In this instance, students must continually renegotiate relationships
to manage the dissonance between life at college and life at home. Biculturalism is a
phenomenon that requires further exploration if researchers are to understand the social
class identity process for college students.
Students’ Experiences in College
Participants in this study valued hard work, self-sufficiency, and financial
responsibility. Students’ actions were congruent with these espoused values as evidenced
by their frugal spending habits and their many hours spent working for pay. Walpole
(2003; 2007) suggested that students from low SES backgrounds exert more energy into
accruing economic capital, such as through working while in college, than their peers
from high SES backgrounds. This was true for almost every participant in this study;
although, the students in this study were not working to accumulate economic capital,
they were instead working to make ends meet financially in college. Therefore, work was
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not about getting ahead, but rather it was about staying in the race. Walpole also
suggested that these differences in how low SES students spend their time may have
consequences for these students both in the college environment and following
graduation. For example, students who work a large number of hours have less
expendable time for engagement in student organizations and activities, perhaps limiting
their opportunity to gain in social and cultural capital during college and perhaps
influencing their development of desirable college outcomes (e.g., leadership skills, civic
responsibility, interpersonal skills, well-being).
It was clear that the long hours most participants in this study worked in order to
afford college meant missing out on opportunities for involvement in activities outside of
the classroom. Multiple students expressed their frustration and even sadness that they
were “missing out” on activities such as volunteering in the community or participating
in student organizations. Others indicated a desire to conduct research with a faculty
member because they had plans to pursue graduate education; students feared, however
that they would not be able to find the time to take part in such an activity because of
their hectic work schedules. Walpole’s (2003) research found that students’ involvement
in activities such as working with on research with a faculty member, interacting with
faculty outside of class, and participating in athletics increased the likelihood of graduate
school attendance for students from low SES backgrounds. Ironically, even when
students in the present study were aware of the benefits of these opportunities and
interested in pursuing them, the majority of them did not have the expendable hours due
to the necessity of working for pay in order to survive at college. Moving forward, it is
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crucial for educators to consider the extent to which students from low SES backgrounds
are able to fully access opportunities to increase social and cultural capital during college.
Of the participants in this study, only the two students who received merit-based
scholarships in addition to need-based financial aid had the time to engage in
opportunities outside of the classroom. It seems clear that aid beyond the federal loans
and grants they received is what gave these two students expendable time that they each
filled with educationally purposeful activities, a luxury that the other five participants in
the present study could not afford.
Consistent with Steinmetz’s (2008) finding on low-income college students, none
of the participants in this study expressed sentiments of entitlement to higher education.
They did, however, perceive the actions and attitudes of their higher SES peers as
entitled. For example, Carmen expressed anger at hearing her higher SES roommate
complain about working a few hours per week when Carmen worked over 40 hours per
week. Additionally, Emily described her frustration with a roommate who complained to
her parents that she needed the most expensive graduation announcements available,
while Emily’s family could not afford even the cheapest graduation announcements.
Participants felt that, by and large, their higher SES peers (a) took their ability to attend
college for granted, (b) were given everything by their parents and thus did not have to
work for what they had, and (c) were only in college to please their parents rather than for
their own interest in becoming more educated. Such perceptions of their higher SES peers
contributed to participants’ feelings of frustration, resentment, and anger. While students
in this study did not express sentiments of entitlement to education, they were visibly
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frustrated with how difficult it was to afford college enrollment and living. As most
participants expressed, even after piecing together need-based grants and loans, they still
often had to work 40 or more hours per week just to make ends meet. Consistent with
findings from Schwartz et al.’s (2009) research on the social class identity of MexicanAmerican students, participants in the present study were agitated by the way their peers
from higher SES backgrounds behaved and by the attitudes they held. Students in the
present study and students in Schwartz et al’s study also perceived a difference in how
higher SES students appreciated the opportunity to attend college compared to their own
gratitude for the opportunity to attend college. Both groups of study participants
perceived that higher SES students took college attendance for granted and primarily
matriculated “for their parents” rather than for themselves.
The Myth of the Millennial Generation
In the last decade, educators have often drawn on characteristics of the
“Millennial Generation” of college students to explain behavior and offer suggestions for
designing campus programs and interventions targeting this new generation of students
(Debard, 2004; Lowery, 2004; Wilson, 2004). Researchers have identified Millennial
student characteristics such as a team-orientation, high levels of confidence, and a sense
that one is special or entitled to name a few (Howe & Strauss, 2000). Resting on the
assumption that all college students fit a Millennial profile excludes the experiences and
values of students from low SES backgrounds. In contrast to research on Millennials
(e.g., Howe & Strauss, 2000), students in this study did not exhibit a sense of entitlement
or specialness nor did they begin college feeling confident about who they were or about
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their position as a college student at their institution. Further, although this study did not
assess the extent to which participants exhibited a team-orientation, it became clear from
these students’ experiences on campus, that social isolation was the norm not
involvement in a team of any sort. This social isolation primarily stemmed from the fact
that students worked a large number of hours leaving little time for socializing and
building peer networks. For example, Katie acknowledged that she often isolates herself
from other students because she is afraid they will want to do something that costs
money. Katie’s social isolation from her peers also appears to be magnified by the fact
that she spends long hours working in an off-campus job leaving little time for her to
develop social connections with her peers on campus. In addition, the team-orientation
often cited as a characteristic of Millennial students (e.g., Debard, 2004; Howe & Strauss,
2000) likely results from a highly structured childhood spent at group activities such as
soccer practice, dance rehearsals, and Girl Scout/Boy Scout troop meetings. These extracurricular childhood team activities were not reflected in the stories of the participants in
the present study. For example, Fish described a time in junior high when she joined the
volleyball team at school only to discover that she could not afford the proper equipment,
summer camps, and supplemental coaches that her higher SES peers utilized to help them
improve. This is what Fish’s mother referred to as “the politics of sports” indicating that
Fish could only become as good in the sport as her family could afford.
Multiple participants also indicated that they would sometimes rather be alone
than be with peers who expected them to act, spend money, and live in a typical middle
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class college student manner. As Barratt (2007) explained in his critique of higher
education’s use of Millennial characteristics,
Millennial students, as they have been described, come to campus with economic,
cultural, social, and academic capital. While this may describe students on many
campuses, it does not describe the first-generation students on my campus (p.2).
It is important for educators to reconsider the language and labels we use to define,
describe, and program for college students. For example, what might it mean for a lowincome, first-generation student who learns about Millennial characteristics at new
student orientation only to find herself/himself not reflected in that description?
Similarly, what happens when educators assume that all parents operate as “helicopter
parents” who hover over their students while in college when research suggests that lowincome, first-generation students lack familial support? To what extent is professional
development utilizing a Millennial generation model useful to educators if it excludes a
significant population of college students? If the Millennial characteristic of entitlement
is the basis for how educators challenge college students, how might low-income, firstgeneration students be at a greater disadvantage due to their unique characteristics?
In higher education, we should challenge ourselves to move beyond the bounds
of categorizations such as those depicted by scholars studying Millennial characteristics.
As is clear from the present study, these participants did not conform to the limitations of
the Millennial label.
Implications for Higher Education Practice
The findings in the present study offer insight into how social class influences
low-income, first-generation college students’ understanding of themselves and their
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experiences during college. In this section, I offer suggestions for higher education
professionals to consider when working with college students.
Networks of Belonging and Connection
Participants in this study struggled to identify students they knew who also were
from lower SES backgrounds. This is what Ben referred to as “the first-generation
student disguise” implying that it is difficult to recognize other low-income, firstgeneration students because there are often few visible indicators of one’s social class.
The students who identified knowing peers from lower SES backgrounds discussed the
benefits of knowing others who have been in a similar situation as one’s own. For
example, Sabra talked about feeling much more comfortable around a friend of hers who
she knew was from a similar socioeconomic background as herself than she felt around
her higher SES peers. Similarly, Eddie referred to her involvement with the new student
orientation for underrepresented students as an “aha moment” when she recognized that
there were others like her and that she did not have to compromise who she was in order
to feel a sense of belonging in college. This “aha moment” later led to Eddie’s leadership
in starting the University’s student organization for first-generation college students, an
experience that helped Eddie recognize the importance of mentoring – both as a mentor
and as a mentee. In contrast, other participants expressed regret that they did not have the
kind of support and encouragement that the first-generation student group likely offered
when they were new students.
All of the participants in this study wished they had known other students who
shared their socioeconomic background. For that reason alone, educators should focus on
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creating a sense of community among low-income, first-generation college students.
Further, participants in this study were very excited to hear that there was a student
organization at the institution for first-generation college students, but only one student
knew of this organization and was actively involved. Eddie’s involvement in the firstgeneration student group helped her “find people who are like me” and gave her an
opportunity to give back to others from similar backgrounds. Participants in this study
referred to a desire they all had to give back and help students from similar backgrounds,
suggesting that not only is it important for educators to build a sense of community
among this student population, but that it is also important to provide opportunities for
mentorship. Eddie explained that in planning the first-generation student group, she and
her co-founders brainstormed the things about college life that they wish someone had
helped them understand and navigate when they were first and second year students in
college. A structured mentoring program not only helps new students make connections
and learn how to navigate the college environment, but it also provides an opportunity for
continuing students to give back – something that was important for all of the participants
in this study. In addition, providing a structured opportunity for lower SES students to
mentor and be mentored by one another may also help this population of students develop
a sense of pride and empowerment about their social class identity. Further, working to
develop a sense of community among low-income, first-generation students may serve to
help reduce the social isolation that most of these participants reported feeling.
Schlossberg’s (1989) work highlighted the important role that issues of
marginality and mattering play in life transitions. Marginality, for example, causes an
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individual to question whether or not he or she belongs in a given environment. As
Schlossberg indicated, the potential for feeling marginal increases every time an
individual experiences a transition. For the low-income, first-generation students in the
present study, the potential for marginality was high due to the lack of connections to
peers or a community and long hours spent working experienced by most of the study
participants. Conversely, mattering, refers to an individual’s need to feel that others are
interested in and care about them (Schlossberg, 1989). Because students’ frustrations
often came from their interactions with higher SES peers, providing an opportunity for
low SES students to socialize with peers who have similar life scripts may be the type of
support that this population needs to feel they belong at the institution. As educators, we
should be asking ourselves how we can intentionally create opportunities for low SES
students to interact with one another and support each other. This need to affiliate with
others and to belong is paramount for college students (Strange & Banning, 2001),
particularly during times of transition, yet it presents a challenge for educators’ working
with low-income, first-generation college students due to what some participants and
other scholars (e.g., Duffy, 2007; Howard & Levine, 2004) described as the “invisibility”
of social class on campus. In other words, for participants in the present study, in the
absence of visible identifiers or structured organizations for fellowship, it was difficult to
determine who among them was of a similar SES. Educators should focus on methods to
identify and reach out to low-income, first-generation students prior to college enrollment
so that these connections with peers of a similar SES can be developed early during
students’ college tenure. A concerted effort by teachers and counselors in elementary and
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secondary education, faculty and staff in higher education, and community organizations
is needed to address the complexities of transitioning to and navigating through college.
Resources such as First in the Family: Your College Years, an informational website and
book designed to expose low-income, first-generation high school and college students to
key issues they will likely face during the transition to college may offer important
support and encouragement that students are not likely to receive at home (First in the
Family, n.d.). High schools and community organizations that identify and connect
students to this type of resource and provide a physical space, access to the internet, and
personal guidance to help students explore such resources may prove invaluable.
In these difficult economic times, waiting for the federal government to allocate
increased funding to support low-income, first-generation college students is wishful
thinking at best. Higher education institutions should consider alternative methods to
offer additional grants or scholarships to low-income, first-generation students to more
completely subsidize their educational and living expenses in college. For example, an
institution could offer a supplemental involvement scholarship to low-income, firstgeneration college students stipulating that students must become involved in a set
number of student organizations or other educationally purposeful activities on campus in
order to continue receiving funds (e.g., study abroad, research with a faculty member).
Similarly, educators may wish to work with fee-based student organizations such as
fraternities and sororities to discuss opportunities to subsidize membership dues for lowincome, first-generation students. Intentionally helping this unique population of
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students become involved and connected to the institution will likely have a positive
influence on their persistence to graduation (e.g., Astin, 1993).
Navigating Bureaucracies
Another important consideration for educators is related to the clarity of financial
aid policies and practices. Educators should be aware of the inherent frustration that
accompanies navigating complex institutional and federal bureaucracies and be prepared
to assist low-income, first-generation students who likely do not have the necessary
knowledge or resources to navigate these systems on their own. Students from low SES
backgrounds need to be made aware of the factors that will influence their financial aid as
early as possible in the college process such as when they are in high school. For
example, at the institution in this study, if students withdrew for a semester or longer,
they would likely lose part of their financial aid and work-study eligibility. There is a
process which they have to undergo in order to regain that eligibility upon their return.
The rules regarding this process are largely governed by federal policies, although each
institution receiving aid has some flexibility in determining specifics (U.S. Department of
Education, n.d.c). For example, students must make Satisfactory Academic Progress
(SAP) in order to maintain eligibility for financial aid and the Federal Work-Study
Program. A rough outline of what a SAP policy should contain is prescribed by the
federal government, however what actually constitutes SAP is left up to the institution
(e.g., a GPA requirement for satisfactory academic progress is set by the institution). For
Katie, this was a major obstacle to overcome on top of the stress of re-entering college
and dealing with the crisis that led her to withdraw initially. She was uncertain of the
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appropriate channels that would lead her to regaining eligibility, but by our second
interview she had met with her TRIO advisor who referred her to the appropriate
individual in financial aid. Knowledge of these policies prior to her withdrawal from the
institution may have prevented some of the undue stress that Katie experienced in
navigating the bureaucracy of the university and federal system. In addition, Katie
sought out her TRIO advisor once the situation became a financial emergency. Similarly,
Hornak, Farrell, and Jackson (2010) found that working, first-generation college students
only learned how to navigate their institutions’ systems in times of dire need. Educators
should consider pathways to assist students in navigating the institution’s, federal, and
state policies related to financial aid before a student is in crisis. Further, the onus for
assisting low-income, first-generation students should not rest solely with financial aid
counselors in higher education. Rather, teachers, counselors, and administrators in
secondary education as well as community organizations have a responsibility to help
low-income, first-generation students navigate these complex bureaucracies.
A related issue that arose for multiple students was the knowledge later in college
that they would have qualified for significantly more need-based aid had they declared
themselves independent from their parents. Four of the students in this study admitted
frustration with the fact that their financial aid package was determined by their expected
family contribution when their family did not contribute any financial support to them
during college. Although all four of these students still received need-based aid, they
realized later in college that they would have been eligible for more aid independent of
their parents. Interestingly, none of these students struggled with the idea of establishing
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their independence from their parents or worried about what their parents might think of
them if they were to become legally independent, they only wished that they knew this
option existed prior to college so that they could have explored it as a viable option.
Students also questioned the variability in federal work-study positions. Although
all students who are assigned a federal work-study position in their financial aid package
exhibit some degree of financial need, the amount of need varies based on the individual.
It was clear that many work-study positions on campus did not provide substantial tasks
for workers. In other words, in some positions, student employees spent the majority of
their time unoccupied leaving time for the employee to use the extra time at their
discretion. Fish, for example, mentioned that a higher SES friend of hers had such a
work-study position and this friend spent her extra time playing on Facebook. Fish was
frustrated by this because she longed for a work-study placement where she had
unoccupied time. Fish explained that a work-study position with unoccupied time would
offer her the flexibility to work on homework and studying while at work. Perhaps there
is room for more intentionality in work-study assignments. Reserving work-study
positions known to have large amounts of down time for students from lower SES
backgrounds, may help relieve a bit of the stress this population of students often feel.
Although students may still need to work additional hours to make ends meet, the
opportunity to multi-task may open up additional hours for students to take advantage of
some of the out-of-class experiences many of them seemed to be missing out on during
college.
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Implications for Future Research
Few scholars have explored the college experiences of students from lower social
class backgrounds (e.g., Walpole, 2003; Walpole, 2007). Similarly, researchers have
barely begun to explore the depth, meaning, and understanding students from lower
social class backgrounds derive from their college experiences (e.g., Bergerson, 2007;
Steinmetz, 2008). The present study sought to extend the research on low SES students’
college experiences by exploring aspects of their social class worldview and the ways in
which these students experienced their social class during college.
Liu et al.’s (2004) SCWM, the theoretical framework employed in the present
study, proved to be a useful framework for exploring the social class experiences of this
group of college students. Borrowed from the counseling psychology literature, the
SCWM provides a starting point for educators interested in understanding class-based
experiences, behaviors, and mental models. The present study focused on two domains of
the SCWM: Consciousness, Attitudes, and Saliency and Lifestyles. Future research
should consider how the remaining domains of social class worldview presented in this
model offer insight to college students’ social class identity. Researchers in higher
education, however, have yet to develop substantive models to explain how traditionalaged college students form and understand their social class identity. As Ostrove and
Cole (2003) indicated, theoretical models related to social class identity have not
emerged in the literature in the way that other aspects of one’s social identity have
surfaced (e.g., racial/ethnic identity, sexual identity, gender identity). Future research
should focus on social class identity as an important aspect of the human experience. For
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example, more research is needed to understand how students across a variety of social
class statuses understand their class-based identity. In addition, at present, educators
have no clear sense of how an individual’s social class identity is developed over time.
Longitudinal research on social class identity development extending throughout the
college years and beyond may offer insight into the formative process for this domain of
one’s identity.
Although researchers acknowledge the difficulty in defining social class and
distinguishing between related terms (e.g., socioeconomic status versus social class), this
lack of a singular, constant definition should not stifle research on social class. Even in
the presence of one singular definition, the taboo nature of social class in our society and
the existence of systemic class privilege and oppression remain hurdles to fully grasping
one’s social class experiences and identity. As students in the present study reflected,
there were multiple instances where participants were reluctant to acknowledge how they
were influenced by their social class for fear of appearing weak or disadvantaged. Future
researchers may explore the taboo nature of social class in the context of higher
education. For example, an attempt to dismantle the systemic forces of classism may
begin by studying how college students and even faculty and staff understand classism.
Generally speaking, we have many clear markers readily available in our society to aid us
in determining if speech, thoughts, or actions are overtly racist. Employing racial slurs,
for example, is a behavior that is often not tolerated. As a society, we recognize that
behavior as racist. However, similar markers for classist behavior are not commonly
understood, acknowledged, or discouraged in our society.
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In addition to further research to develop theoretical frameworks on social class
identity, future research should consider how social class identity intersects with other
aspects of identity. As Jones and McEwen (2000) and Abes, et al. (2007) illustrated in
their work using the Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity, understanding one aspect
of an individual’s identity is insufficient to understand the whole student. Put simply, in a
field that touts holistic student development, research on social class identity should be
conducted in a way that acknowledges how the various dimensions of one’s identity
intersects with social class identity.
The present study uncovered feelings of frustration, resentment, and sometimes
even anger that low SES students felt toward their higher SES peers. Aside from this
study, peer interaction between low SES and high SES students has not been referenced
in the higher education literature. It seems clear from these participant experiences that
their interactions with higher SES peers influence how they perceive their own social
class and, in some instances, how they perform their social class. Peer groups are one of
the most, if not the most, influential entity for college students (Astin, 1993). Future
research should further explore this seemingly tenuous relationship between low SES and
higher SES students with particular attention given to how these peer groups influence
one another. Further, participants in this study talked about a sense of pride in their
social class of origin and the importance of mentoring-both as mentors and as mentees.
Additional research on how low-income, first-generation students come to develop this
sense of pride may assist educators in intentionally cultivating an environment where
one’s social class is celebrated rather than something to overcome.
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The present study focused solely on the social class experiences of White, lowincome, first-generation students. The selection of a White, monoracial sample was
intentional to minimize the confounding influence of race and class intersections for
students of color and to minimize the power differential between the researcher and the
participants. Race, however, was not a focus of the study. Because other scholars have
indicated that race and social class are inextricably connected (e.g., Archer, 2003; Reay,
1998), future research on low-income, first-generation students could examine the
intersections of social class and Whiteness to explore how White privilege might
influence an individual’s social class identity.
Limitations of the Study
Like all research, this study has several limitations that should be taken into
consideration when interpreting the findings. First, students self-selected to participate in
this study by responding to an e-mail invitation to participate. It is likely that this study
drew participants who were interested in talking about and reflecting on their social class.
It also is worth noting that all of the participants in this study were planning to enter a
helping profession. Therefore, these findings may not be reflective of low-income, firstgeneration students planning to enter professions other than those in helping fields.
Second, limiting this study to explore the social class identity and college
experiences of White, low-income, first-generation students was an intentional design
feature of this research. Thus, it is important for readers to use caution in considering the
transferability, if any, of these findings to student of color populations.
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Third, as a researcher, I made a concerted effort to build rapport with the
participants and subsequently to ensure the trustworthiness of these findings. However,
issues and questions around one’s social class remain taboo in our society. While it
seemed as if participants were open with me regarding their experiences, there were
multiple occasions where I perceived that participants were “holding back” from being
completely open about their experiences. While I made attempts to investigate what I
perceived as “holding back” through follow-up questions, there were multiple times
throughout the study where it was more appropriate and most ethical not to probe any
further. In other words, this study is limited, to some extent, in what it can truly reveal
about students’ understanding and experiences of social class during college because of
the deeply rooted unspeakable nature of social class in the United States. Finally, the
present study was conducted in the Midwestern United States possibly limiting the
transferability of these findings to other geographic contexts. For example, a prevailing
myth about this particular geographic region is that all Midwesterners are hard-working
and earnest individuals. To the extent this myth is grounded in reality, the participants
interviewed for this study may reflect such Midwestern traits that college students in
other geographic regions may not exhibit.
Conclusion
In this study, I have shown that low-income, first-generation students face unique
obstacles in understanding and expressing their social class identity during college. The
SCWM served as a useful lens to illuminate the experiences of this student population.
For most students in this study, social class or their status as low-income, first-generation
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students were not topics they discussed or actively thought about on a daily basis.
However, over the course of the interviews, it became clear that the participants
welcomed the cathartic experience of sharing their social class narratives with a willing
listener.
Overall, participants’ stories reflected students who felt overextended during
college mostly due to the necessity of work combined with the rigors of collegiate
academics. Further, most participants described living in two separate worlds: who they
were at college and who they were at home. Perhaps Fish best captured these sentiments
when she explained,
I never have time for just me…when I do have spare time like when I’m not
working or not having to do school work, I choose to spend time with loved
ones…if I neglect those relationships, I feel as though I would be left out of the
family. I guess how I feel is that if I knew that I didn’t need to have the job, I
could put more focus on other activities. And maybe actually relax for once,
because the stress that I feel, makes me feel like a rubber band wound too tightly,
and I’m eventually going to break.
Fish’s narrative is a call for help. It suggests that the many hours low-income, firstgeneration college students spend working in order to survive in college has
consequences for how these students engage in, connect to, and experience life at college.
For most students in the present study, earning a college degree meant a chance at “a
better life” and an opportunity for “getting out” from under the socioeconomic hardship
in which they were raised. Ironically, for most participants “getting out” of their home
life meant “missing out” on the full college experience.
Finally, I am inspired by the sense of pride these students felt about their social
class of origin. Their values of hard work, responsibility, and resilience are admirable.
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As Benjamin Franklin-himself from a working class family and exemplifying values of
hard work and financial responsibility-proclaimed: “Having been poor is no shame, but
being ashamed of it, is” (The Quotations Page, n.d.). Empowering low-income, firstgeneration students to be proud of who they are is a worthy task for educators. As a
researcher and educator, it is my hope that this study will offer insight into the social
class experiences of low-income, first-generation college students to better assist
educators in meeting the needs of this unique student population.
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APPENDIX A
E-MAIL TO CAMPUS STAFF MEMBERS

Hello [Campus Staff Member Name Here],
I am conducting a study for my dissertation research on the college experiences of lowincome, first-generation college students. I am hoping to enroll current students who (a)
have completed at least two semesters of college at The University of Iowa, (b) are
eligible for the Federal Pell Grant Program, (c) come from a background where neither
parent or guardian attended college, and (d) identify as White/Caucasian.
These students will be asked to complete a survey to collect their demographic
information. Students who participate in this part of the study will be selected based on
the criteria listed to participate in individual interviews. I would like to conduct
individual interviews with students between February 15 and April 1, and I hope you can
help me identify students who meet these criteria. .
I am asking you to forward the invitation to participate in this study (attached) to students
you know who might fit the aforementioned criteria. I will then follow up with students
who respond to the invitation to participate and complete the on-line survey. Participation
in this study is voluntary in nature. I have contacted you because of your direct
involvement with students who may fit the criteria for my study.
I appreciate any assistance you can provide. Please feel free to contact me at Georgiannamartin@uiowa.edu if you have any questions. The study is being supervised by my
major professor Debora Liddell (Debora-Liddell@uiowa.edu). If you have questions or
concerns about the rights of research participants or about research related injury, please
contact the Human Subjects Office, Hardin Library for the Health Sciences, Office 105,
600 Newton Rd., The University of Iowa, Iowa City, Iowa, 52242, (319) 335-6564, or email irb@uiowa.edu.
Thank you for your time,

Georgianna L. Martin
Ph.D. Candidate, Student Affairs Administration and Research
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APPENDIX B
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE & INFORMED CONSENT FOR SURVEY
FOR IRB USE ONLY
APPROVED BY: IRB-02
IRB ID #: 201012793
APPROVAL DATE: 02/08/11
EXPIRATION DATE: 02/08/12

SUBJECT LINE: Research Study about First-Generation College Students
Date [Insert Date Letter is to be Distributed during early spring 2011]

Dear Student at the University of Iowa:
I am writing to invite you to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to
explore the college experiences of students who come from low-income backgrounds and who
are of the first generation in their family to attend college. This study is being conducted to fulfill
the requirements for completing my doctoral degree at the University of Iowa.
You are receiving this letter because a University of Iowa staff member believes you may fit the
criteria for the research study I am conducting. This letter is being sent by the University
Staff/Office. I have not been given your name or contact information. Approximately 200
people will take part in this study at the University of Iowa.
If you agree to participate, I would like you to complete an on-line survey. The survey asks about
basic demographic information about you such as your gender, race/ethnicity, parents’
educational level, and activities in which you are involved on campus. You may skip any
questions you do not wish to answer. Completing the survey will take about 5-10 minutes of your
time. You may skip any questions that you do not wish to answer.
In the survey, you will also be asked to indicate if you are willing to share your thoughts and
experiences by participating in two interviews each lasting approximately 60 minutes and a
journaling activity in between the two interviews. If you are willing to be contacted about the
one-to-one interviews, please include your contact information when prompted to do so in the
survey.
Once you complete your survey please press the “submit” button. Doing so will save your
responses on the web server hosting the survey. If you are selected for the study interview
procedures, I will contact you to arrange a time to meet.
We will keep the information you provide confidential, however federal regulatory agencies and
the University of Iowa Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves
research studies) may inspect and copy records pertaining to this research. To help protect your
confidentiality, I will use a study identification code number and a study name not your real name
to identify all information collected for the study. I will store information received from you in a
locked file cabinet in a locked office. Electronic information will be stored on a password-
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protected computer. Your study identification code will be linked to your real name. The list
linking your name and your study identification code will be stored in a separate location that is
accessible only to the researchers. I will destroy the link between the study identification code
and your name upon completion of the study. If we write a report about this study we will do so
in such a way that you cannot be identified.

You will be asked to provide information over the Internet. Information provided via the internet
may be viewed by individuals who have access to the computers where the information is
collected or stored. It is also possible that your responses could be viewed by unauthorized
persons. We will use a secure web site to collect the study information and password protected
computers to store the study information. There will be no personal benefit from your
participation. However, we hope that in the future, the information from this study may benefit
future college students from low-income backgrounds who are the first in their family to attend
college by helping college educators and administrators gain a better understanding of the
experiences of this unique group of students.
You will not have any costs for being in this research study. You will not be paid for the survey
part of the study.
Taking part in this research study is completely voluntary. If you decide not to be in this study,
or if you stop participating at any time, you will not be penalized or lose any benefits for which
you otherwise qualify.
If you have any questions about the research study itself, please contact Georgianna Martin at
601-212-6837 or Georgianna-martin@uiowa.edu. The study is being supervised by Professor
Debora Liddell (Debora-liddell@uiowa.edu). If you experience a research-related problem,
please contact: Dr. Debora Liddell at (319) 335-5188.
If you have questions about the rights of research participants, please contact the Human Subjects
Office, Hardin Library for the Health Sciences, Office 105, 600 Newton Rd., The University of
Iowa, Iowa City, Iowa, 52242, (319) 335-6564, or e-mail irb@uiowa.edu. To offer input about
your experiences as a research subject or to speak to someone other than the research staff, call
the Human Subjects Office at the number above.
Thanks in advance for your consideration of this study. If you agree to participate in this study
please complete the brief Demographic Information Survey at the following link:
https://survey.uiowa.edu/wsb.dll/1288/martindemographicsurvey.htm
If you do not wish to participate in the study, do not complete the survey or respond to this email.
Sincerely,

Georgianna L. Martin
PhD Candidate, Student Affairs Administration and Research Program
University of Iowa
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APPENDIX C
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION SURVEY

The survey URL is
https://survey.uiowa.edu/wsb.dll/1288/martindemographicsurvey.htm.

Demographic Information Survey
1) Please enter your date of birth.

Format: YYYY-MM-DD

2) What is your gender?

3) What is your race/ethnicity? Check all that apply.
Black, non-Hispanic
American Indian/Alaska Native
Asian/Pacific Islander
Hispanic
White, non-Hispanic
Race/ethnicity unknown
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4) Please indicate the highest level of education each of your
parents/guardians completed.
Parent/Guardian

Parent/Guardian

1

2

Did not finish high school

High school graduate/GED

Attended college but did not receive a degree

Completed an Associate or other 2-year
degree

Bachelor's or other 4-year degree

Master's degree (e.g., M.A., M.S., M.B.A.)

Doctorate/Professional degree (Ph.D., M.D.,
Ed.D., J.D.)

5) What is your best estimate of your parents'/guardians' total
annual income?
Less than $14,999
$15,000-$24,999
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$25,000-$34,999
$35,000-$49,999
$50,000-$74,999
$75,000-$99,999
$100,000-$199,999
$200,000 or more
Not applicable

6) Are you receiving need-based financial aid (e.g., the Federal Pell
Grant) to attend college?
Yes
No
I don't know

7) Did you participate in the Iowa Edge program during your first
year of college?
Yes
No
I don't know

8) Are you or have you been involved in TRIO programs at the
University of Iowa?
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Yes
No
I don't know

9) Are you, or have you been, involved in First-Generation Iowa, the
student organization for first-generation students at Iowa?
Yes
No
I don't know

10) Please list any student organizations or activities you are
involved in at the University of Iowa.

11) What is your major or intended major?

12)

If you are willing to be interviewed for this study, please
include your NAME below. (Note: Students who participate in the
interview portion of the study will receive a $25.00 gift card accepted
at any Johnson County, Iowa business that accepts Mastercard at the
completion of the second interview)
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If you are willing to be interviewed for this study, please
enter your E-MAIL ADDRESS so that I may contact you to
schedule an interview.

13)

Thank you for completing this survey!
Submit Survey

(1 of 1)

This online survey is powered by WebSurveyor.
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APPENDIX D
CONSENT INFORMATION SHEET

FOR IRB USE ONLY
APPROVED BY: IRB-02
IRB ID #: 201012793
APPROVAL DATE: 02/08/11
EXPIRATION DATE: 02/08/12

PROJECT TITLE: The Experiences of College Students from Low Socioeconomic
Status Backgrounds
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Georgianna Martin
CONTACT INFORMATION: Georgianna Martin
e-mail: georgianna-martin@uiowa.edu
phone: 601-212-6837
We invite you to participate in a research study. The purpose of this research study is to
explore the college experiences of students who come from low-income backgrounds and
who are the first generation in their family to attend college. More specifically, this study
will explore how students from low socioeconomic status backgrounds experience and
navigate social class differences and similarities during college.
I am inviting you to participate in this research study because you have indicated that you
are from a low-income background and the first-generation in your family to attend
college. Approximately 200 people will take part in this study at the University of Iowa.
If you agree to take part in this study, your involvement will be completed during the
2011 spring semester and will include two 60-minute interviews and a journaling
exercise.
The first study interview will include questions about your personal history and your
awareness of your family's social position, your decision to attend this university and
what it means to be the first in your family to attend college, your experiences in college
and your relationships with family and friends. I will make an audio recording of your
interview. The interview will take approximately 60 minutes. You may skip any
questions that you do not wish to answer.
At the end of the first interview, you will be asked to write in a journal during the twoweek period in between the first and second interviews. You will be asked to journal
about your experiences as a student from a low-income background and as the first
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student in your family to attend college. The journal entries will be discussed in the
second interview, and will be given to the researcher at the conclusion of the second
interview.
The second study interview will be scheduled approximately two weeks following the
first interview and will include questions about the entries in your journal. I will present
a summary of the information from the first interview and ask if have any additional
comments or clarifications of the information from the first interview. I will make an
audio recording of your interview. The interview will take approximately 60 minutes.
You may skip any questions that you do not wish to answer.
All interviews will take place in the Iowa Memorial Union or in the Lindquist Center on
campus.
One aspect of this study involves making audio recordings of the interviews. Interviews
will be audio recorded to ensure accuracy in data collection and analysis. All audiorecordings and interview notes will be stored in a password-protected electronic file for
five years to maintain your confidentiality. After five years, the audio files will be
destroyed. Only the researcher will have access to the audio recordings.
We will keep the information you provide confidential, however federal regulatory
agencies and the University of Iowa Institutional Review Board (a committee that
reviews and approves research studies) may inspect and copy records pertaining to this
research. To help protect your confidentiality, I will use a study name and not your real
name to identify all information collected for the study. I will store information received
from you in a locked file cabinet in a locked office. Electronic information will be stored
on a password-protected computer. Your study name will be linked to your real name.
The list linking your name and your study identification will be stored in a separate
location that is accessible only to the researchers. When I write a report about this study
or share the study data with others, I will do so in a way that you cannot be identified.
You may be uncomfortable while recounting life events related to aspects of your identity
to the researcher. You have the option not to answer any question and you are free to
withdraw from the research study at any time without any negative consequences or
retribution. You will not benefit personally from being in this study. However we hope
that others may benefit in the future from what we learn as a result of this study.
You will not have any costs for being in this research study. You will receive a $25.00
Community Gift Card following the second interview. The gift card is redeemable at any
business in Johnson County, Iowa that accepts Mastercard. If you withdraw from the
study before completing the second interview you will be paid a $10.00 gift card for
completing only the first interview.
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Taking part in this research study is completely voluntary. If you decide not to be in this
study, or if you stop participating at any time, you won’t be penalized or lose any benefits
for which you otherwise qualify.
I encourage you to ask questions. If you have any questions about the research study
itself, please contact: Georgianna Martin at 601-212-6837 or Georgiannamartin@uiowa.edu. You also can contact the faculty advisor for this study, Dr. Debora
Liddell, (319) 335-5188, or e-mail Debora-liddell@uiowa.edu. If you experience a
research-related injury, please contact: Dr. Debora Liddell, (319) 335-5188 .
If you have questions about the rights of research subjects, please contact the Human
Subjects Office, 105 Hardin Library for the Health Sciences, 600 Newton Rd, The
University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA 52242-1098, (319) 335-6564, or e-mail
irb@uiowa.edu. To offer input about your experiences as a research subject or to speak to
someone other than the research staff, call the Human Subjects Office at the number
above.
Thank you very much for your consideration.
If you agree to be in the study, please tell me now and we will begin the first study
interview.
If you do not wish to be in the study, please let me know now or at any time. Thank you
very much for your consideration of the study.
You may keep this document for your records.
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APPENDIX E
INTERVIEW GUIDE-FIRST INTERVIEW
Introduction:
•

•

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me. By sharing your experiences with
me, I can better understand the college experiences of low-income, first-generation
students. The interview questions are open-ended, and I would like for you to tell me
only what you are comfortable sharing.
Confirm consent (provide a copy of consent information sheet). Are there any
questions I can answer before we begin?

Interview:
•

Tell me about yourself. Where are you from?

•

How did you decide to attend this university? What are you studying? What type of
activities and groups are you involved in on campus or in the community?

•

How would you describe yourself to yourself?

•

What was it like for you growing up in your family?

•

When, if at all, did it occur to you that your family was low income? How did that
make you feel?

•

What did your parents/guardians tell you about your social class?

•

What did your parents/guardians tell you about upward mobility?

•

Growing up, what were you told about being rich or poor?

•

In what ways, if at all, are you aware of your social class?

•

How important, if at all, is your social class to you?

•

What does it mean to you to go to college?

•

What does it mean to you to be the first person in your family to attend college?
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•

Now that you have been in college, what is like to go back home?

•

Can you walk me through a typical day for you at this university? (Follow up prompts
as appropriate regarding how participants spend their time)

•

Other than when you are in class, how do you spend your time?

•

Are there experiences you want to be sure you have in college before you graduate? If
so, please describe. Why are these experiences important for you?

•

Are there experiences you feel like may not be possible for you to have in college
because of your socioeconomic status? If so, please describe.

•

What do you spend money on in college?

•

How have you spent your Spring breaks and the Summer months since coming to
college?

•

Since you’ve been in college, can you tell me about a time when you encountered
someone with a different socioeconomic status than yourself? What did this
interaction mean to you? Please be specific.

•

Since you’ve been in college, in what ways have you encountered people who share a
similar socioeconomic status background as yourself? Please provide a specific
example. Can you talk about what these encounters have meant to you?

Post-Interview Wrap-up:
•
•
•
•
•

Thank participant again
Explain journals
Indicate that participants may e-mail me if additional stories, thoughts, or comments
related to the interview come up prior to the second interview
Choose pseudonym
Set up time for second interview
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APPENDIX F

INTERVIEW GUIDE-SECOND INTERVIEW

Introduction:
•

Thank you for agreeing to share more of your thoughts and experiences with me. In this
interview, we will talk a bit about the last interview and go more in depth about some of
your experiences. We will also talk about the journals you have written following our
first interview.

•

Reconfirm consent (provide a copy of consent form and have participants initial their
consent prior to the start of the interview)

Interview:
•

Follow-up from first interview
1. Is there anything else that you’ve thought of since our first interview?
2. I will restate what I thought I heard from the first interview.
3. I will ask for participant to clarify or elaborate on particular comments from first
interview.

•

Discuss Journal
1. Thank you for taking the time to reflect in writing through journaling. From what
you’ve written in your journal, what stands out to you as important?
2. The second and third journal prompts specifically asked you to reflect on the
ways in which you have experienced being advantaged or disadvantaged because
of your socioeconomic status since coming to college. What was the process of
reflecting on this specific prompt like for you? How did it make you feel? What
was easy/difficult about this assignment?
3.

•

Provided the participant returned the journal prior to the interview, I will ask
clarifying questions about their responses to the journal prompts. If the journal
was not returned, I will ask participants to respond to the second journal prompt
verbally during our interview and ask follow-up questions if appropriate.

Closing
1.

Is there anything I didn’t ask you about that you’d like to add?
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Post-Interview Wrap-up:
•
•

Thank participant for their time
Explain that I might need to get in touch to follow-up
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APPENDIX G
DIRECTIONS FOR JOURNALING ACTIVITY

The purpose of this study is to understand how students from low socioeconomic status
backgrounds experience and navigate social class differences and similarities during
college. In between our first and second interview, I would like you to keep a journal of
any reflections you have related to your experiences as a low-income, first-generation
college student. Please capture any reflections or experiences that come to mind, even if
they may seem trivial. I have provided two discussion prompts below to assist your
reflective process. These prompts are meant to spark your thinking and writing, but
please feel free to reflect on additional experiences or issues related to your experience as
a low-income, first-generation college student not included in the prompts.
•

Following our first interview, what experiences have you had, if any, where you
were aware of your socioeconomic status? Please be specific. Who was involved?
What happened and where did it happen? How did it make you feel? What was
your reaction to the experience?

•

Since you’ve been in college, in what ways have you encountered situations,
experiences, or people where your socioeconomic status has helped you? Please
provide a specific example.

•

Can you describe an experience or situation you’ve had since coming to college
where you felt at a disadvantage because of your socioeconomic status? What did
this experience mean to you? How did you navigate this experience?

Your entries do not need to be long or written in any particular format. You may type
your journal and e-mail it to me at Georgianna-martin@uiowa.edu or I can provide you
with a notebook to record your reflections. Please e-mail the journal to me prior to our
second interview. If it is not possible for you to return the journal to me prior to our
second interview, then please bring it with you to our second interview.

