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Students from working-class backgrounds are
signiﬁcantly less likely to attend college (particu
larly 4-year institutions) and persist to degree
completion than their peers from middle- and
upper-social classes (Astin & Oseguera, 2004;
McDonough, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Tinto, 2006; Walpole, 2007). Social class, as
determined by economic status, is an important
indicator of college access and attendance: In 2004,
no more than 43% of high school graduates from
families with incomes under $30,000 immediately
matriculated to higher education institutions while
75% of students from families with incomes over
$50,000 enrolled in colleges and universities
(Long, 2008). The rates at which lower- and
upper-income students graduate from college
reﬂect even greater disparities: By 24 years of
age, 12% of students from low-income families
earn a baccalaureate degree compared with 73% of
their higher income peers (Mortenson, 2007).
The inequality in degree completion rates has
created longstanding barriers to social mobility
over generations by systematically perpetuating
economic inequalities for students from workingclass backgrounds. As colleges and universities
become more diverse, academic advisors must
increasingly appreciate and understand the ways in
which students’ social class background shapes
collegiate experiences and, in turn, the ways in
which postsecondary institutions reinforce systems
of existing class privilege.
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Although scholars have documented differences
between social classes in terms of higher education
attendance and attainment, very few have ad
dressed working-class students’ experiences in
higher education (Walpole, 2003). Furthermore,
in academic advising literature on marginalized
and underrepresented students issues of social class
remain noticeably absent, a situation concomitant
with the scarcity of social class scholarship in
higher education and limited inclusion of social
class issues in diversity conversations on college
campuses. In overlooking the inﬂuence of social
class background in shaping students’ collegiate
experiences, academic advisors may fail to attend
speciﬁcally to the social class–based concerns of
their students and thus unknowingly perpetuate
social class inequalities and classism.
To remedy this dearth of information in the
literature, we investigated working-class students’
experiences in traditional 4-year public institutions
to provide academic advisors with insights into
ways social class may mark a point of division for
working-class college students among the larger
population. We speciﬁcally examined whether
students’ social class is associated with their sense
of belonging, social involvement, and perceptions
of campus climate for those in speciﬁc social
classes. In learning more about the collegiate
experiences of working-class college students,
academic advisors can be better prepared to advise
this group of students and better positioned to
create institutional conditions to promote students’
educational success.

Deﬁning Working-Class Students
The lack of consensus on social class deﬁni
tions coupled with differing contextual meanings
of them complicates proper class-based cohort
identiﬁcation for educational researchers. There
fore, throughout the paper, we reference scholar
ship in which the term social class has been
operationalized and social class variables (e.g.,
parental education, income, or occupation) are
utilized in multiple ways.
Scholars have suggested that subjective identi
ﬁcation of social class can be valid under speciﬁc
conditions: for example, if meaningful response
categories are provided and if social class is
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Utilizing data from the multi-institutional Student
Experience in the Research University survey, we
examined self-identified working-class students’
experiences in higher education. The results
suggest that working-class students experience a
lower sense of belonging, perceive a less
welcoming campus climate, and pursue fewer
social engagements than their peers who selfidentify as middle/upper-class. Specific sugges
tions direct academic advisors to promote
working-class students’ success.

Krista Soria & Mark Bultmann

Working-Class Students in Higher Education
Working-class students often struggle in areas
related to social engagement and integration in
higher education (Soria, 2012); for example, Soria
and Stebleton (2013) discovered that working-class
college students struggle to ﬁnd peers who share
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their own background and life histories. Their
circumstances can inﬂuence students’ academic
experiences as well; for example, working-class
students spend signiﬁcantly less time collaborating
with classmates on academic assignments than
middle- and upper-class students (Soria et al.,
2013-2014). Working-class students also engage in
student clubs and groups less than students from
other socioeconomic backgrounds, and nearly one
half of them participate less than one hour a week
in student organizations (Walpole, 2003). These
ﬁndings comport with those from other researchers
who have found that students from lower social
classes work longer hours and participate less
frequently in organized student groups or informal
and formal social activities than their peers from
middle- and upper-class backgrounds (Rubin,
2012; Stuber, 2011; Walpole, 2003).
Students from working-class backgrounds clear
ly see disparities based on class differences,
express sensitivity to social class issues, and
believe that social class matters in their collegiate
experience (Aries, 2008; Stuber, 2006). Workingclass students clearly articulate their astute aware
ness of social class by identifying cultural rules and
symbols associated with various levels of social
class (Schwartz, Donovan, & Guido-DiBrito,
2009). Aries and Seider (2005) discovered that
low-income students attending a private college
reported greater feelings of inadequacy, intimida
tion, exclusion, and inferiority than their peers.
Working-class students have previously identiﬁed
several critical incidents that spurred them to
realize the economic, social, and cultural capital
differences between social classes on their cam
puses: For example, students noted that they felt
invisible in the eyes of peers and university
personnel; believed that their fellow students and
the university staff lack awareness of the issues and
realities facing working-class students; and be
lieved prevalent stereotypical views of the working-class persisted on campus (Hess, 2007).
Undoubtedly, such awareness of social class
differences can contribute to working-class stu
dents’ alienation, marginalization, and isolation in
higher education.
The extent to which students feel integrated on
their campuses matters: Students’ experiences and
levels of involvement in college inﬂuence their
educational aspirations and persistence (Astin,
1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 2003).
Additionally, social networks on campus can
cultivate working-class students’ acquisition of
valuable social and cultural capital that they can
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conceptualized as membership in speciﬁc socially
deﬁned groups (Rubin et al., 2014; Soria, Steble
ton, & Huesman, 2013-2014). Furthermore, sub
jective assessments of social class may provide
reliable and predictive measures in the ﬁeld of
higher education (Rubin et al., 2014); consequent
ly, in the analysis, we relied upon students’ selfreported afﬁnity with one of ﬁve social classes as
listed on the survey provided to them: low-income
or poor, working-class, middle-class, upper-middle
or professional middle-class, and wealthy. We
collapsed the three middle- and upper-class
categories into one group for comparison with
low-income and working-class students, a group
hereafter identiﬁed as working class.
Many factors inﬂuence self-identiﬁcation or
-categorization of social groups, including the
status of the group, perceived clarity and perme
ability of group boundaries, legitimacy and stabil
ity of intergroup relations, and similarity to a
prototypical group member (Brown, 2000; Huddy,
2001). Class-based terminology for self-deﬁnition
may create problems in research because of the
rhetoric used to describe classes; for example,
lower class tends to carry the most negative
stereotypes, and individuals may therefore avoid
external afﬁnity with lower social classes to dodge
social stigmatization (Lott, 2002). Class differences
may appear more salient for working-class students
who attend universities mostly attended by those
from middle- and upper-class families (Granﬁeld,
1991; Ostrove & Stewart, 1998). Therefore, the
sample for this research, derived from several large,
public, research universities where the majority of
students self-identiﬁed as middle/upper-class, may
reﬂect some bias. In prior research utilizing the
same data, researchers found that self-identiﬁed
social class strongly correlates with students’ selfreported and institutionally reported family income
and parental education, lending validity to stu
dents’ self-identiﬁcation in a social class in this
particular sample (Soria & Barratt, 2012). While
social class intersects with other dimensions of
students’ identities in unique ways, in this study,
we highlight class-based differences to advance
awareness of social class inﬂuences on students’
experiences.

Working-Class Students

Conceptual Framework
Past researchers have used Bourdieu’s (1977,
1986) social reproduction theory to explain
inequities in educational attainment by social
classes and describe the ways in which social class
is reproduced in institutions, societies, and indi
viduals (Hurst, 2010; McDonough, 1997; Stuber,
2011; Walpole, 2003). According to Bourdieu
(1986), social class combines three types of capital:
economic (accumulated money or wealth), social
(network of acquaintances), and cultural (knowl
edge or familiarity with the dominant culture).
Environment or habitus also contributes to the
theory, which asserts that the dominant culture
represented in the habitus of higher education (i.e.,
middle- and upper-class culture) reproduces the
dispositions of those who already possess that
culture, most often to the detriment of workingclass students who do not integrate into the
dominant culture (Grenfell, 2004). Those with
power in society—typically the upper classes—
design systems, structures, and processes to
reinforce and reproduce their power. College
admission criteria at prestigious institutions, for
example, confer greater status on students involved
in extracurricular activities, complete advanced
college preparatory curricula, and have parents
who also attended the same institutions—all of
which are disproportionately within reach of
students from more privilege backgrounds who,
from very young ages, are guided by their parents
(many with college degrees) to actively engage in
extracurricular activities and enjoy access to
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college preparatory courses through schools with
such resources (Kahlenberg, 2010; Stevens, 2007).
Working-class students encounter several chal
lenges negotiating in the middle-class habitus of
higher education (Hurst, 2010; Stuber, 2011); for
example, many working-class students feel a strong
sense of marginalization and alienation from their
wealthier peers (Aries, 2008; Armstrong & Ham
ilton, 2013). As a result, they feel isolated at
college as though they are ‘‘marred by a painful
sense of never quite measuring up’’ (Armstrong &
Hamilton, 2013, p. 119). Working-class students
often feel like imposters, passing as qualiﬁed
students, in higher education (Hurst, 2010; Long,
Jenkins, & Bracken, 2000), and Hurst (2012)
documented that some go to great lengths to alter
their physical appearances and manner of dress to
ﬁt in with their middle-class peers. These negative
sentiments can compromise lower- and workingclass students’ authentic sense of belonging and
integration, thus contributing to their comparative
ly low persistence and graduation rates (Aries &
Seider, 2005; Granﬁeld, 1991).
Some suggest that the challenges experienced
by working-class students in higher education stem
from the ways they are socialized in childhood. For
instance, working-class children have fewer struc
tured interactions with peers and professionals
compared with middle- and upper-class children,
who undergo a process of concerted cultivation in
which they are purposefully placed in environ
ments and designated activities that increase their
social and cultural capital (Lareau, 2003), which is
associated with students’ academic success (Berg
er, 2000). Educational systems reproduce social
classes by granting continued advantages to
students of middle- and upper-class backgrounds
who can successfully navigate educational systems
(Crossley, 2008). Middle-class students embody
dispositions recognized and valued by teachers
operating in middle-class educational systems, who
perceive these students to be ‘‘brighter and more
articulate’’ because they ‘‘speak the same lan
guage’’ and possess cultural knowledge and
abilities similar to those of the teachers (Crossley,
2008, p. 95). Higher education institutions confer a
great deal of value and prestige upon the culture of
the middle class, which maintains power by virtue
of attenuated legitimacy and reinforces outcomes
that strengthen members of the social class
(Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).
Working-class students often report encounter
ing lower expectations from faculty members,
some of whom may assume working-class students
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utilize to bolster their success in higher education
(Stuber, 2011). Working-class students may beneﬁt
more than middle- and upper-class students from
social engagement efforts of college; for example,
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, and Terenzini (2004)
found ﬁrst-generation students derived greater
outcomes from social activities than their peers
whose parents had a college education. Workingclass students may be at a greater disadvantage
with regard to their sense of belonging because of
the overriding middle-class culture of traditional 4
year institutions (Hurst, 2010). According to
Ostrove and Long (2007), social class background
strongly relates to students’ sense of belonging at
college, which in turn mediates students’ academic
and social adjustment. These ﬁndings suggest that
working-class students’ experiences in college can
affect their retention, graduation, and other long
term outcomes.

Krista Soria & Mark Bultmann

Methods
Instrument
The Student Experience in the Research
University (SERU) survey is conducted by the
Center for Studies of Higher Education at the
University of California–Berkeley. The survey
provides a means for a census scan of the
undergraduate experience. All undergraduates in
the eight-university consortium enrolled in Spring
2011 and at the end of the prior term were asked
to complete this web-based questionnaire, with
the majority of communication undertaken by e
mail. All institutions that participated in SERU
survey administration underwent internal review
board reviews and received approval to administer
the instrument. For the SERU survey, each
student answers a set of core questions and is
randomly assigned one of four modules contain
ing items focused on a research theme.
Participants
The SERU survey was administered to
213,160 undergraduates from eight large, public
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universities in the Midwest and classiﬁed by the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching (n.d.) as having very high research
activity. The institutional-level completion re
sponse rate among nontransfer, non-international
students was 28.46% (n = 60,665). From this
larger sample, institutions assign approximately
20% of respondents to one of the four themed
modules. After accounting for missing data, we
analyzed a ﬁnal subsample of 17.92% who
completed a module related to student life and
development (n = 10,869). The sample was
comprised of primarily female and White students
(Table 1).
Measures
Dependent variables. We measured campus
climate for members of a social class through three
questions assessing the frequency with which
students had heard peers express negative or
stereotypical views about social classes, percep
tions of other students on campus as respected
regardless of their social class, and whether
students of the respondent’s own social class
receive respect on campus. To measure the internal
consistency of these items, we used SPSS 21.0 to
derive Cronbach’s alpha values. The results of the
analysis suggested that these items had good
reliability (α = .70).
We measured students’ sense of belonging
through two items assessing students’ agreement
that they belonged on campus and that they
would re-enroll with the knowledge gained to
date. We also utilized two additional items
measuring students’ satisfaction with their overall
academic and social experiences. These items also
showed good reliability (α = .85).
Finally, we measured students’ social involve
ment through three items assessing the frequency
with which students socialized with friends,
pursued recreation or creative interests, or
participated in physical exercise or physically
active hobbies. The results of the analysis to
derive Cronbach’s alpha suggested that these
items had lower-than-acceptable reliability (α
= .60), which is not surprising as more time spent
participating in one activity necessitates less time
pursuing an alternate social opportunity. Because
of the low internal consistency of these items,
readers should interpret the results of analyses
predicting students’ social involvement with
caution.
Control variables. We used several demo
graphic control variables in our models, including
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lack intelligence or intellectual ability (Aries,
2008; Christopher, 2003; Espinoza, 2011; Jensen,
2012; Plummer, 2000). These beliefs feed workingclass students’ perception that they do not belong
in higher education (Hurst, 2010). Academic
advisors should be cognizant of the ways in which
existing social class hierarchies perpetuate class
divisions in higher education.
The extant scholarship describing working-class
students’ collegiate experiences has primarily
utilized qualitative methods, which often feature
small sample sizes in single-institutional contexts
(Aries & Seider, 2005; Hurst, 2010; LongwellGrice & Longwell-Grice, 2007; Muzzatti &
Samarco, 2006; Ostrove, 2003; Schwartz el al.,
2009; Stuber, 2011). Informed by Bourdieu’s
(1977, 1986) social reproduction theory, we
utilized a multi-institutional data set to examine
the potential relationships between college stu
dents’ social class background and their sense of
belonging, perceptions of campus climate for those
in their social class, and social involvement in
higher education. A quantitative approach contrib
utes to the literature by adding new insights not
captured in previous qualitative work, enhances
understanding of how social class shapes college
students’ experiences across a broad expanse of
situations, and triangulates evidence from prior
research related to social class (as per Creswell,
2009).

Working-Class Students

gender, race and ethnicity, and ﬁrst-generation
status. All variables were dummy coded. Students
identiﬁed their social class through the question,
‘‘Which of the following best describes your
social class when you were growing up?’’
Students could select one of the following
categories: wealthy; upper-middle or profession
al-middle, middle-, or working-class; and lowincome or poor. In this sample, 4.5% of students
identiﬁed as low-income or poor (n = 489), 17.2%
as working-class (n = 1,869), 43.0% as middle
class (n = 4,674), 32.7% as upper-middle or
professional-middle class (n = 3,554), and 2.6%
as wealthy (n = 282). The dummy coding allowed
for comparisons of low-income and working-class
students to the three upper-class categories
combined.
Students’ cumulative grade-point averages
(GPAs) were derived from the fall semester
because the survey was administered in the
middle of the spring semester. We used all
academic levels of undergraduates in this analy
sis, so we controlled for the number of credits
students had earned (Table 1). Additional vari
ables related to students’ college experiences
were included as control variables; for example,
we controlled for students’ residence on campus
or off campus and the number of hours they
reported being employed per week. WinkleWagner (2009) identiﬁed student housing as one
way in which some institutions, perhaps uninten
tionally, create social stratiﬁcation based on
students’ social class as students from wealthier
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Coding/Scale
0 = male; 1 = female
0 = no; 1 = yes

0.0 to 4.0
0.0 to 263.0

0 = no; 1 = yes

backgrounds may be more likely to live on
campus. Students’ residence was dummy coded,
with indicator variables that included living
situations: university housing, fraternity or soror
ity, or family off campus. We also dummy coded
students’ employment as either off or on campus
with unemployed students serving as the common
referent group.
In addition, students rated the overall campus
climate in four areas: from friendly to hostile,
caring to impersonal, safe to dangerous, and
tolerant of diversity to intolerant of diversity.
These four items showed good reliability (α = .77).
Students rated the level of pride and respect that
they and their peers showed for their institutions
through four items (e.g., ‘‘most students are proud
to attend this school’’). These four items also
showed good reliability (α = .79). Students
assessed the frequency with which they interacted
with faculty members in and outside of classes
through three items of good reliability (α = .79).
They also indicated their level of participation in
on-campus activities, including the amount of time
they spent per week performing community
service, attending student clubs, or participating in
spiritual or religious activities. These campus
involvement items showed poor reliability
(α =.65) which, like social involvement, perhaps
reﬂects ﬁnite time for multiple commitments.
Data Analysis
We developed factors from several survey items,
including students’ sense of belonging, perceptions
55
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and coding for variables, N = 10,869
Variables Used in Analysis
M
SD
Demographic and Personal Characteristics
Gender
.59
.49
African American
.06
.24
Asian Paciﬁc American
.20
.40
American Indian or Native American
.00
.06
Hispanic or Latino
.12
.32
Other/unknown race
.04
.20
First-generation
.23
.42
College Experiences
Cumulative grade point average
3.30
.53
Credits earned
62.91
39.94
On-campus residence
.35
.48
Lives with family
.04
.20
Lives in a fraternity or sorority
.04
.20
Employed off campus
.16
.37
Employed on campus
.31
.46

Krista Soria & Mark Bultmann

Results
We conducted ordinary least squares regres
sions predicting students’ sense of belonging,
56

perceptions of campus climate for social class, and
social involvement. We primarily wanted to
examine whether data, controlling for gender, race,
employment, academic achievement, residence,
and college experience variables, showed that
working-class students had different college experiences than middle- and upper-class students. The
overall regression for the ﬁrst model predicting
students’ sense of belonging was statistically
signiﬁcant, F(19, 10849) = 374.98, p < .001, and
the model explains 39.4% of the variance in
sense of belonging (Table 2). The ﬁrst model
suggests working-class students reported a lower
sense of belonging on campus than did middleand
upperclass
students
when
demographic,
college
experience,
and
The
academic variables were controlled.
model also suggests that female, African
American, American Indian or Alaskan Native,
and Asian students reported a lower sense of
belonging on campus compared to their peers.
Students who reported other/unknown race or
ethnicity also reported a low sense of belonging.
Additionally, students who lived on campus and in
fraternities or sororities had a higher sense of
belonging than did those who lived with family.
GPA and number of credits earned were positively
associated with students’ sense of belonging on
campus. Students’ pride and the respect for the
campus based on diversity, faculty interactions, and
participation in campus activities were all positive
ly associated with students’ sense of belonging.
The general campus climate was positively
associated with students’ sense of belonging.
The second model predicting campus climate
based on social class is also statistically signiﬁcant,
F(19, 10849) = 187.03, p < .001, explaining 24.5%
of the variance in the outcome. Working-class
students reported a less welcoming campus climate
for social class than did middle- and upper-class
students. African American and Hispanic students
also reported a less welcoming climate for members
of their social classes. Students who lived on
campus and with family experienced a more
welcoming climate whereas students who lived in
fraternities and sororities reported a less welcoming
campus climate for people in their social class.
Students employed on campus reported a less
welcoming campus climate while GPA and credits
earned were positively associated with campus
climate. Finally, students’ pride and the respect
toward the campus as determined by diversity was
positively associated with campus climate, but
faculty interactions and participation in campus
activities were both negatively associated with
NACADA Journal
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of campus climate for social class, and social
involvement. We used SPSS 21.0 for all analyses.
We conducted multiple linear regressions predict
ing students’ responses to items on these factors
while controlling for demographic, academic, and
additional variables. We also conducted a factor
analysis on 24 items with oblique rotation
(promax). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) mea
sure veriﬁed the sampling adequacy for the
analysis (KMO = .87). Bartlett’s test of sphericity,
χ2 (276) = 92,686.96 (p < .001), indicated that
correlations between items were sufﬁciently large
for principal components analysis. Seven
components had an eigenvalue over Kaiser’s
criterion of one and explained 63.03% of the
variance. Because of the large sample size, Kaiser’s
criteria for components, and the convergence of a
scree plot that showed inﬂections that justify
retaining seven components, the ﬁnal analysis
retained the following factors: sense of belonging,
general campus climate, pride and respect for
diversity on campus, faculty interactions, campus
participation, campus climate for social class, and
social involvement. The factor scores were
computed using the regression method and saved
as standardized scores with a mean of zero and a
standard deviation of one. The full factor analysis
table, including all of the items used in the
analysis, is available by request (see Authors’
Notes).
Across the three regressions, we examined
assumptions of multicollinearity, homoscedastic
ity, linearity, and independent and normal errors.
Tests of the multiple regression assumptions
indicated no multicollinearity among the inde
pendent variables, with tolerance levels above zero
and variance inﬂation factor statistics below 10
(Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). In testing
homoscedasticity, we found random scatter and
variability in scatterplots of standardized
residuals against the standardized predicted
values. In producing histograms comparing the
distribution of standardized residuals to a normal
distribution, we found evidence of a slight
negative skew in the data. Examinations of matrix
scatterplots suggested the relationships between the
predictor and outcome variables were relatively
linear. We found consistently that the residual
errors were independent across our models
and the Durbin-Watson values were below 2.0
for all three models.

Working-Class Students
Table 2. Regression analyses predicting sense of belonging, campus climate for social class, and social
involvement
Model 1
Sense of
B
–.622***
–.100***
.001
–.065***
–.080*

Belonging
SE
β
.053
—
.020 –.041
.020 .000
.015 –.032
.035 –.018

–.244*
–.171***
.024
–.148***
–.225***
.064***
.343***
–.016
.020
.185***
.001***
.272***
.381***
.083***
.045***

.121
.020
.025
.036
.037
.018
.035
.022
.017
.015
.000
.009
.009
.008
.008

–.041
.038
–.197***
–.032
.293***
.113***
–.279***
–.024
–.109***
.041*
.000***
.276***
.228***
–.029**
–.078***

–.015
–.067
.008
–.031
–.046
.031
.075
–.006
.009
.098
.052
.273
.379
.083
.045
.394

.136
.023
.028
.041
.042
.020
.039
.025
.019
.016
.000
.010
.010
.009
.008

–.002
.015
–.063
–.007
.060
.055
–.061
–.009
–.051
.022
–.014
.276
.226
–.029
–.078
.245

Model 3
Social Involvement
B
SE
β
.968*** .063 —
–.155*** .024 –.064
–.104*** .023 –.044
–.255*** .018 –.126
–.307*** .041 –.069
–.091
–.227***
–.161***
–.099*
–.187***
–.017
.102*
–.020
–.088***
–.171***
–.001***
.036***
.021*
.085***
.342***

.142
.024
.029
.043
.044
.021
.041
.026
.020
.017
.000
.010
.010
.009
.009

–.006
–.089
–.051
–.020
–.038
–.008
.022
–.007
–.041
–.091
–.043
.036
.021
.085
.342
.173

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
campus climate for social class. The general campus
climate was positively associated with campus
climate for social class.
The third model predicting social involvement was
also statistically signiﬁcant, F(19, 10849) = 120.64, p
< .001. The model explains 17.3% of the variance
in students’ social involvement. Working-class
students reported less social involvement on campus
compared with middle- and upper-class students.
First-generation, female, African American, Asian,
and Hispanic students also reported less social
involvement compared with their referent groups.
Students self-identiﬁed as other/unknown race and
ethnicity also reported low social involvement.
Students who lived with family expressed lower
social involvement whereas students who lived in
fraternities and sororities experienced higher social
involvement. Students employed off campus report
ed relatively low social involvement. Both the
number of credits earned and GPA were negatively
associated with students’ social involvement. Stu
dents’ pride and the respect toward the campus
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based upon diversity, faculty interactions, and
campus involvement were positively associated with
students’ involvement. The general campus climate
was positively associated with students’ involve
ment.
In reviewing the standardized coefﬁcients for
the ﬁrst model, one sees that social class
identiﬁcation is not as strong a predictor of
students’ sense of belonging than other variables.
In the second model, social class proved a
relatively weak predictor compared to general
campus climate and the pride and the respect
students felt the campus placed on its diversity;
however, in that model, social class was a stronger
predictor than faculty interactions and campus
participation. Finally, in the third model, social
class was a stronger predictor of social involve
ment than the general campus climate, the pride
and the respect students felt the campus placed
upon diversity, and faculty interactions; however,
campus participation was a stronger predictor of
social involvement than social class.
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Predictor
Constant
Working Class
First-Generation
Female
African American
American Indian or Alaskan
Native
Asian
Hispanic
Other/Unknown Race/Ethnicity
Lived with Family
On Campus Residence
Fraternity or Sorority
Employed Off Campus
Employed On Campus
Cumulative GPA
Credits Earned
General Campus Climate
Pride and Respect
Faculty Interactions
Campus Participation
R2

Model 2
Campus Climate
for Social Class
B
SE
β
–.040
.060 —
–.254*** .023 –.105
–.027
.022 –.011
.030
.017 .015
–.270*** .039 –.060
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unintentionally erect barriers to opportunities for
upward mobility, and actively seek to understand
the ways in which classism may manifest on their
campuses.
As institutional agents who can transmit
valuable social and cultural capital, academic
advisors can help working-class students become
better integrated in higher education (StantonSalazar, 1997). Speciﬁcally, culturally aware advi
sors can talk openly about class struggles, class
privilege, and working-class identity concerns
(Clawson & Leiblum, 2008; Granﬁeld, 1991).
Academic advisors also serve as instrumental
sources of support for working-class students,
especially those not socially involved on their
campuses who will not beneﬁt from the potential
social and cultural capital otherwise gained from
peers. Well-informed and sensitive advisors assist
with acculturation to the new social and cultural
norms of campus while still helping students
maintain and value their social class identities.
Granﬁeld (1991), Hurst (2010), and Stuber (2011)
found many students spoke with pride about the
values they learned growing up in working-class
families, including a strong work ethic and
discipline for task completion. These values and
competencies beneﬁt students in higher education,
and with support and encouragement from aca
demic advisors, working-class students can inte
grate these cultural norms and values as well as
avoid some of the pressures to completely
assimilate in the middle-class culture of higher
education.
As a ﬁrst step in integrating students, advisors
may need to help identify the challenges creating
acculturative stresses as advisees adapt to a new
social class culture. Acculturative stress often
manifests as depression or anxiety (Joiner &
Walker, 2002) and the challenges of assuming a
bicultural identity or learning to code-switch
between cultures may lead to feelings of inauthen
ticity—of not belonging to either culture. These
emotions may be mitigated if academic advisors
help students identify that the origin of their
alienation does not reﬂect their individual capacity
to be successful in academia but instead results
from internalized social class conﬂict. In other
words, advisors should remind working-class
students of their ability to handle the academic
rigor of higher education while acknowledging
their struggles with the transition into a new class
culture. Nelson, Engar-Carlson, Tierney, and Hau
(2006) stressed that professionals in advising ﬁelds
should not remain mute about the subject of social

NACADA Journal

Volume 34(2)

2014

Downloaded from http://meridian.allenpress.com/doi/pdf/10.12930/NACADA-13-017 by guest on 01 March 2021

Discussion and Recommendations
The results of this study suggest working-class
students experience a lower sense of belonging in
higher education, perceive a less welcoming
campus climate for social class, and report less
social involvement on campus than peers selfidentiﬁed as middle or upper class. Our results
suggest that social class acts as a signiﬁcant
predictor of students’ sense of belonging and
involvement on college campus even when race,
gender, and parental education are considered.
Social class as an element of diversity may
therefore be meaningfully associated with stu
dents’ feelings of acceptance and social experi
ences at the institution. Campus leaders who strive
to make institutions more inclusive to students
from diverse backgrounds must recognize the need
to create respectful and welcoming environments
for working-class students (Oldﬁeld, 2007, 2012);
working-class students may feel disrespected
because of their social class identity, especially if
they have heard their peers express negative
stereotypical messages about those in the working
class. Despite difﬁculties in initiating long-term
institutional change, academic advisors can help
students understand how their pre-college back
grounds and social identities inﬂuence their
college experiences, connect with opportunities
that can support their academic success and social
integration, and gain knowledge of college proce
dures and resources. In fact, advisors are among
the most important on-campus individuals who
can directly inﬂuence working-class students’
success in higher education.
Working-class students’ feelings of alienation,
isolation, and lack of belonging may be attributed
to the difﬁculties of navigating a new culture that
differs from that of their family or communities of
origin. Compared to their middle- and upper-class
peers, few working-class students possess the tools
to navigate higher education systems because most
of them have parents who had not attended college
(Engle & Tinto, 2008). Coupled together, ongoing
challenges with a new culture and academic
environment may translate into lower academic
performance, higher disengagement, less social
integration, and higher rates of early attrition for
working-class students. The results from our
research support others who suggest that social
class as a factor in students’ social identity plays a
featured role in shaping collegiate experiences;
consequently, advisors must become more attuned
to students’ social class of origin, understand the
ways in which higher education institutions may
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the fact that their working class values harmonize
perfectly with the employment opportunities con
ferred by the college education that has tradition
ally been most familiar to those from middle- and
upper-class backgrounds.

Limitations
One limitation of this study lies in a potential
for bias due to nonresponses. Additionally, we had
access only to students with experiences at large,
public, research universities. Therefore, results may
not be generalizable to community colleges or
other institutional types. Finally, students’ selfreported social class can lead to bias. Our study
was also limited with regards to our dependent
variables, which only capture limited aspects of
college students’ experiences. We encourage future
researchers to seek additional evidence of students’
social class identiﬁcation—and the ways in which
social class inﬂuences students’ experiences—
through continued qualitative and quantitative
inquiry.
Summary
In conclusion, our study provides evidence
about the importance of social class afﬁnity in
college students’ experiences on campus. As
important mentors and institutional agents, aca
demic advisors can take the initiative of welcoming
working-class students into higher education. By
improving the social environment for workingclass students, advisors help alleviate their stu
dents’ sense of marginalization as their identities
are afﬁrmed and validated in higher education.
References
Aries, E. (2008). Race and class matters at an
elite college. Philadelphia, PA: Temple Uni
versity Press.
Aries, E., & Seider, M. (2005). The interactive
relationship between class identity and the
college experience: The case of lower income
students. Qualitative Sociology, 28(4), 419–
443.
Armstrong, E. A., & Hamilton, L. T. (2013).
Paying for the party: How college maintains
inequality. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer
sity Press.
Astin, A. W. (1993). What happens in college?
Four critical years revisited. San Francisco,
CA: Jossey-Bass.
Astin, A. W., & Oseguera, L. (2004). The
declining ‘‘equity’’ of American higher

59

Downloaded from http://meridian.allenpress.com/doi/pdf/10.12930/NACADA-13-017 by guest on 01 March 2021

class and the internalized experience of social class
for individuals who leave their working-class
culture and enter into the middle- and upper-class
culture of academia. We encourage academic
advisors to clearly vocalize concerns about social
class in their conversations with students, in
professional dialogues with advising colleagues,
and in professional development venues.
Academic advisors can take several steps when
in partnership with personnel from other campus
ofﬁces to develop programmatic opportunities to
integrate working-class students into academia.
Barratt (2011) encouraged institutions to build
bridge programs for incoming working-class stu
dents that balance their acquisition of social and
academic capital. Bridge programs also help ﬁrstyear or transfer students to experience a welcoming
campus climate before traditional classes begin,
potentially further enhancing their sense of be
longing through the early development of faculty
and classmate interactions. Within larger institu
tions (as in the context of our study), bridge
programs may help working-class students connect
with academic advisors who subsequent support
and mentor them during their ﬁrst year of study—a
factor especially important at larger institutions,
where students may have difﬁculty connecting with
faculty members.
In addition, academic advisors need to better
understand class-based cultural inﬂuences on
academic major decisions or career goals. Accord
ing to Lindquist (2002), working-class students are
often socialized within communities that value
street smarts over book smarts, which also
indicates resistance to an educational system that
has left working-class individuals behind. Those
established in the working class may perceive those
pursuing higher education as actively distancing
themselves from—and thereby implicitly devalu
ing—the working class from which they came
(Lindquist, 2002). Matthys (2013) suggested the
messages of anti-intellectualism conveyed within
working-class communities leads to limited toler
ation for social mobility and working-class stu
dents who eventually choose the life of intellectu
als are nearly excommunicated from full workingclass cultural membership. Academic advisors may
need to assist working-class students in negotiating
some of the tensions between their cultural
understanding of work-related values and the
white-collar employment opportunities typically
offered with 4-year or liberal arts degrees. These
conversations may enhance working-class students’
sense of belonging on campus as well as reinforce

Krista Soria & Mark Bultmann

60

Espinoza, R. (2011). Pivotal moments: How
educators can put all students on the path to
college. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.
Granﬁeld, R. (1991). Making it by faking it:
Working-class students in an elite academic
environment. Journal of Contemporary Eth
nography, 20(3), 659–676.
Grenfell, M. (2004). Pierre Bourdieu: Agent
provocateur. London, UK: Continuum.
Hess, S. M. (2007). Navigating class on campus:
The peer culture of working-class undergrad
uates. Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations
and Theses database (AAT 3268505)
Huddy, L. (2001). From social to political
identity: A critical examination of social
identity theory. Political Psychology, 22(2),
127–156.
Hurst, A. L. (2010). The burden of academic
success: Loyalists, renegades, and double
agents. New York, NY: Rowman & Littleﬁeld.
Hurst, A. L. (2012). College and the working
class: What it takes to make it. Rotterdam, The
Netherlands: Sense.
Jensen, B. (2012). Reading classes: On culture
and classism in America. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press.
Joiner, T. E., Jr., & Walker, R. L. (2002).
Construct validity of a measure of accultura
tive stress in African Americans. Psychologi
cal Assessment, 14, 462–466.
Kahlenberg, R. D. (2010). Introduction. In R. D.
Kahlenberg (Ed.), Afﬁrmative action for the
rich: Legacy preferences in college admissions
(pp. 1–18). New York, NY: The Century
Foundation.
Lareau, A. (2003). Concerted cultivation and the
accomplishment of natural growth. In A.
Lareau (Ed.), Unequal childhoods: Class,
race, and family life (pp. 1–13). Berkeley:
University of California Press.
Lindquist, J. (2002). A place to stand: Politics
and persuasion in a working-class bar.
Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
Long, B. T. (2008). What is known about the
impact of ﬁnancial aid? Implications for
policy. New York, NY: National Center for
Postsecondary Research.
Long, M. L., Jenkins, G. R., & Bracken, S.
(2000). Imposters in the sacred grove: Working-class women in the academe. The Quali
tative Report, 5(3/4). Retrieved from http://
www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR5-3/long.html

NACADA Journal

Volume 34(2)

2014

Downloaded from http://meridian.allenpress.com/doi/pdf/10.12930/NACADA-13-017 by guest on 01 March 2021

education. Review of Higher Education, 27(3),
321–341.
Barratt, W. (2011). Social class on campus:
Theories and manifestations. Sterling, VA:
Stylus.
Berger, J. B. (2000). Optimizing capital, social
reproduction, and undergraduate persistence:
A sociological perspective. In J. M. Braxton
(Ed.), Reworking the student departure puzzle
(pp. 95–124). Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt Uni
versity Press.
Bourdieu, P. (1977). Cultural reproduction and
social reproduction. In J. Karabel & A. H.
Halsey (Eds.), Power and ideology in educa
tion (pp. 487–511). New York, NY: Oxford
University Press.
Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction (R. Nice, Trans.).
Cambridge, UK: Polity.
Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J.
Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and
research for the sociology of education (pp.
241–258). Westport, CT: Greenwood.
Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J.-C. (1977). Repro
duction in education, society, and culture (R.
Nice, Trans.). London, UK: Sage.
Brown, R. (2000). Social identity theory: Past
achievements, current problems, and future
challenges. European Journal of Social Psy
chology, 30, 745–778.
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching. (n.d.). Classiﬁcation descriptions.
Retrieved from http://classiﬁ cations.
carnegiefoundation.org/descriptions/
Christopher, R. (2003). Damned if you do,
damned if you don’t. Academe, 89(4), 37–40.
Clawson, D., & Leiblum, M. (2008). Class
struggle in higher education. Equity & Excel
lence in Education, 41(1), 12–30.
Cohen, J., Cohen, P., West, S. G., & Aiken, L. S.
(2003). Applied multiple regression/correla
tion analysis for the behavioral sciences (3rd
ed.). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Quali
tative, quantitative, and mix methods ap
proaches. Los Angeles, CA: Sage.
Crossley, N. (2008). Social class. In M. Grenfell
(Ed.), Pierre Bourdieu: Key concepts (pp. 87–
99). Stocksﬁeld, UK: Acumen.
Engle, J., & Tinto, V. (2008). Moving beyond
access: College for low-income, ﬁrst-genera
tion students. Washington, DC: The Pell
Institute.

Working-Class Students

NACADA Journal

Volume 34(2)

2014

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (2005). How
college affects students: Vol. 2. A third decade
of research. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Plummer, G. (2000). Failing working-class girls.
Stoke-on-Trent, UK: Trentham.
Rubin, M. (2012). Social class differences in
social integration among students in higher
education: A meta-analysis and recommenda
tions for future research. Journal of Diversity
in Higher Education, 5, 22–38.
Rubin, M., Denson, N., Kilpatrick, S., Matthews,
K. E., Stehlik, T., & Zyngier, D. (2014). ‘‘I am
working-class’’: Subjective self-deﬁnition as a
missing measure of social class and socioeco
nomic status in higher education research.
Educational Researcher, 43(4), 196–200.
Schwartz, J. L., Donovan, J., & Guido-DiBrito, F.
(2009). Stories of social class: Self-identiﬁed
Mexican male college students crack the
silence. Journal of College Student Develop
ment, 50(1), 50–66.
Soria, K. M. (2012). Creating a successful
transition for working-class ﬁrst-year students.
The Journal of College Orientation and
Transition, 20(1), 44–55.
Soria, K. M., & Barratt, W. (2012). Examining
class in the classroom: Utilizing social class
data in institutional and academic research.
Presented at the Association for Institutional
Research Annual Forum, New Orleans, LA.
Soria, K. M., & Stebleton, M. J. (2013). Social
capital, academic engagement, and sense of
belonging among working-class college stu
dents. College Student Affairs Journal, 31(2),
139–153.
Soria, K. M., Stebleton, M. J., & Huesman, R. L.
(2013-2014). Class counts: Exploring differ
ences in academic and social integration
between working-class and middle/upper-class
students at large, public research universities.
Journal of College Student Retention: Re
search, Theory, and Practice, 15(2), 215–242.
Stanton-Salazar, R. D. (1997). A social capital
framework for understanding the socialization
of racial minority youth. Harvard Educational
Review, 67(1), 1–40.
Stevens, M. L. (2007). Creating a class: College
admissions and the education of elites. Cam
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Stuber, J. (2006). Talk of class: Discursive
repertoires of White working- and uppermiddle class college students. Journal of
Contemporary Ethnography, 35, 285–318.

61

Downloaded from http://meridian.allenpress.com/doi/pdf/10.12930/NACADA-13-017 by guest on 01 March 2021

Longwell-Grice, R., & Longwell-Grice, H. (2007).
Testing Tinto: How do retention theories work
for ﬁrst-generation, working-class students?
Journal of College Student Retention: Re
search, Theory and Practice, 9, 407–420.
Lott, B. (2002). Cognitive and behavioral dis
tancing from the poor. American Psychologist,
57(2), 100–110.
Matthys, M. (2013). Cultural capital, identity,
and social mobility: The life course of
working-class university graduates (N. Perlz
weig, Trans.). New York, NY: Routledge.
McDonough, P. M. (1997). Choosing colleges:
How social class and schools structure
opportunity. Albany: State University of New
York Press.
Mortenson, T. (2007). Bachelor’s degree attain
ment by age 24 by family income quartiles,
1970 to 2005. Oskaloosa, IA: Postsecondary
Education Opportunity.
Muzzatti, S. L., & Samarco, C.V. (Eds.). (2006).
Reﬂections from the wrong side of the tracks.
New York, NY: Rowan & Littleﬁeld.
Nelson, M. L., Engar-Carlson, M., Tierney, S. C.,
& Hau, J. M. (2006). Class jumping into
academia: Multiple identities for counseling
academics. Journal of Counseling Psychology,
53(1), 1–14.
Oldﬁeld, K. (2007). Humble and hopeful: Wel
coming ﬁrst-generation poor and workingclass students to college. About Campus,
11(6), 2–12.
Oldﬁeld, K. (2012). Still humble and hopeful:
Two more recommendations on welcoming
ﬁrst-generation poor and working-class stu
dents to college. About Campus, 17(5), 2–13.
Ostrove, J. M. (2003). Belonging and wanting:
Meanings of social class background for
women’s constructions of their college experi
ences. Journal of Social Issues, 59, 771–784.
Ostrove, J. M., & Long, S. M. (2007). Social class
and belonging: Implications for college ad
justment. The Review of Higher Education, 30,
363–389.
Ostrove, J. M., & Stewart, A. J. (1998). Repre
senting Radcliffe: Perceptions and consequenc
es of social class. Journal of Adult Develop
ment, 5(3), 183–193.
Pascarella, E. T., Pierson, C. T., Wolniak, G. C.,
& Terenzini, P. T. (2004). First-generation
college students: Additional evidence on
college experiences and outcomes. The Jour
nal of Higher Education, 75(3), 249–284.

Krista Soria & Mark Bultmann

62

Authors’ Notes

Krista M. Soria, PhD, is an analyst with the
Ofﬁce of Institutional Research at the Univer
sity of Minnesota—Twin Cities. Dr. Soria is a
former graduate of the Kansas State University
graduate degree program in academic advising
and a former academic advisor at the Univer
sity of Alaska Anchorage. Dr. Soria serves as
an adjunct faculty member at the University of
Minnesota—Twin Cities teaching undergraduate
leadership courses and an adjunct faculty
member at Hamline University teaching pro
fessional writing courses. Her research interests
include high-impact educational practices for
college students, social class in higher education,
and
undergraduate
students’
leadership
development and engagement in social change.
Contact her at ksoria@umn.edu.
Mark Bultmann has many years of experience as
an advisor and advising administrator at the
University of Minnesota—Twin Cities. His current
responsibilities include coordinating campus
advising initiatives with the undergraduate
colleges. Contact him at bultm001@umn.edu.

NACADA Journal

Volume 34(2)

2014

Downloaded from http://meridian.allenpress.com/doi/pdf/10.12930/NACADA-13-017 by guest on 01 March 2021

Stuber, J. (2011). Inside the college gates: How
class and culture matter in higher education.
Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littleﬁeld.
Tinto, V. (2003). Learning better together: The
impact of learning communities on student
success. (Higher Education Monograph Series
2003-1). Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University,
Higher Education Program, School of Educa
tion.
Tinto, V. (2006). Research and practice of student
retention. What’s next? Journal of College
Student Retention, 8(1), 1–19.
Walpole, M. (2003). Socioeconomic status and
college: How SES affects college experiences
and outcomes. The Review of Higher Educa
tion, 27, 45–73.
Walpole, M. (2007). Economically and educa
tionally challenged students in higher educa
tion: Access to outcomes (ASHE Higher
Education Report, Vol. 33, No. 3). San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Winkle-Wagner, R. (2009). The unchosen me:
Race, gender, and identity among Black
women in college. Baltimore, MD: The Johns
Hopkins University Press.

