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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 Using data from 12 semi-structured interviews with first and fourth year 

students I explore how class status and level of conscious class identity influence 

awareness of class structures and inequality. I identify three main categories that 

represent different manifestations of identity and critical class awareness and 

divide participants among them: Critical, Aware, and Class-Blind. Critical students 

are conscious of their class identity, they understand that structures limit agency, 

and they feel confident in their self-identified class status. Aware students only 

think about class in response to a catalyst in their environment and fail to see 

how class is a structure that matters for all interactions.  Class-Blind students do 

not mention thinking about their own class status and hold an unconscious class 

identity.  In addition to class related variables, other factors also intersect to 

affect participants’ awareness of structural inequality. Students who were non- 
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white, who had diverse experiences along the lines of class, and who came from 

non-traditional schools or family types were more likely to hold a conscious class 

identity regardless of their level of critical class awareness. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Education in the United States has been determined to play a “sifting and 

sorting” role, in the sense that educational institutions contribute to class 

differences rather than help alleviate them (Collins 1971, Stuber 2011). This is 

no surprise given that educational institutions have also been found to operate in 

accordance with cultural values associated with members of the elite class, who 

inevitably attempt to sustain their ideological and economic dominance (Lareau 

2003). Through the entire experience of education and upbringing, students gain 

different levels of cultural, economic, and social capital, which are associated 

with success depending upon one’s original, acquired, and employed levels of 

those forms of capital (Stuber 2011, Lareau 2003). Students previously exposed 

to elite norms before college move in and encounter a structural and social 

environment similar to past experiences; as a consequence higher income 

students are better positioned to nurture greater levels of capital throughout the 

educational process (Lareau 2003). Therefore, students from any particular class 

position each possess different levels of economic, social, and cultural capital; as 

students act in and on society they are able to employ these levels to varying 

degrees as a means for socioeconomic attainment (Stuber 2011, Lareau 2003).   

 The United States has continued to expand its system of education in an 

attempt to provide equal opportunity to individuals regardless of their 

backgrounds (Ravitch 2001, Tyack & Cuban 1995). In spite of these attempts, 

class status at birth is still a factor that affects eventual level of economic 
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attainment, along with other variables, such as family background, race, 

sexuality, and gender (Bowles and Gintis 1976, Dreeben 1967). College students 

are much more likely than individuals who do not graduate from a post-

secondary institution to attain elite positions (Wright 1997). Type of school 

attended also contributes to the level of success in the form of capital and power 

(Howard & Gaztambide-Fernandez 2010). For example, 1/3 of U.S Presidents, 

Senators, and Supreme Court Justices attended one of eight “ivy league” schools 

(Vander Broek 2009).  Additionally, higher levels of capital at birth, better 

grades, and post-secondary degrees, all contribute to eventual elite status 

attainment.  

 Success is then more likely for individuals born into families with higher 

levels of capital than for individuals who are born into a lower class. College 

graduates, especially those graduates of elite institutions that communicate 

social and cultural capital, are more likely than non-college graduates to attain 

positions that affect policy. This is evident in the overrepresentation of ivy league 

graduates who occupy high status political positions. Exploring class identity and 

critical class awareness as a lived experience for college students aids in 

understanding interactions and environments that sustain or challenge class 

inequality. 

College Students and Identity 

 Identity formation is a process each individual is continually engaged in as 

they interact with others and their environment (Goffman 1959). In that case, 
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each person negotiates their own identity in relation to the environments, 

people, and ideas that they encounter. As one acts and reacts in different 

environments they gain insight into what others think about them and 

continuously reform their sense of self (Goffman 1959). Identities held can then 

be described as constantly challenged and created ideas about one’s own 

individual personality, value, and position in society (Zhao 2005).  

 Education is a nuanced process individuals constantly engage in both 

inside and outside of the classroom (Stevens et al. 2008), rather than a 

possession or set of tools. The educational process affects identity because it 

functions as an interactive and social experience. As students move away from or 

stay close to home for college they bring to campus their previous experiences 

and identities along with their individual levels of economic, social, and cultural 

capital (Karp et al. 1998). The academic and residential environment, other 

students, structures, rules, and atmosphere then begin to affect individual 

identity formation (Gerber & Cheung 2008). Once on campus, students respond 

to and interpret interactions within classrooms and other social situations in 

different ways depending on their personal beliefs and identities. Each 

interaction negotiated is an experience that combined with past ideas, 

experiences, and social norms, coalesce to inform one's concept and valuation of 

the “self” and others (Goffman 1986). Recognition between individuals of similar 

power, status, social, and economic positions can result in collective identity 

formation and may also result in political action along the lines of that social 
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group identity.  

 The growing disparity between the rich and poor, in conjunction with the 

link between education and socio-economic mobility, make class-based identity 

formation in college a salient issue. Individuals’ conceptions of both society and 

others in relation to themselves necessarily inform their assessments of public 

policy and general attitudes about the places they live and the people that they 

interact with. The fact that students of differing class backgrounds respond to 

and utilize education differently, with consequent socio-economic repercussions 

(Stuber 2011, Gerber & Cheung 2008), justifies the study of the college 

experience. Exploring how college experiences affect class identity formation 

allows for an examination of how class is being reproduced and how inequality is 

being thought about. Thus, the possible effects of college students’ class identity 

for NCF and larger structures can be examined. 

Class Identity Formation at New College 

 In line with recent work related to identity development in the process of 

education (Stuber 2011, Lareau 2003), this project examines how students think 

about their own conscious or unconscious class identity within a college 

environment that they constantly co-create. Through semi-structured interviews 

with first and fourth year students at New College of Florida I ask how 

participants negotiate their class status and identity as well as if they feel class 

matters for possible attainment. I find that students fall within three categories 

of critical class awareness (Critical, Aware, Class-Blind) that is, they differ in the 
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degree to which they claim that class matters. Two key variables emerged as 

related to the development of each student’s critical class awareness. First, 

individual class status (levels of capital) and the degree to which they claim a 

conscious class identity affect participants’ awareness that class matters. Second, 

the number of diverse class environments each participant experienced in their 

life was a key component of awareness.  

 I find that most students do not often think about class and hold mostly 

unconscious class identities. Participants felt that class was a neither visible nor 

discussed within the community. The lack of perceived class issues at New 

College and lack of attention to the income distribution of students mean that 

individuals who were not previously class conscious may fail to see how class 

plays a role in their peers’ lived experience. Thus, students without a diverse 

experience of class fail to recognize that class matters for attainment. Future 

policies, opinions, and inequality will be affected by the current structures and 

ideologies that college students encounter and create during the process of 

college, making these key topics for sociological inquiry as researchers act to 

address and understand increasing inequality.  

 In order to contextualize concepts related to how the NCF experience in 

particular may affect students' class identity formation, I first discuss relevant 

research on understandings of class. I then examine research on identity, 

connections between class and identity, and follow this with an explanation of 

why education is relevant to class. Next, I discuss individual experience and the 
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concept of intersectionality in relation to class and class identity. I then explore 

how this project contributes to fields of sociology related to class, identity, 

intersectionality, and education. I describe the methods I used to gather and 

analyze my data and present my findings. In the final section I summarize 

emerging themes and limitations followed by an exploration of both practical and 

theoretical implications and conclusions. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Contested Concept of Class  

 The concept of class was understood and popularized in relation to 

capitalism (the current economic system), primarily by Karl Marx and Max Weber 

(Wright 1997). Both of these theorists conceptualize “class” as categories that 

individuals may be divided into according to level of economic wealth and by 

extension, power, that they possess (Tucker 1999, Weber 2009). Bourdieu 

(1986) was key to extending ideas related to class as not just a category or 

economic experience, but a learned way of being or “habitus” (1977). 

Specifically, he articulated class as a combination of social, economic and cultural 

dispositions, or forms of capital, differentiated by taste (Bourdieu 1977). These 

forms of capital affect one’s ability to negotiate dominant environments 

(Bourdieu 1986). In this understanding, class functions on the individual level in 

relation to cultural traits and individual tastes and is not always a conscious 

activity or identity despite constant performance of cultural traits (Bourdieu 

1986).  Since class has come under discussion, a variety of academic scholars 

have discussed what “class” is by examining some ways it does or does not 

function to produce and reproduce status differences.  Education is one social 

institution specifically found to play a role in the relationship between the 

economic status one is born into and one’s eventual economic attainment 

(Collins 1971). 

 Two key sociological frameworks analyze and define the concept of class 
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as it is typically theorized. The first is the traditional notion that class “stands for 

economic/power inequalities structured by production, market, and/or 

occupational systems” (Acker 2006). Marx focused on the overarching structure 

of the economy as a means to discuss social phenomena (Tucker 1999). The 

“class consciousness school” arose predominantly out of Marx’s concept of “class 

consciousness” and his theories related to structural processes (Acker 2006). 

Specifically, Marx theorized that a collective proletariat identity would likely arise 

out of the production process (Tucker 1999). In order to explain proletarian 

identity development and social revolution Marx asserted the concept of 

alienation from work. His analysis of alienation from the product, process, self, 

and others (Tucker 1999) is an example of observing a social system and then 

attempting to understand not only the outcome but the processes and 

environment that exist and are created within that system. These theories and 

the social climate of the period paved the way for other researchers to continue 

examining the minute details of the production process within the economy and 

other social institutions. Although both frameworks build on Marx’s theories the 

first is focused primarily on income, occupation, and economic capital in their 

analyses (Bottero 2004).  

 The second framework for understanding class focuses on the ways that 

class identifications, ascriptions, and identities exist and relate to material 

possessions and economic position as well as social capital and cultural traits 

(Acker 2006; Lareau 2008). This framework is generally referred to as “cultural 
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class analysis” (Bottero 2004). Although scholars do take into account economic 

factors in analyzing class, they also attempt to explore and account for social and 

cultural capital, as well as other symbols that impact class status and interaction 

(Lareau 2003, Stuber 2011, Bourdieu 1986). This framework also places 

importance on performances that others interpret in class interaction or status 

assessment such as bodily comportment, interactional discourse, and 

background experiences. Each of these factors may contribute to the presence of 

a class identity and the degree to which individuals conceptualize “class” as a 

salient identity in their lives (Bottero 2004).  

 Cultural class analysis theorists hypothesize that social, cultural, and 

economic capital all interact to affect the acquisition of the same and other types 

of capital, and thus an individual's ultimate social status (Stuber 2011, Bottero 

2004, Lareau 2003, Bourdieu 1986). In this conceptualization, class is still a 

structural process because all individuals are affected by the stratification 

system. However, because of the way social distributions function in the U.S. one 

builds an identity in relation to individuals who are generally in a similar 

socioeconomic position (Bottero 2004). Therefore, individuals are continually in 

the “middle’ of their sphere of reference; they may not see individuals much 

poorer or much richer than themselves, and awareness or attention to larger 

social and economic inequality is often not present. Due to their lack of 

awareness individuals are more focused on their relative disadvantage in relation 

to those in their immediate social group, and are less aware of greater 
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differences in equality throughout society (Bottero 2004).   

 The main effort of both frameworks is to explain class distributions as 

social categories that limit mobility and thus relate to both lived experience and 

economic inequality. Both of these types of class analysis find support in 

literature, lending the conclusion that akin to most other societal processes class 

functions in a multiplicity of ways. One way is as a structural process of 

differentiation that can be recognized by many individuals of a similar position 

and that sometimes results in collective identities or group action (Bottero 2004, 

Tucker 1999). Class is also a collection of resources related to cultural and social 

knowledge (Bourdieu 1977), which affect choices and interactions. The 

phenomenon of class functions as an identity and as a larger distribution that 

relates to power hierarchies (Botter 2004). This project will use the framework 

that focuses on class as identity and a lived experience; it is thus distinct from 

theoretical work related to larger trends of class as inequality  

Defining and Explaining the Creation of Identity 

 Identity development is a continuous process of action and reaction, 

created in opposition and alongside other actors in the environment (Goffman 

1986). In judging others' reactions to the behaviors we perform we develop a 

concept of our “self” (Mead 1934). Interaction may be thought of as a kind of 

reciprocal influence that individuals have on each other when associating, while 

performance can be defined as any observable activity or characteristic of a 

participant in a social setting which will, consciously or unconsciously, serve to 
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influence other individuals in any way (Goffman 1986). During the process of 

performance and interaction individuals reinterpret and reassess their identities 

and ideas of the world; and they influence other actors. 

 For students in college who live on campus, there is an increased 

exposure to interaction within the college community, and thus an increase in 

the frequency of instances for identity creation and negotiation. Because 

individuals are creating their identity and concept of self through continuous 

performance and interaction (West and Fenstermaker 1995), it is important to 

understand how this process is being experienced and helping to cement 

identities. These individual identities will interact with the environment to 

ultimately determine how a person acts at a particular moment.  

 Often students entering college discuss the opportunity to create a new 

identity as a positive aspect (Karp et all 1998), in doing so they implicitly 

acknowledge a degree of agency in creating their identity. However, students 

occupy some identities they do not choose, for instance: race, class, and sex 

category. These social categories are extremely salient in the United States and 

each particular combination of identities leads to a different set of experiences in 

interaction. Generally, the term intersectionality has been used to describe the 

interactions and experiences that occur when any given individual negotiates 

multiple social systems at the same time (McCall 2005). This concept is a way to 

understand the relevance of all factors in a given individual’s life that have lead 

to identities or outcomes. The educational process is another experience that 
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interacts with an individual’s particular positions to affect identity. It is 

therefore important when exploring class identity to account for other possible 

intersecting positions in explaining or attempting to understand a particular 

individual’s experiences. 

Individual Identity and Educational Institutions 

 The process of negotiating individual identity and social interaction within 

and upon society is understood in relation to the interlocking systems of race, 

class, and gender as performances that create and recreate social hierarchies 

(West and Fenstermaker 1995). Through their influence on the social world, 

individuals consciously and unconsciously act in ways to produce and reproduce 

ideas about themselves and others. Often these cultural tendencies are ingrained 

from a young age, such as the differing gender expressions preschool students 

have been found to attain from teachers, families, and peers (Martin 1998). 

 Individuals are a product of their experiences and environments, the 

differential acquisition of cultural capital and by extension the social inequalities 

related to class status, may be seen in the educational system. For instance, 

upper middle class students demonstrate their skills in implementing cultural 

capital as they speak more, interrupt more, ask for more help, and argue more 

than working-class students (Streib 2011). Higher income students are thus 

better prepared for school and able to navigate the social environment more 

easily than their less assertive peers. 

 Bourdieu (1986) explained that home and school play the two greatest 
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roles in the cultivation of children, different contexts lead to class-specific 

mannerisms and learned tastes. As with any other phenomenon, adoption of 

behaviors is based on relationship with the individual(s) the actor is 

corresponding with (Bourdieu 1986 in Streib). More interactions at school and 

fewer interactions at home, compared to high school, point to the importance of 

the college environment as a factor affecting identity formation. New College is 

an interesting case for increased interaction as 80% of the student body reside 

on campus and are subject to the particular social environment they continuously 

create. 

 Although many students I spoke to acknowledged or discussed the 

academic curriculum and social environment, there are other aspects of the 

school environment that have been found to affect students. In order to discuss 

this phenomenon the concept of a “hidden curriculum” has been adopted by 

sociologists as a means to understand sets of cultural elements that are 

transmitted and reproduced within educational institutions, often below the 

conscious level of students (Jackson 1968).  

Invisible Effects on Identity 

 Curriculums are constructed in regards to a particular socio-economic 

environment created by the ruling class and impart certain cultural ideas 

(Jackson 1968); which have been conceptualized as forms of cultural capital 

(Bourdieu 1977) and have been found to contribute to individual socioeconomic 

success or failure (Dreeben 1967). One example is the way in which a hidden 
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curriculum is used today as a means to control bodies in creation of the 

gender binary in preschool (Martin 1998). It has also been found to contribute to 

student differences in regards to political attitudes and work differentiation 

(Bowles and Gintis 1976), the latter being a key component of class 

differentiation. The main assumed function of school, aside from the obvious 

acquisition of knowledge, is to socialize students, and experts agree that schools 

aid in the psychological changes and necessary understanding of norms, which 

ultimately make transition to adulthood easier (Dreeben 1967). However, if 

school only functioned to socialize and educate equally as some media supported 

researchers purport, then disparities in treatment and educational style along 

class, race, and gender lines would not be evident (Stuber 2011). 

 One way in which class identities are created within the educational 

experience is in the process of pedagogical methods themselves. The ideologies 

behind school curriculums at different income levels were found by Anyon (1989) 

to develop individual abilities in divergent ways: 

“Differing curricular, pedagogical, and pupil evaluation practices 

emphasize different cognitive and behavioral skills in each social setting 

and thus contribute to the development in children of certain potential 

relationships to physical and symbolic capital, to authority, and to the 

process of work.” (Anyon 1989) 

The consequences of these processes are generational inequality as lower 

income groups continually have little access to ways of thought that could lead to 
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developing the correct set of cultural capital necessary to achieve entrance 

into more competitive schools and higher positions in the occupational field. 

Essentially the environments individuals encounter in school impart ideologies, 

which are composed of different ideas controlled by the dominant class.  

 Research into all levels of educational institutions within the United States 

shows that different schools correlate to different environments and unequal 

experiences for students, often along the lines of categories such as race, class, 

and gender - which privilege white, upper-class, male ideologies (Streib 2011, 

Stuber 2011, Lareau 2003, Martin 1998). Different experiences in these schools 

result in different skill levels, along with varying degrees of ability to handle and 

critically think through personal or social issues. Most often these schools differ 

by the average income level or racial category that they work to educate. 

Essentially, differential school experiences, often structured by social class or 

race, result in different interpretations of the “self” and varying levels of social, 

cultural, and economic capital, ultimately available for individual students to 

employ (Anyon 1980; Dreeben 1967).  

Educational Context and Class Identity 

 The process of class production that occurs between students within a 

particular environment of higher education is less well researched (Stuber 2011). 

It is clear that stratification is affected by initial decision to attend college: 

students from the highest socioeconomic quartile are twice as likely to enroll in 

some type of post-secondary institution (Roksa et al 2007) and more likely to be 
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able to afford selective institutions upon acceptance than lower-income 

students. Inequality is also affected by decisions regarding what types of 

institutions to enroll in; higher income students are over-represented at more 

highly selective post-secondary institutions, which their families can afford, that 

are ultimately correlated with higher status occupations (Carnevale and Rose 

2004). Lower-income students are more likely to enroll in less-selective 

institutions, which have lower graduation and earnings rates over time (Roksa et 

al 2007). This has significant effects for social inequality—as lower-income 

students are less likely to benefit from supposed returns to education.  

 Within the college environment, participation in extracurriculars and 

cultivation of both social and cultural resources are important, as these have 

been found to factor into employer considerations after college and an 

individual’s ability to successfully employ cultural negotiation strategies while 

interacting (Stuber 2011). Cultivation of identity and resources matter in college 

because economic, social, and cultural capital are unevenly distributed at birth 

along class and racial lines (Collins 2005) and thus students are not equally 

prepared to navigate social and cultural aspects of college (Stuber 2011). 

 Students with higher levels of dominant social and cultural capital are 

better positioned, from birth, to acquire additional stocks of resources as they 

navigate social institutions (Lareau 2003). One example is that working-class 

students are less likely to be outgoing socially or to see the value in social and 

cultural capital acquisition (Stuber 2011). Despite their lack of value for forms of 
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capital, working-class students are more likely to articulate the significance of 

social class in college and use it as an analytical tool for self-conception (Stuber 

2011). Recent research asserts that working-class students have a more 

conscious process of social class identity construction and they have also 

experienced a wider range of social classes given the income distribution of 

students in college being generally higher (Stuber 2011). This is in contrast to 

more privileged students who are more likely to go to elite schools in college and 

interact with others from similar class backgrounds as those they knew in high 

school. 

 Students interpret their interactions in a variety of ways that then result in 

different forms of class, class identity, and awareness of class (Stuber 2011). In 

college today, working-class experiences and subsequent awareness of class 

identity and class awareness developed with sustained contact from individuals 

from other class groups (Stuber 2011). As individuals interact with those who are 

of a different class, they begin to reevaluate who they are in relation to others. 

Although working-class students have been found to acknowledge social class 

differences towards those less privileged, they were unaware of the ways in 

which the class structure itself gives rise to social and cultural differences, 

attributing success instead to a student’s individual or familial values (Stuber 

2011).  

Education, Identity, and Class Awareness 

 Education is a process (Stuber 2011) that matters for class identity and 
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status attainment (Sewell & Hauser 1975, Blau & Duncan 1967) as students 

have differing levels of capital (Lareau 2003, Bourdieu 1977), unequal access to 

schools (Anyon 1989), and are individually prepared to gain based on their ability 

to negotiate and adopt dominant forms of capital (Lareau 2003). In college, 

students have different ideas about social class that are created and negotiated 

in accordance with  how their particular post-secondary context compares to 

other social worlds they have encountered (Stuber 2011). College is a small and 

highly interactional environment in which one constantly negotiates identity 

(Goffman 1979), and is therefore a relevant place to study identity negotiation.  

 Class is a reality that matters as social, cultural and economic capital play 

into eventual occupation and educational attainment (Roksa et al 2007). Despite 

increasing inequality clearly apparent in fewer jobs and increasing student debt, 

some working-class students fail to acknowledge the structures or forms of 

capital that limit their social class achievement (Stuber 2011). While they 

construct identities related to class status, they are unaware of socio-cultural 

phenomena and larger policies that account for the current distribution of class 

in the United States (Stuber 2011). If students remain blind to the structural 

nature of inequality it will continue to increase and sustain itself through 

unconscious social reproduction (Bourdieu 1986).  
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METHODS 

 In order to explore how New College students are experiencing and 

building class identities in relation to the NCF environment I conducted 

interviews with full-time first and fourth year students. I selected this institution 

for two reasons. First, as a student I had a practical connection in accessing 

participants. Second, NCF is theoretically interesting because of the small, mostly 

on-campus student community which makes interactions more personal and 

relationships mutually observable.  

The Researcher 

 My interest in the topic of class status and identity arose from my own 

experiences at New College as a student from, mostly, a working-class 

background. Particularly, I developed a keen interest in the possibility of social 

change and the prominence of class as a form of stratification in our self-

proclaimed capitalist society. The academic, social, and political beliefs I hold 

have changed paradigmatically with my time at school and I wondered what 

other students were experiencing along these lines; were we all living in the 

same “bubble”? As I navigated the landscape I came to hypothesize that 

students were more conscious of social class if they had encountered many 

different environments with different manifestations of class. I came to wonder 

how other students felt as they constantly encountered material about social 

activism, oppression, and diversity; did these issues resonate with them given 

their class identity as it had with me?   
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New College (NCF) 

 Although the size would typically indicate a private institution, NCF is a 

public institution with a student population of approximately 850 (Factbook 

2012). Of those enrolled, 78% of all students live on-campus and 98% of all first 

year students live on campus (Factbook 2012, 28). The transfer rate is 11% and 

drop out rate is 32% (those students who drop out or do not graduate in six 

years). The matriculation rate in four years fluctuated between 43% and 63% 

each year between 1996-2005 (Factbook 2012). However, compared to the 

national average graduation rate, in four years, for public colleges (37.8% in 

2010), students who attend NCF are more likely to graduate in four years 

(Selingo). The population has a high percentage of out-of-state and international 

students compared to other public post-secondary institutions. The academic 

focus is evident in such statistics as the faculty student ratio of 10:1. Most of 

those enrolled and graduated are white (81%). Data from the 2011 graduating 

class shows the racial distribution as 11% hispanic, 2% black, 4% asian, 1% 

native american, and 1% mixed or unknown. The gender distribution is 36% 

male and 63% female.(Factbook 2012) 

 The high percentage of students who live on campus is only one way 

students are encouraged to interact with one another. Residential rules allow, as 

of Fall 2012, co-ed roommates. There are no building curfews or check-in desks 

for overnight guests—students are responsible for obtaining guest passes from a 

specific location on campus. In addition to fewer residential mandates, students 
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have a school wide email list known as “the forum” with self-determined rules 

regarding use which establish a moderator who determines when an issue is or is 

not acceptable. Faculty and staff are not members of this list, rather it exists as 

an outlet for students to post any event, topic, or piece of media that they would 

like to alert others about. Others then have the opportunity to respond to that 

discussion thread or ignore it.  

The Participants and the Data 

 Based on Bourdieu’s theories of “habitus” (1977), the particular cultural 

context of NCF make identity formation more likely than at less residentially 

focused schools, as interactions within the context of the college environment 

are extremely prolific. With this in mind, I set out to explore the effects of the 

New College experience on students’ class identity and general awareness of 

social class. The data for this research project is composed of semi-structured 

interviews with first and fourth year college students in order to explore class 

identity in relation to their experiences at school. Interviews were collected 

between December of 2012 and April of 2013 at New College of Florida, a small, 

public arts college, in Sarasota, Florida. Participants were recruited via an online 

school bulletin board mass email system, which students call the “forum,” and 

self-selected as “from a working-class background”. The only other requirement 

for participation was that participants be in either their first or fourth year in 

college.   

Overall I collected 12 interviews from students from a variety of nuanced 
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class backgrounds. In other words, each individual had differing forms of 

economic, social, and cultural capital. First years had fewer interactions with the 

college experience and fourth years had the greatest given their time in school. I 

have positioned these students in my analysis based on their answers to implicit 

and explicit questions about their family’s income, occupation, time at school, 

home, and their viewpoints on some salient class-related political issues. I 

interviewed four males and eight females1; 5 of the interviews were with first 

year students, and 7 with fourth year students. My participants mostly identified 

as entirely or partially white (7), some hispanic students who are Americans by 

birth (1) or who have gained citizenship status and come from a range of ethnic 

backgrounds (3) also completed interviews with me. There was only one black 

student who self-selected for an interview. 

 I met with most participants outside, on campus. Although the outdoor 

noise did add some level of fuzziness to my audio recordings, students also 

seemed to feel more comfortable at a neutral and familiar location. One student 

asked me over to their dorm common room, and one student came to a friend’s 

house off-campus for their interview. Over spring break, in order to conduct the 

last three interviews, I used Skype to video chat with my participants. This was 

not ideal, but due to a hard drive failure at the end of the interview process, 

some recordings were lost and interviews had to be repeated. Interviews ranged 

                                                
! I use sex labels to communicate each participant’s sex category. For my 
sample, all students’ gender identities reflect their ascribed sex category in the 
typically assumed female/woman, male/man binary. 
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from 20 minutes to 60 minutes. I attribute the large discrepancy here to the 

needs of each participant related to self-expression; but at the same time I 

recognize that in the longer interviews I tended to also talk and respond more 

than in the shorter interviews.  

 I conducted the interviews using a semi-structured interview guide 

focused on questions centered around themes of class status, degree of class 

identification, previous school experience, family experience, family status, and 

the NCF experience as topics which matter for understanding class identity and 

inequality (Weiss 2008). The guide mainly focused on exploring information that 

might help in understanding how students define and negotiate their class 

identities.  I asked questions about their lives at college, at home, growing up, as 

well as more overt questions such as “Would you say your class identity is 

something you are conscious of? Is it a large part of your identity?” Questions 

were sometimes reworded if participants requested they be. A complete set of all 

interview questions is provided in Appendix A. I also asked students about the 

idea of, or possibility of, collective class-consciousness. Participants’ own position 

within the class structure, their awareness of types of oppression and personal 

experiences with it were discussed. I also asked students about their future goals 

to examine how those goals lined up with the beliefs about class they articulated. 

As many students noted, “Well, we can’t all be rich,” (Veronica2, 21, Female, 4th 

                                                
2 All participants’ names have been changed and any possibly identifying 
information has been omitted to protect students’ anonymity.  
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year).  

 The main goal of this project is to explore and attempt to understand how 

students understand inequality and their own class status. The questions I asked 

tried to explore how students understood and ascribed their own and others 

class statuses. I wanted to understand if class identity mattered, and if not which 

identities students felt were most salient to them. I questioned whether the 

“social justice” rhetoric often found on the forum extended beyond race or 

gender to include class. Working class students have a harder time in school 

than higher-class students as they are less aware of cultural necessities for 

success imparted by specific environments (Lareau 2003), yet I asked – what if 

students go to New College? How does the particular set of experiences an 

individual has affect how they interpret interactions and ideologies they 

encounter in college? Does NCF affect the working-class students who come here 

in relation to wealth, education, critical awareness, or some combination of 

those? If so, how? I also focused on the implications of class identity and 

awareness for individuals, both within the context of NCF and in relation to larger 

structural inequalities. 

 I performed my data analysis via a process of open and focused coding, 

without the use of software (Emerson et al. 1995). I first began by reading and 

re-reading transcriptions and then color-coding emerging themes. The themes 

that I originally began coding for related to each participant’s self-identified class 

status, participant’s interpretation of others’ class status, participant’s actual class 
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status, and their interpretation of class distributions at NCF.  Other themes 

that emerged related to issues such as race, gender, high school background, 

parental marriage status/occupation, and social divisions at the NCF. I discuss 

my findings in the next chapter. 
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FINDINGS 

 Class concepts for students often become more tangible in the context of 

college if the class distribution at school is more expansive than others they have 

encountered (Stuber 2011). Identity reformation is more prevalent because of 

the increase in independence and the higher number of interactions individuals 

sustain there (Goffman 1986). At a small public liberal arts college, where most 

students live on campus and interact intensely, I find that class identity 

construction is frequently unconscious, the class status of others is not easy to 

discern, and the overall class distribution is not visible. The particular experiences 

of the students I spoke with and the particular environment of New College 

created in each student a degree of class blindness, where students found it 

difficult to see class distributions, assess the class status of others, and articulate 

their own position. This state of class-blindess obscures the reality that class 

status matters for post-secondary education in that success and self-confidence 

tend to be connected to one’s ability to adopt and negotiate the dominant 

habitus (Bourdieu 1977) of the college environment. 

 My findings suggest that factors such as the environment surrounding 

students, past experiences, and other identities all work in conjunction with a 

student’s class position to form some level of critical class awareness. This 

awareness refers to the student’s recognition that social class is constructed, and 

therefore meanings of various phenomena change based on a given context. 

Alongside this realization is the understanding that class matters for 
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achievement, yet individuals have no control over the status they are born 

into. I hope to demonstrate in this chapter that class identity, to any conscious 

or unconscious degree, is a result of each student’s class status and particular 

experiences with class which interact with other identities and environments to 

create a certain way of interpreting the world. 

 Class identity in conjunction with the extent the identity was conscious, 

resulted in differing levels of critical class awareness based on the interviews I 

conducted, resulting in three main types of students:  

1) Critical Students:  tend to think about class independently of a catalyst 

interaction; this group also shows awareness of larger class issues in the 

U.S and how they relate back to that particular student; they show 

consideration for structural issues in their responses about future plans. 

2) Aware Students: generally think about class when they encounter a 

catalyzing interaction such as their friend or acquaintance mention class 

indicators and thus that first student, who generally has fewer forms of 

capital compared to the friend, recognizes differences in privilege related 

to class; most students fail to relate inequality back to their own lives 

when thinking about future plans as there seems to be no consideration of 

possibly reinforcing class structures.  

3) Class-Blind Students: do not mention a time at NCF where they thought 

about their class status; many of these students feel their class identity is 

irrelevant for their self-concept. 
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In this chapter I explore student responses to interview questions regarding 

class status, class identity, critical class awareness, and then move on to discuss 

some interesting patterns that emerged from the interviews. It is important to 

note that each individual student occupies a different social position that reflects 

their personal levels of capital, experiences with agency, structure, and other 

actors within their environments. In trying to make sense of these complex class 

identities I am in no way attempting to essentialize the experiences of the 

individuals interviewed. I only discuss issues I believe can be understood from 

each participant’s perspective and the breadth of the interview questions, as a 

result I leave many interesting emergent themes for later projects. I explore a 

variety of issues clearly evident in my findings that intersect with and affect the 

continued reproduction of class status, identity, and critical class awareness. 

 

The Presence of Critical Class Awareness 

Class-Blind Students 

 I label this group of students “Class-Blind” as they do not claim a 

particular affiliation towards a class identity and often feel that this concept is 

somewhat irrelevant to their daily life. Students in this category are also 

generally less confident in their self-identified class status. This represents a lack 

of awareness regarding not only a student’s personal class position, but also 

their knowledge of larger class categories and cultures. For example, one student 

self-identifies her class status: 
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 “I’ve always been inclined to say middle-middle, but I guess I could be 
 middle-upper. I don’t know. My mom makes more money.”   
 Sierra, Female, 18, 1st year 
 
Sierra knows she is not in poverty, or even in the lower class, but she is unaware 

of the specific class position her family occupies. As she responds to the 

interview question she seems unsure of how to understand her own family in 

relation to the larger distribution of incomes that compromise the class structure 

in the context of the United States; her uncertainty is particularly evident in 

noting “I don’t know.” Further, Sierra sees class primarily in terms of money as 

evidenced by the final part of her statement referring to the amount of money 

her mother makes. However, she is unaware of her mother’s income when I 

asked her to be specific.    

 Without an understanding of the position that one occupies, it is nearly 

impossible to build a conscious identity, much less a critical awareness, of social 

class. When asked if their own class was something they thought about 

independently one Class-Blind first year student explains:  

 “Not really, I don’t think about it very much.”  

Alice, Female, 18, 1st year 

Alice’s response demonstrates that she does not think of her class status. She is 

also one of the few students who could not give an example wherein she was 

made to think about her class status. Sierra explains the salience of her class 

identity: 
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“No not really, I honestly don’t feel like I think about [class] at all. “ 

 Sierra, Female, 18, 1st year 

Sierra demonstrates that she does not think about her class. Her lack of 

explanation indicates she may not often consider inequality and interacts with 

few things in her daily life that cause her to think about her own class identity. 

This stands in stark contrast to “Critical Students” who often thought of their 

own class status within and outside of interactions with others.   

 I found that Class-Blind students generally do not consciously think about 

their class status, and fail to mention how their class position has impacted their 

lived experience. This group generally does not keep, or need, a job to address 

their financial concerns, as these are not a source of anxiety in their lives. 

Students who are class-blind do not feel that their class identity is salient 

because their particular set of experiences, friends, identities, and the 

environment they occupy fails to foster conscious thoughts about class status or 

identity.   

Aware Students 

 Students who are in this category have a clearer understanding of their 

class status as a combination of indicators, and they often think about their own 

class position when in an encounter, interaction, or performance of class that 

makes them aware of their class identity. Eight of the students I interviewed 

mention listening to stories about the lives of others, in relation to material 

wealth, that make them think about there own class status (not all eight fall into 
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this category, some fall within the critical category and some hover in 

between). I also include individuals who mention class in relation to their high 

school culture and/or identity, yet fail to see class at NCF3. Even students who 

seem critical of class issues at their high school believe that class has less effect 

at NCF. Although Aware students are cognizant of their own class status, 

generally they failed to critically assess the way class is a structure that affects 

individuals in different ways to affect future goals. 

 One student discusses his class status in a way that synthesizes his 

mother’s personal experience with the class category her income indicates: 

“I would say based off of her income she is upper middle class. But 
because she raised 3 kids as a single mom she is just not comfortable 
with her finances. “ Colt, Male, 22, 4th year.  
 

Colt is clearly thinking about class and the variety of ways that it affected his 

childhood, via his mother’s single status, to create a different class position than 

the family’s economic capital might indicate. Yet, he does not feel comfortable 

identifying her as occupying a different class position because of her status as a 

single working mother. This speaks to the continually changing social and 

economic factors associated with class positions. Colt understands his mother’s 

economic situation, yet recognizes her personal situation complicates her actual 

status. Colt goes on to explain the salience of his class identity in college: 
                                                
"#$%&'()%*#+,-#.-/012('#345#%-#%,(62#02(76-&*#,68,#*.,--9:#6)#2(91%6-)#%-#.91**:#
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“I don’t know. I thought about class a lot more in high school. At my 

extremely wealthy school I was the poor kid. Here it seems everyone is 

closer to my wealth status since I don’t see the differences.”  

Colt, Male, 22, 4th year 

Colt articulates his class identity as changed in relation to his changing 

environment. He assumes that because wealth differences are not visible in the 

same way that they manifested in his previous environment, class is therefore 

less of an issue. Although he articulates his identity as “the poor kid” in the 

context of his high school, Colt does not reference a position for himself in any 

kind of NCF social class hierarchy. This could be a result of his inability to discern 

the overall distribution of social classes at NCF. All the students that I 

interviewed claimed little visibility in difference between social classes. Colt is 

somewhat more critical than other students about the importance of class, but 

he fails to see how difference matters for success even in the context of a 

seemingly equal playing field. 

 Another student articulated an interesting perspective in explaining the 

salience of his class identity: 

“I don’t like to think it’s a big part of my identity. Like it’s definitely 
something I  feel comes up, especially when people mention privilege and 
stuff like that. I guess I appear to be a white male so I should have this 
sort of sense of privilege, but I don’t have money and I didn’t have money 
growing up. I can kind of see where they are coming from if they think I 
have privilege immediately, since people generalize other people’s 
experiences based on the way they look.”  

 Allen, Male, 22, 4th year 
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Allen mentions class is not a large part of his identity and he prefers not to 

think of himself in terms of his class position. He attributes others who 

misconstrue his class position as taking cues from the privilege that is written on 

his body: white male. By admitting it is not always helpful to generalize 

experiences based on appearance Allen shows his understanding that different 

identities lead to different experiences and that identities written on our bodies 

are often taken to indicate other identities that may or may not exist for an 

individual. Allen fails to be critically aware of class when I ask him to explain why 

he does not want to occupy a classed identity: 

“Because the way stereotypes work, having studied them, stereotype 
threat occurs when you are presented with your stereotype and often you 
will conform to those stereotypes. If I think of myself as low class I might 
act more low class, sort of. And I focus more on moving forward than 
looking at the past.”  
Allen, Male, 21, 4th year 
 

Allen recognizes his class status and the stereotypes associated with his position. 

Recognizing the stereotypes of “low class” as negative is beneficial for raising 

awareness of inequality, however we must also recognize the lack of value we 

associate with certain categories is constructed such that dominant ideologies 

are valued. In refusing the identity of “low class” because one believes one 

might then act “low class” the idea is reinforced that these behaviors constructed 

as “low class” are undesirable. Although Allen recognizes stereotypes about “low 

class” individuals he also aims to ignore those dispositions in order to “move 

forward.” His response implies that in moving past stereotypes and conscious 
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thoughts about his class status he will be able to avoid the possibility of 

“acting low-class”.  

 Although Allen is aware of class and understands class based assumptions 

are often incorrect, he acknowledges that identity is what others say about the 

categories that you occupy as much as it is about the ways in which one thinks 

about oneself. He also explained that if we put less stock in social class, gender, 

or race these categories become less important and they have less power to 

affect identity formation. This point may be true in some cases, however this is 

dangerously close to the view that race, class, and gender should not matter and 

therefore we should stop putting stock in those categories. This ignores the lived 

experiences of individuals from different race, class, gender, and other, 

backgrounds. Even within the small occupational range of my participants 

students have extremely different experiences with levels of oppression and 

privilege, clearly indicative of larger ideological and structural issues related to 

race, class, and gender. 

 Aware students had a realistic interpretation of their own class positions 

and came close to understanding and denouncing inequality. However, they 

failed to relate their personal understandings of their own class status to a larger 

critique of increasing inequality. Particularly they failed to point out the 

importance of paying attention to class as a category that matters for each 

individual person’s social experience, regardless of the degree to which any 

person is conscious of those class reproductions. Students also failed to be 
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critical of the class structure in discussing their future plans, aware students 

were less likely to claim social class as a component of the life they desired. 

Instead, students gave descriptions of suburban life and yet said “I wouldn’t 

want to be middle class, but I want to be comfortable.”(Allen, Male, 21, 4th year) 

Critical Students 

 Students labeled “Critical” have a clear and confident claim to a class 

position that was corroborated by other information I collected within the 

interviews. Critical students are different from the other two groups primarily 

because these students recognize the salience of their class identity and are able 

to articulate what interactions made this identity tangible. These students also 

tend to have more thoughtful and confident responses related to their class 

status.  For example, when asked about her parent’s class, Veronica answered: 

 “Working class, they are not middle class. They live paycheck to 

 paycheck.”  

 Veronica, Female, 21, 4th year 

Veronica shows that she not only understands her class status, but also gives a 

reason that she placed her family in this category. Finally, the confidence in her 

statement demonstrates she feels comfortable claiming that identity.  

 Blake demonstrates his heightened awareness of class by using multiple 

indicators to understand his mother’s status.  

“Well I guess if my mom […] had a partner or any other source of income, 
perhaps she would be seen as like, middle class. But the middle class 
seems to be fading in society because of debt issues and I think my mom 
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is a part of that considering her spending habits. But she seems to 
imitate a lot of affluence as well.  I would say that she is working class 
based on her job but socially she spends more like the middle class.”  
Blake, 22, Male, 4th year 
 

Blake takes into account his mother’s salary, occupation, and 

consumption/leisure activities in order to ascertain that she held, from his 

perspective, a working class position. Though he does not state this explicitly, his 

reference to her spending habits, larger debt issues in America, and the fading 

middle class, indicates that he associates her spending habits with the middle 

class affluence that he sees disappearing. Blake’s discussion of larger class issues 

was the key indicator of a more analytical approach to thinking about class, 

which is one criterion for critical class awareness. He also demonstrates his 

ability to see both cultural and economic manifestations of social class in the 

seeming divide between his mother’s spending habits and her income level. 

 Veronica explains the process she uses in assessing class status via her 

discussion of social class divisions and also explains how she understands the 

identifiable class status indicators given her experiences with the culture 

traveling between the United States and her own country:  

 “There is the concept of cultural class, or like yuppie culture. But because 

 I have lived in different places and seen different things, to me class is 

 based solely on material issues. How much money do you have, is it 

 expensive, how do you afford it.”  

 Veronica, Female, 21, 4th year  
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As one of the students grouped into the critical category, Veronica 

demonstrates a basic way of seeing class as the material level that is then 

complicated by the value placed on specific cultural capital, in other words 

economic capital is the means through which dominant classes demonstrate their 

cultural and social capital.  She also shows that her particular critical awareness 

developed as a result of her specific experiences traveling as a child and young 

adult.   

 Students who reside in this category spoke out against class in a variety of 

ways, as well.  A fourth year student explains how her class identity is a part of 

her experience and conscious sense of self: 

“I have to say yes, even though I wish I didn’t think about my class as 
much  as I do. I really feel like it has shaped who I am as a person and 
how I think about things. In any academic class I have it informs my 
perspective because I feel like people don’t pay attention to class enough, 
and that is very weird, because it is such a shaping thing in all our lives.” 
Myra, Female, 22, 4th year 

 
Not only does Myra indicate she thinks about her class position in any class she 

attends, she also explains that this status informs her perspective. Finally, she 

extends this idea of class shaping lives to all individuals. 

 Overall, Critical Students were more strategic and descriptive in explaining 

their class location and had a present and future interest in working to address 

issues of race, class, and gender. At the same time, critical students understood 

class not just as an economic category; rather, class is made up of social, 

cultural, and economic status indicators generally associated with particular 
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behaviors and ways of thinking which are valued differently despite the clear 

association between original class and eventual socioeconomic achievement. 

 

Assessing Class Status 

 Students articulated similar ideas when asked how they go about 

assessing someone else’s class status. Participants felt completely uncomfortable, 

regardless of their background, when given the task to assess my class status. I 

asked each student to explain to me what information they needed to know in 

order to judge a person’s class status. 

“I don’t know, just like, judging the area I’m in. Like okay we go to New 
College. Today, I would say you were kinda well off because you look like 
a hipster in your 80s baby blue glasses and bright 30s dress from a thrift 
store. But if you had jeans and a t-shirt on then you might be anything. 
The more hipster you dress the more likely you’re rich, at least to me, 
since we are at New College.” 

 Sam, Female, 18, 1st year 
 
For Sam, the first step in assessing class status is to consider where she is 

located geographically and culturally. She explains that I look like a hipster in the 

outfit I am wearing, and at NCF she interprets those “hipster” material 

characteristics (clothes, accessories, shoes, etc.) as rich. Sam was the only 

student that expressed interpreting some class differences at NCF related to 

physical presentation. All other participants claimed to see no evidence of social 

class divisions within the physical presentation of other students: 

 “I suppose there are class differences. I don’t pay attention to it or 
focus on it. There are people who have a lot more money. I see those 
people more  clearly.” 
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 How can you tell? 
“They have money that their parents give them for lots of things so I 
assume they have money for lots of things. “  
Sierra, Female, 18, 1st year 

 
Sierra admits that differences must exist, but she finds it difficult to specifically 

identify these students without being aware of their spending habits. Once again, 

for Sierra, class status is determined by how much money you make, as well as 

how much money you spend.   

 Some students were able to give examples of a time they had seen and 

judged someone’s class status at NCF: 

“In small ways. It’s not as prominent as I thought it would be. One thing I 
can remember is my roommates, all of them are pretty significantly well 
off. One of roomies and I were going grocery shopping. While we were 
shopping he said he has an app on his phone that will notify has mom if 
he has less than a certain amount of money and I was like: ‘what the 
fuck?’ so in terms of money their parents provide everything and they 
don’t have a need to work. For me, that hasn’t been an option. Unless I’m 
seriously starving I would never ask my mom because I feel like that puts 
a burden on her.”  
Myra, 21, Female, 4th year 

 
Myra sees differences related to class when she has more intimate relationships 

with individuals who have more than she does. Yet, like all other students 

interviewed, she claims class is not extremely prominent at NCF. 

 Most students also mentioned the incorporation of material and embodied 

symbols to assess class status: 

“Obviously one would first judge based on appearance, the way they 
speak, gestures as in body language. That’s my first guess. And then I’d 
look into other things. Mainly how they speak about themselves and 
others.”  
Allen, Male, 22, 4th year 
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Allen describes typical indicators of status such as appearance. But he goes on to 

include other factors such as speech and body language that represent forms of 

cultural capital. In this way he indicates that class in his interpretation revolves 

around economic and cultural symbols.  

 In assessing class status, students uniformly felt this was not typically 

obvious as an identity or embodied experience at New College. Although 

students admitted they would look for material symbols of wealth in assessing 

the status of others, some students, like Allen, admitted that they could more 

definitively ascribe a status with more background information on an individual: 

“I guess if they have a nice house or they aren’t worried about money 
often. What jobs their parents have. “  
Alice, Female, 18, 1st year 
 

In this statement Alice demonstrates an economic view of assessing class status 

in her focus on material wealth, yet it still requires more knowledge of an 

individual than you would gain from looking at them on the street.  

 I have conceptualized class identity as a conscious and unconscious set of 

social, economic, and cultural dispositions. Students who are more conscious of 

their class identity tend to also demonstrate some evidence of what I deem 

“critical class awareness.” This is the idea that students who begin to consciously 

recognize class differences, especially in the context of an individual who has 

been exposed to social distributions that encompass a wide range of incomes, 

will begin to understand that inequality is not the natural state of distribution.  
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Intersectionality and Class Identity 

 The development of critical class awareness is tempered by experience, as 

all identities and ideologies are created and negotiated. Students who 

demonstrate greater levels of class awareness are often students who occupy 

another marginalized identity in addition to a less privileged status than others in 

their social groups. Intersectionality is key to understanding how identities and 

nuanced encounters with interaction and structure influence each other. The 

types of experiences one has as well as the ultimate interpretation of those 

environmental phenomena are a product of past identities and experiences. 

Individuals are constantly performing and interpreting such things as politics, the 

economy, and social issues through the identities we observe. This research is 

focused on how class background and the college environment affect class 

identity, understandings, and attitudes. However, I assert that many other social 

categories serve as important correlates to understanding how education as a 

process interacts with other identities to affect understandings of socioeconomic 

class. 

 One example of a student who articulated her understanding of class as a 

partial result of another identity that she held: 

“Before when I was [overseas]… obviously there is a racial difference in 
income.  I went to private schools and I noticed a lot that the kids were 
light skinned and I wasn't. I felt really awkward. I hated school, because it 
was hard. I failed classes all the time and I wouldn't turn in homework. 
But even being such a mediocre student there, when I came to the U.S 
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from a bilingual school I understood and could read English, so I was 
way ahead of other students. So I just stayed ahead for awhile. I built 
self-confidence and the attitude that I knew teachers would praise me and 
react well to me. When I got to college I didn't feel awkward, I felt like I 
was prepared. “ 
Veronica, Female, 22, 4th year 
 

This quote shows how individuals use multiple perspectives as a way to make 

sense of their social world. Veronica used the distribution of race at her private 

elementary school overseas as a way to understand class. In addition, she 

acknowledges that her elite school allowed her to become comfortable 

communicating in English, which is a form of cultural capital that helped her stay 

ahead of other less privileged students in her U.S. school who had not studied 

English before. Veronica’s ideas of the world change in relation to her social 

group and her recognition of different forms of capital in an effort to feel 

prepared for school.    

 There were many trends that emerged related to intersectionality and 

level of critical class awareness. Students who came from single-parent or 

divorced homes were more likely to have a lower self-perceived, and actual, 

socioeconomic status. All critical students attended magnet schools, which 

differed from social and economic distributions they saw in the neighborhoods 

they lived in. This allowed those students the benefit of multiple frames of 

reference in thinking about economic status. Individuals who are exposed to 

different social climates, such as Veronica in her travels between public/private 

schools and different countries, are able to compare and contrast the 
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phenomena they experience and reflect on those issues. Students who were in 

their fourth year were more likely to understand their own class status and have 

a sense of class identity. Undoubtedly the NCF academic and social environment 

influence understandings of social class for students in the social sciences, who 

discussed learning about class in their interviews. However, because I did not 

focus on academic curriculum related to class in specific fields when asking 

participants questions about school, I feel further research is warranted in this 

area as well.  

 Individuals are a product of their experiences and environments. As self-

conscious and socially involved beings people are able to reflect on their 

experiences and relate those experiences to one another. Despite the 

fundamental differences in how race, class, and gender manifest themselves, 

individuals who experience alienation or inequality in one form are often better 

positioned to identify that same phenomenon in another context. For this 

project, I found that the intersection of specific forms of alienation increased 

awareness of class structures and strength of class identity.  
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CONCLUSION 

 This project set out to explore class status and the conscious or 

unconscious presence of class identity for students in the context of New 

College. The size of the school along with the high proportion of on-campus 

residents implies lots of interaction and a high likelihood of identity creation. 

Students differ in their level of identification with their class status, in other 

words they all demonstrate different degrees of a conscious or unconscious class 

identity. Similar to other findings related to class status and identity, students 

from lower-class backgrounds were more likely than students from middle-class 

backgrounds to articulate a conscious class identity (Stuber 2011, Lareau 2003). 

In light of the invisibility of class for students on other campuses it made sense 

that students at NCF admitted that it was difficult to determine another student’s 

class status. This was true even for students who felt their assessment strategy 

was successful, or often judged class status outside NCF. The lack of identified 

class distributions, and consequent invisibility of class in the community, was the 

only phenomenon that all students had in common.  

 The full sample of students do not confidently claim or define their class 

status, but students in general are aware of the fact that individuals are born 

into different sets of economic circumstances. I discovered and labeled three 

levels of class awareness in relation to the presence of a conscious or 

unconscious class identity: Critical, Aware, and Class-Blind. Particular 
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intersectional positions, specific life experiences, and environmental exposure 

may all help to explain how each individual develops or fails to develop critical 

class awareness. More specifically, in my findings students have a more salient 

class identity and higher level of critical awareness if they have been exposed to 

a variety of different class environments, groups or other individuals. This 

supports previous research that asserts working-class students develop a higher 

level of class awareness partially as a result of encountering a largely more 

diverse class environment in college than they might in high school (Stuber 

2011).  

 As this study was exploratory in nature, I believe future research should 

continue to examine how college and social class affect students, especially as 

those coincide with other identities. Future studies might expand by interviewing 

a broader income group to first understand if the experience of class as invisible 

is characteristic of all students. Although I found many differences in the way 

individuals felt and spoke about issues related to their class identity and their 

understandings of class, all students claimed that class was nearly invisible at 

NCF. Class-blindness in this context and others (Stuber 2011) is problematic 

because it obscures the real lived experiences of class for lower-status students. 

It also obscures the ways in which educational institutions (Bourdieu 1977) 

contribute to class differences (Lareau 2003, Anyon 1989). The lack of attention 

to class inequality is particularly interesting as students made a point to mention 

other oppressive systems like race and gender as key issues in the NCF 



 46 
community. Aside from the overall class distribution and its lack of visibility 

students’ class identities and awareness were clearly related to other categories 

or experiences they possessed such as race, religion, gender, and sexuality.  

Future studies should examine how these different identities interact to affect 

class identity and critical class awareness in the context of NCF.  

 I encountered limitations throughout the research process. First, despite 

access to the population I found it difficult to acquire the sample I originally 

desired of at least 15 students. Researchers should continue assessing how 

college affects class identity but should focus on controlling for different 

combinations of school context, class, race, and gender. In retrospect, it would 

have been helpful to ask for the specific income level of their parents as a means 

to more accurately assess real economic class. There are also limitations to this 

research as the actual distribution of class at NCF is not easily determined 

without access to all students’ individual financial information to create those 

categories. As such, I cannot speak to the interpretation of overall class at NCF 

in relation to how similar individuals are. I can however express that class 

identity matters for NCF in accounting for the experience of students in my 

sample.  

 Critical class awareness is a form of structural awareness related to the 

presence and production of inequality. Awareness of inequality is a necessary 

step to addressing it as a social problem. Although many students at NCF claim 

awareness of social class and seem to understand the structural nature of social 
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class, they fail to understand how the abstract idea of “class” relates to 

noticeable differences in the lived experience of NCF students. Students, 

professors, and the administration could all work together as a way to more 

efficiently implement sound policies that would function to help even the playing 

field created by class differences. The invisible nature of class at NCF serves to 

obscure the importance of class in understanding the overall increasing presence 

of inequality. At NCF I believe students should organize campus-wide discussions 

related to intersectionality. Conversations could focus on each student’s identities 

and the experiences or situations that constrain or enable them. In this way 

students who already understand the importance of one system (race, sexuality) 

in affecting life outcomes are able to better understand how other systems 

(gender, class) affect agency.  

 At school in general, faculty and staff should focus on creating diverse 

environments of race, class, and gender, such that students encounter and 

negotiate other phenomena from a variety of different perspectives (Stuber 

2011) as they build their identity and understandings of others (Goffman 1959). 

The more diversity present the less normal it is to reside in any combination of 

specific categories. Although this solution deals primarily with the small scale of 

community involvement, it would address the invisibility of certain groups by 

giving those groups a larger voice in the community. Given the invisibility of class 

at NCF it is also necessary to incorporate programs that show recognition to the 

various sets of life chances individuals are born in. Finally, programs related to 
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voicing individual issues such as these should then demonstrate how the 

systems of class, race, and gender matter in all forms of social life.   

 At the societal level, the United States must address both the interactional 

(Stevens et al. 2008, Stuber 2011, Lareau 2003) and structural (Dreeben 1967, 

Bowles and Gintis 1976) aspects of reproducing inequality before the 

phenomenon can be addressed. This research demonstrates individual attitudes, 

ideas, and identities about class that exist and function in the process interaction 

but act as a means to support structures. As sociologists examine the process of 

creating social structures in interaction they begin to understand how social 

actors co-create ideas that support or challenge the fact that class matters 

(Wright 1997).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDIX A 
 
Below is the interview guide I used to structure each interview. 
 
Right Now 
What year are you in school? 
 
Describe your ethnic background. 
 How do you identify?  
 
What is your gender identity? 
 
Why did you choose to come to NCF? 
 Did you almost attend any other schools? 
 
Tell me what you like about going to New College?  
  
Do you think you fit in here? 
 Why or why not? 
 
What do you dislike about New College? Have you faced any obstacles you feel comfortable 
sharing? 
 
What are you studying? 
 
Why did you choose that area? 
 
What is the purpose of new college in your life? 
 Has that purpose changed since first year? What would you have said first year? 
 
Young Life/Non-School Life 
When you aren't at school, do you live with your parents? 
 How did they come to live in that area? 
 
Where did you live when you were growing up? 
 
Can you tell me what that area was like? 
 
What do your parents do? 
 
What income bracket would you say they are in? About how much money do they make? 
 
What “class” would you say your parents are in? 
 Four fourth years: What would you have said first year? 
 
What was your life like when you were a child? 



 How did you spend your free time? Were you involved in sports clubs/activities? 
 
Did you go to public school K-12, private, or something else? 
 
Did you feel that your previous interactions with teachers or other adults prepared you for 
interactions with professors at new college? 
 
Did you have any assistance in applying to new college? 
 Counselors? Family members? 
 
Ultimately what effects do you feel your k-12 experience has had on your experience at new 
college? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
School Life 
 
When you first came to new college did you notice any differences between yourself and 
other students? 
 How would you describe those differences? Can you give me an example of a 
particular time  you really noticed them? 
 Did you notice any differences first year?  
 
Do you live on or off campus? 
 What dorm do you live in? 
 On your own or with your parents? 
 
How are you paying for new college? 
 
How do you spend your free time? 
  
What activities do you enjoy doing? 
 
How would you describe the other people you spend your time with? 
 How or where did you meet them? 
 
Do you have a job, internship, research assistanship or any combination of those? 
 Where? 
 Why 
 If no, are you looking? 
 >>>why or why not? 
 
Have financial considerations recently or otherwise been a source of anxiety in your life? 
 Would you feel comfortable telling me more about that? 
 
Is class a working part of your identity?  
 What would you have said first year? 



 
 
Future Life 
What level of education do you plan to pursue? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
What are your career ambitions? 
  
What lifestyle do you see yourself living? Is there a particular place you would want to live? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
Do you want to have a family? Or children? 
 Does it matter to you if you partner is from a particular socioeconomic background? 
 
Do you think you are capable of  reaching those goals?  
 Why do you feel capable? 
 
Do you have any anxiety about reaching them? Do you see any obstacles in your way? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
 
class/race/gender/inequality perceptions 
 
Has there ever been a time when somoone was acting strangely towards you, or treating you 
differently, because of your percieved class/race/gender or other categorization? 
 Does this happen to you often? 
 Would you be comfortable elaborating? 
 
Class 
 
In politics we hear candidiates use terms terms like “middle class”. What does that term 
mean to you?  
 Do you see yourself as a member of a “class”? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
Do you think everyone faces the same types of obstacles? 
 Why or why not? 
 What groups would you say face different obstacles than others? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
American Ideals 
 
In general can you think of one or two ideas you could point to that are particularly important 
to Americans? 
 
When I say “American Dream” what does that make you think of? 



 
Does it exist? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
Do you believe that it is true for everyone? 
 Just for some people? 
  Which ones? 
 
What do you think of the concept of class struggle? 
 What would you hae said first year? 
 
Do you see yoursefl in opposition to any one or multiple class groups? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
What factors do you think might play a role in determining an individual's “class”? 
 What would you have said first year? 
 
What factors do you think have influenced this opinion? In other words - if you believe in the 
american dream – why? If you do not believe in it – why not? 
 
Is there anything you didn't get to tell me that you feel you should mention? 
 
Are there any questions you would like to ask me? 
 
Age? 
 
 



REFERENCES 

Acker, Joan. 2006. Class Questions: Feminist Answers. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers. 

Anyon, Jean. 1989. "Social class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work." 

Blau, Peter M. and Otis Dudley Duncan. 1967. The American Occupational 

Structure. New York, NY: Wiley. 

Bottero, Wendy. 2004. “Class Identities and the Identity of Class.” 

Bourdieu, Pierre. 

 1977. Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge and New York: 

 Cambridge Univ Press 

 1979.  Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Translated 

by Richard Nice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

 1986. “The Forms of Capital.” Pp. 241-58 in Handbok of Theory and 

Research for the Sociology of Education, edited by John G. Richardson. 

New York: Greenwood. 

Bowles, Samuel and Herbert Gintis. 1976. Schools in Capitalist America: 

Educational Reform and the Contradictions of Economic Life. New York, 

NY: Basic Books Inc.  

Bullock, Heather E. 1995. "Class Acts: Middle Class Responses to the Poor."  in 

The Social Psychology of Interpersonal Discrimination. Edited by Bernice 

Lott and Diane Maluso.  1st ed. The Guilford Press. 



 
Collins, Randall. 1979. “Functional and Conflict Theories of Educational 

Stratification.” American Sociological Review 36:1002-19. 

Collins, Patricia Hill. 2005. Black Sexual Politics : African Americans, Gender, and 

the New Racism. US.: Routledge. 

Devine and Savage. 2000. Renewing class analysis. 

Dreeben, R.  (1967). "The contribution of schooling to the learning of norms.”  

Harvard Educational Review, 37 (2), 23-49. 

Emerson, Robert et al. 1995. Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. Chicago: 

 University of Chicago Press. 

Factbook. 2012. Sarasota, FL: New College Office of Communications and 

Marketing. URL: http://www.ncf.edu/fact-books 

Gerber, Theodore P. and Sin Yi Cheung. 2008. “Horizontal Stratification in Post-

secondary Education: Forms, Explanations, and Implications.” Annual 

Review of Sociology 34: 299-318. 

Goffman, Erving.  

 (1959). “Introduction.” The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. 1st ed. 

Anchor. 

 (1986). Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. 

Touchstone. Chs 1 & 4. 



 
Howard, Adam and Ruben A. Gaztambide-Fernandez. 2010. Educating Elites: 

Class Privilege and Educational Advantage. Lanham: Rowman and 

Littlefield Education. 

Jackson, Philip Wesley. 1968. Life in classrooms. Teachers College Press. 

Karp, David A. and Lynda Lytle Holmstrom, and Paul S. Gray. 1998.  “Leaving 

Home for College: Expectations for Selective Reconstruction of Self.” 

Symbolic Interaction, 21 (3) 253 – 276.  

Kazyak, Emily.  2011.  “Disrupting Cultural Selves: Constructing Gay and 

 Lesbian Identities in Rural Locales.” Qualitative Sociology 34:561-581. 

Laureau, Annette. 2003. Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life. 

Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Lareau, Annette and Dalton Conley. (editors). 2008. Social Class: How Does it 

Work?. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation. 

Martin, Karin. 1998. “Becoming a Gendered Body: Practices of Preschools.” 

 American Sociological Review, 63(4):494-511.  

New College of Florida. 2006. "US News & World Report Ranks New College 

Nation's #1 Public Liberal Arts College". Archived from the original on 

2007-02-23. Retrieved 2007-03-17. 

Ravitch, Diane. 2001. Left Back: A Century of Failed School Reforms. New York: 

Simon and Schuster. 



 
Roksa, Josipa, Eric Grodsky, Richard Arum, and Adam Gamoran. 2007. “United 

States: Changes in Higher Education and Social Stratification.” in 

Stratification in Higher Education: A Compartive Study, edited by Yossi 

Shavit, Richard Arum, and Adam Gamoran. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford 

University Press. 

Selingo, Jeffrey J. (editor). “Graduation Rates.” The Chronicle of Higher 

Education. Online: http://collegecompletion.chronicle.com/state/#state= 

ny&sector=public_four 

Sewell, William and Robert Hauser. 1975. Education, Occupation, and Earnings. 

New York: Academic Press.  

Stevens, Mitchell L., Elizabeth A. Armstrong, and Richard Arum. 2008. “Sieve, 

Incubator, Temple, Hub: Empirical and Theoretical Advances in the 

Sociology of Higher Education.” Annual Review of Sociology 34:127-51. 

Stuber, Jenny Marie. 2011. Inside the College Gates: How Class and Culture 

Matter in Higher Education. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.  

Tucker, Rober C. 1999. The Marx-Engels Reader. United States: W.W. Norton & 

Company, Incorporated. 

Tyack, David and Larry Cuban. 1995. Tinkering Towards Utopia: A Century of 

Public School Reform.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Vander Broek, Anna. 2009. “Ivy Leaders.” Forbes. Online: 

 http://www.forbes.com/2009/04/02/politician-education-elite-leadership-

 ivy.html 



 
Weber, Max. Editor: Richard Swedberg. 2009. The Protestant Ethic and the 

 Spirit of Capitalism. United States: W.W. Norton & Company, Incorporated. 

Wright, Erik Olin. 1997. Class Counts: Comparative Studies in Class Analysis. 

Cambridge, NY: Cambridge University Press.  

 

 


