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ABSTRACT 
 
This review article synthesizes diverse streams of literature in order to examine the underrepresentation 
of first generation, working class college students among contemporary doctoral students and PhD faculty, 
and the consequences of this underrepresentation for higher education. It asserts that class of origin plays 
an important, but frequently overlooked role in the successful pathway through doctoral training. In order 
to recognize how academic engagement is a classed experience, retrospective accounts of academics from 
working class origins should be drawn upon as a form of expert understanding. These accounts help reveal 
what is lost in the disciplines through a lack of class background diversity. In efforts to improve doctoral 
education and maintain open engagement in higher education, the American university system should 
consider class of origin when considering diversity in doctoral programs and faculty composition. Such 
consideration would enrich not only the experiences of individual students, but also the knowledge 
produced within academia. 
 
 
“FIRST GENERATION WORKING CLASS” STUDENTS 
 
 Within the sociology of education, the term “first generation” represents a category of college 
students who come from families in which neither parent earned a college degree (Billson and Terry 1982). 
These students are more likely to come from family backgrounds with lower incomes (Tym et al. 2004) 
and to have parent(s) or guardian(s) who work in positions where they exercise no substantial control 
over their work, or managerial authority over others: a conception of class position reflecting the 
experience of the majority of working class people in the United States (Erickson and Goldthorpe 1992; 
Wright 1985; Zweig 2000). In this review, I take the first generation, working class student’s experience in 
higher education as a starting point to examine the role of social class background in doctoral education. 
I pose the question of what is lost in the disciplines through a lack of class background diversity among 
contemporary doctoral students and PhD faculty.  
 
 
FIRST GENERATION WORKING CLASS STUDENTS AS A MINORITY IN DOCTORAL EDUCATION 
 
 Educational researchers and university administrators estimate that forty to fifty percent of 
students who begin doctoral studies in the United States do not complete their degrees (Bowen and 
Rudenstine 1992; Lovitts 2001; Tinto 1997). Many believe this figure has not fluctuated in years. To explain 
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doctoral program attrition, some scholars have looked at variables such as racial or ethnic minority status, 
others have examined the types of programs students are more likely to leave (Smallwood 2004). 
However, much less is known about the specific experiences of first generation, working class college 
students who enroll in doctoral education. Overall, the percentage of doctoral recipients who are first 
generation college graduates is at a historic low. In 1987, 36.4 percent of doctoral recipients were the first 
in their families to earn the baccalaureate. By 2017, that percentage had dropped to 17.4 percent. During 
the same time period, the percentage of U.S. doctoral recipients to have a parent with an advanced degree 
increased from 26.6 percent percent in 1987, to 42.7 percent in 2017 (National Science Foundation 2018). 
 
Table 1. Highest Educational Attainment of Either Parent of Doctorate Recipients: Selected Years, 1987–
2017 

Year High School or Less Advanced Degree 

1987 36.4 26.6 
1992 31.4 32.3 
1997 26.5 37.0 
2002 23.6 40.1 
2007 21.2 39.1 
2012 18.9 42.5 
2017 17.4 42.7 

Source: National Science Foundation, 2018.  
Doctorate Recipients from U.S. Universities: 2017.  

 
This demographic trend indicates the emergence of a new, class-based minority among contemporary 
doctoral students and PhD faculty.  
 
 To examine this problem, I first review current debates in the study of social class and define the 
use of the term in this article. In an overview of the literature on first generation undergraduate students, 
I map the likelihood of these students to enroll in a doctoral program. Next, I provide instances where first 
generation status is addressed in literature on doctoral students. Then, I shift to over two decades of 
autobiographical literature produced by PhDs from working class backgrounds. Here, I draw connections 
with research on first generation students and discuss these autobiographical works as cultural 
representations of social mobility in the United States. My aim is to show how class of origin plays an 
important but frequently overlooked role in the successful journey to and through the PhD and make the 
case that the university system should recognize class of origin, just as much as race and gender, when 
considering diversity in doctoral programs and faculty composition. I argue that class constitutes an 
important dimension of the doctoral education experience and a potentially important factor in attrition 
from PhD programs. As a result, class background plays a significant role in the production of knowledge—
especially knowledge of class, class bias and social mobility.  
 
 
CONSIDERATIONS IN THE STUDY OF SOCIAL CLASS 
 
 In contemporary social research, class is defined through the study of three central mechanisms: 
(1) cultural and institutional processes that deem some material goods, services, opportunities and 
knowledge as valuable, and others as not; (2) the allocation of these valuable goods in society; and (3) 
society’s mobility routes that allow variability in access to valuable goods over time (Grusky 2001). To 
construct class, some researchers use a gradational measure, while others take a theoretical approach.  
 
 Standard sociological conceptions of class in the Marxist and Weberian traditions provide 
important ways to empirically locate positions of material inequality and to engage in questions about life 
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chances through a focused lens of the relationship of people to income-generating resources. But they do 
not access socio-cultural processes that may not be readily measurable, and they yield no understanding 
into ways individuals struggle to construct and narrate classed experiences.  
 
 The dominant conceptual lens used in this examination draws on structural cultural sociology 
(Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, Tipon 1985; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu 1984, 1993; 
Lamont 1992, 2000; Lamont and Thevenot 2000; Lareau 2000, 2003; Swidler 1986, 2001). In the review 
of sociological approaches to the study of class that follows, I clarify my use of this theory and its features. 
 
 Structural cultural theory provides for a more synthetic view of class, one that allows for the 
exploration of both material and cultural aspects of social reproduction. In this approach social location is 
woven into the texture and fabric of everyday lives in the interplay of class with cultural elements of 
language, beliefs, values and narratives. These elements carry class culture. In constructs such as class 
“habitus” (Bourdieu 1973, 1984), cultural “repertoires” (Lamont 1992, 2000; Lamont and Thevenot 2000), 
“logics” (Lareau 2000, 2003) and “toolkits” (Swidler 1986, 2001), structural cultural sociology attempts to 
explain elements people draw upon when confronting institutions. A common theme in this work is that 
culture supplies people with the means or “tools” for managing life (Swidler 1986, 2001). Since cultural 
resources are not evenly distributed in society and their use changes over time to reflect historical 
circumstances, the study of these elements reflects important inequalities in processes, institutional life, 
and society at large. “Indeed, a culture has enduring effects on those who hold it, not by shaping the ends 
[goals] they pursue, but by providing the characteristic repertoire from which they build lines of action” 
(Swidler 1986: 284, emphasis mine).  
 
 The work of Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bourdieu 1984, 1987, 1989) is 
foundational to this approach. Bourdieu argues that in modern society, classes are constituted of abstract 
positions in social space. In this conception, a class is not a group in a social structure but individuals who, 
having undergone socialization under similar structural conditions, possess characteristic dispositions 
based on those structural conditions, which in turn dispose them to confront life in similar ways.  
 

[Classes are] sets of agents who, by virtue of the fact that they occupy 
similar positions in social space… are subject to similar conditions of 
existence and conditioning factors and as a result, are endowed with 
similar dispositions, which prompt them to develop similar practices 
(Bourdieu 1987:6).  

 
According to Bourdieu, classes only become an objectively identifiable group when they organize and 
politically mobilize as such. Class analysis centers on investigating the ways in which cultural reproduction 
secures social reproduction. In this approach, “the crucial issues in class analysis are found in the interplay 
between the question about life chances and the problem of subjective identity” (Wright 2005: 188). For 
Bourdieu, this exploration is the special work of sociology. 
 
 In the synthesis of literature that follows, I examine class as both a social location and a lived 
experience. I take the position that people are classed through structural circumstances (first generation, 
working class origins) and that these locations impact the amount and type of resources (cultural and 
otherwise) they possess. These circumstances influence their life experiences (socialization and 
subsequent dispositions) and the meaning they derive from those experiences.  
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FIRST GENERATION, WORKING CLASS COLLEGE STUDENTS: THE UNDERGRADUATE EXPERIENCE 
 
 First coined in 1979 to describe low-income students who came from family backgrounds where 
neither parent held a college degree, the term “first generation” was quickly adopted in literature on 
undergraduate students (Billson and Terry 1982). Since the 1980s the term has been used by sociologists 
of education, college and university administrators, and higher education policy makers who have 
increasingly recognized these students as an underserved group (Kniffin 2007). This literature has 
developed a comparison profile of the demographic, academic, and cultural factors impacting these 
students. It suggests they face particular challenges in their initial college experience.  
 
 Compared to undergraduate students whose parents hold college degrees, first generation 
students are at a distinct disadvantage in access to higher education and in the attainment of the 
baccalaureate—a disadvantage that remains even after controlling for academic preparation and 
educational aspirations (Choy 2001; Pascarella, et al. 2004; Terenzini, et al. 1996). First generation 
students receive less parental assistance completing their initial application to college and they are not 
any more likely than other students to receive extra help from the high schools they attend (Choy 2001). 
Lack of parental postsecondary education has also been found to have a significant influence on the 
academic selectivity of the institution a student attends. Controlling for a broad range of factors, including 
race/ethnicity, critical thinking and math skills, high school academic record, and even motivation and 
aspiration, students whose parents have not been to college are more likely to enroll in less selective 
institutions (Pascarella et al. 2004, Pew Research Center 2019).  
 
 Once enrolled, first generation students have been shown to have a more difficult time 
transitioning to college. Terenzini et al. (1996) established that these students have a more difficult time 
adapting to college because along with the social and academic adjustments common to all students, 
these students face substantial cultural transitions as well. In their adjustment to college, these students 
can find interactions with faculty and peers less comfortable than middle-class students. Studies have 
consistently shown these students to have lower levels of campus involvement and interaction with peers 
outside of a classroom context (Pascarella et al. 2004, Stuber 2009). They are less likely to perceive faculty 
as being concerned about students and are more intimidated by the idea of seeking out faculty for support 
(Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice 2008). Having less first-hand knowledge of academic expectations and 
institutional bureaucratic operations, these students can appear overly cautious or indifferent. These 
characteristics led one dean of students to comment that “a large percentage of first generation students 
are intimidated by the educational system, and do not understand when it can be flexible, and when it 
cannot” (Padron 1992:72).  
 
 From a student’s perspective, being the first in the family to attempt postsecondary education 
means the move from the culture of home to school is marked by having to manage “the margin of two 
cultures” (London 1992). They can feel inadequate in school while being criticized at home for devoting 
time to academic pursuits rather than family responsibilities (Hsiao 1992). First generation students have 
been shown to be especially susceptible to doubts about their academic ability, often believing they are 
not “college material” (Rendon 1994). And because many of these students delay entry, work longer 
hours, and take fewer credit hours, they are at a greater risk for not attaining the bachelor’s degree 
independent of ethnicity, gender, and family income (NCES 2005).  
 
 The literature on first generation undergraduate students describes distinct challenges for this 
group, which are academic, social, and cultural in nature. These challenges may have consequences for 
whether and how students later pursue the PhD. Early, often uninformed choices result in attending less 
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selective institutions which can hinder later decisions to pursue the doctorate or to enroll in a competitive 
university. Patterns of lower campus involvement and constrained relationships to academic authority 
can make it difficult for these students to gain a familiar understanding of academic culture. These 
experiences shape their interpretation of the academic environment, and consequently, they may be less 
likely to view the pursuit of the PhD as an option.  
 
 
FIRST GENERATION WORKING CLASS STUDENTS IN DOCTORAL EDUCATION 
 
 Although sociologists have documented the effects of parental education and social class 
background on the attainment of the baccalaureate, fewer studies have examined the effects of these 
factors on postgraduate enrollment, the doctoral education experience, or the attainment of the PhD. In 
this section, I examine the enduring influence of these factors on the pathway to the PhD.  
 
 To better understand the role of parental education in the likelihood of entering a doctoral 
program, Mullen, Goyette, and Soares (2003) used data from the Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal 
Study to examine parental education by postgraduate degree type. Prior to this study, research had taken 
an aggregate view of postgraduate degrees, which suggested that beyond the baccalaureate, parental 
education had little effect on enrollment in graduate school. However, disaggregating data by 
postgraduate degree type, the authors found parental education proved to be one of the strongest factors 
in the reproduction of PhDs. The data revealed that “[e]very year increase in parents’ education increases 
one’s odds of enrolling in a doctoral program by over 20 percent” (Mullen, Goyette and Soares 2003:150). 
While the socio-cultural reverberations of this finding have implications for the future of knowledge 
production in all disciplines—it is particularly striking for the social sciences, which focus their attention 
on the study of social inequalities and class disparities. And it is most intensely felt in the humanities, as 
this field of study has historically been comprised of the greatest number of students who come from 
family backgrounds where both mothers, and fathers, hold advanced degrees (Fiegener 2009:42). As the 
bulk of educational research on underrepresented students continues to focus on race, ethnicity, and 
gender, this finding suggest that class background proves an equally relevant, but often overlooked factor 
through which to view inequalities in knowledge production.  
 
 The smaller number of first generation, working class students pursuing the PhD may be the 
reason so few studies exist on their experiences while in their programs. Here, I discuss the findings from 
literature on first generation, working class doctoral students to construct a composite of their 
experiences in doctoral education. This literature indicates that these students experience distinct 
struggles while pursuing the PhD, struggles which have gone largely unstudied.  
 
 In 2011, Gardner and Holley (2011) published exploratory findings examining first generation 
doctoral students’ access to “tacit knowledge.” The importance of tacit knowledge in doctoral education 
was articulated by Tomas Gerholm (1990), a cultural anthropologist who conceptualized tacit knowledge 
as the implicit demands of doctoral training. Gerholm described cultural tasks of advanced disciplinary 
training—such as knowing how to represent your discipline in an interdisciplinary panel discussion, 
deciding when to challenge the beliefs of a lay audience, evaluating the disciplinary relevance of your own 
research, and understanding when to use formal and informal discourses—as elements of a “hidden 
curriculum” that are not taught but that must be learned. Gerholm was clear about the ramifications of 
being unsuccessful: “[in doctoral education,] failure to acquire this implicit knowledge is often taken as a 
sign of failure to have acquired the explicit knowledge itself” (1990: 263). In other words, not mastering 
the cultural is likely to be interpreted as not mastering the subject. The findings of Gardner and Holley 
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describe the “totality of the students’ educational journey” including “salient events that impacted their 
decision to pursue a doctoral degree” (2011: 82). These first generation doctoral students reported a lack 
of social and cultural preparation for higher education, and they expressed frustration at the ambiguity of 
expectations once there. As doctoral students they adopted a “self-reliant” but exhausting “learn as you 
go” strategy to gain tacit knowledge while in their programs (2011: 84). Despite their success and 
achievements, these students often described feeling like “imposters” and “intellectual phonies” (2001: 
87), experiences which challenged their academic confidence. By describing having gained tacit 
knowledge through a hard process of trial and error, these students believed they met this implicit 
demand more through sheer resilience than through training they received in their programs. These 
students described overcoming differences in verbal styles, in cultural references, and in insights into 
opportunity. They described these challenges as “invisible barriers” (2001:87) and believed they were at 
a distinct disadvantage compared to their middle class peers.  
 
 Another source of analysis on class background and doctoral education comes from researchers 
studying doctoral program attrition. These researchers have cited the critical role of advising in the 
successful pathway through doctoral education. Golde describes a student’s relationship with their 
advisor as “pivotal” to success (2000:219). Her case study research concluded difficulties with the advisor 
relationship proved the single most contributing factor to program attrition. Similarly, Lovitts’ study on 
students leaving their programs found that a student’s relationship with their advisor was “the single most 
critical factor determining who stays and who leaves” (2001:270). In a major contribution to this field, 
Nettles and Millet’s (2006) study on student satisfaction in doctoral programs encompassed over 9,000 
students in 21 universities and 16 different disciplines, constituting one of the most comprehensive data 
sets collected from students while enrolled in their programs. According to these authors, parental SES 
had a significant relationship to the likelihood of experiencing mentorship. In their study, the higher the 
SES background of a student, the more likely they were to report satisfying relationships with advisors 
and to identify having experienced mentorship. The findings of Gardner and Holley (2011) and Nettles and 
Millet (2006) suggest that doctoral education is an inherently more risky pursuit for first generation, 
working class students because they are disadvantaged in critical factors supporting program completion. 
Insight into inequalities in gaining tacit knowledge and mentoring relationships are key findings because 
these are elements that could be addressed through programming if class background were to be 
recognized.  
 
 Finally, because no national data is kept on initial enrollment or attrition, it is hard to track the 
completion rates of first generation, working class doctoral students. However, the Survey of Earned 
Doctorates (SED), an annual report that has recorded a range of information on new doctoral recipients 
from U.S. universities since 1958, provides a snapshot of those students who have graduated and who 
have gone on to seek employment among PhD faculty. The SED reports first generation PhD are much 
more likely than the majority of new PhDs to be seeking employment with school-related debt of $30,000 
or more (Hoffer et al. 2003). This distinct financial burden, which sets them apart from the majority of 
their employment-seeking peers, if studied, may also be found to be a contributing factor to rates of 
program attrition among this population. Relatedly, this unequal accumulation of debt may contribute to 
pressured employment decisions.  
 
 The diverse literatures addressing first generation, working class origins in the doctoral education 
experience demonstrates the strong impact that parental education exerts on the likelihood of enrolling 
in a doctoral program. This literature illustrates that these students are more apt to struggle in their efforts 
to gain tacit knowledge and to experience mentoring relationships while in their programs. As they enter 
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careers as academics, they shoulder an excessive financial burden distinct from the majority of their job-
seeking peers.  
 
 
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL INSIGHTS FROM WORKING CLASS STUDIES 
 
 Another form of analysis of class background and doctoral education can be found in 
autobiographical accounts of working class academics (Byrne 2019; Dews and Law 1995; Grimes and 
Morris 1997; Hurst and Kawecka 2016, Kosut 2006; Muzzatti and Samarco 2015; Rose 1989; Ryan and 
Sackrey 1984; Tokarczyk and Fay 1993; Welsch 2005; Zandy 2001). This literature is part of the 
multidisciplinary field of working class studies (Linkon 1999; Russo and Linkon 2005; Zweig 2000, 2004; 
Zandy 2001). This perspective views class broadly, encompassing people’s relationship to economic, 
social, and thus political and cultural power. This approach recognizes class as both an abstract construct 
of social analysis and an authentic experience (Zweig 2004:1). As sociology continues to energize thinking 
about how to define class, and why it matters, working class studies embraces these debates, aiming to 
keep the role of class analysis vibrant in intellectual life and society. The autobiographical literature 
suggests that narrative can serve as an important form with which to understand the role of class in 
advanced education. Much of this work is produced by academics in the social sciences and the 
humanities.  
 
 A major theme in this literature is that class identity, issues of cultural literacy, and cultural conflict 
do not diminish, but rather are heightened as first generation, working class students come to interact 
with persons of different classes through doctoral education (Christopher 2005; Jones 2003; Kniffin 2007). 
Some of these essays parallel the research findings on the undergraduate experience, others reflect on 
differences in working class values and academic culture, and still others provide a perspective into the 
experience of social mobility in the United States.  
 
 For example, mirroring Pascarella’s (2004) finding that first generation students attend less 
selective institutions, narratives by Jennifer Beech (2006) and David Kauzlarich (2006) recount their lack 
of consciousness about prestige and mission in the university system. This led these authors to “electively” 
enroll in less selective PhD programs. Only after obtaining their degrees and becoming professionals in 
the system were they able to articulate how first generation, working class origins can impact important 
decisions influencing students’ future career paths.  
 
 Reinforcing the finding of Terenzini et al. (1996) that first generation undergraduates face 
substantial cultural adjustments to higher education, a main theme of sociologist Mary Kosut’s critical 
autoethnography is her realization of the importance of the role of the academic advisor. She describes 
not only her difficulty communicating with faculty, but her utter wonderment at students who could easily 
and somehow “appropriately” interact with faculty (2006:251). She later discovered that several members 
of her cohort had parents who were PhDs. She writes, “I began to understand why they seemed so at ease 
talking with professors in and out of the classroom pursuing and attaining academic and financial awards” 
(Kosut 2006:251). Her experiences led her to reflect on the predicament of working class students, 
observing: “Lack of discursive capital puts working-class students at a disadvantage because they are less 
likely to be recognized as bright… They are also less likely to speak, fearing their own language would be 
appallingly inappropriate” (Kosut 2006:251). 
 
 In her essay, Dawn Rothe (2006) reflected on working class values and academic culture. She 
explains that in working class culture, humility and the ability to produce are prized. Tasks such as personal 
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statements and philosophy briefs, meant to showcase expertise, can be difficult forms of writing for the 
first generation, working class PhD student. In the university environment, “self-assurance and visibility” 
are more than simply positive attributes (Rothe 2006:49). “The virtue of recognizing one’s ability and/or 
promoting oneself is a virtue that is highly necessary for survival within the academic profession” (Rothe 
2006:49). Her comments echo Gerholm’s (1990) understanding of displaying tacit knowledge. Rothe goes 
on to explain that these types of requirements can be more difficult to adopt when, “the standards I grew 
up with for discussing oneself included statements such as ‘am loyal, hard-working, and trainable’” 
(2006:54). Like Gerholm (1990), she believed these types of challenges can result in the impression that 
one has not mastered their subject.  
 
 Lastly, the theme of social mobility itself is often undertaken in this work. Dwight Lang’s (1995) 
autobiographical essay, included in Dews and Laws (1995) volume, This Fine Place So Far From Home, is 
now considered a classic in working class studies. His essay draws on literary tradition to construct a 
retrospective account of what London (1992) identified in the undergraduate literature as “managing two 
cultures.” Lang, the son of a coal miner explains, “My self-image is, in part, that of a traveler.” He writes, 
“I have left one social structure and am now making my way within another” (1995:161). Calling himself 
both an “insider and outsider” in academia, he goes on to chronicle his education and marriage to a fellow 
first generation, working class PhD. “Having traveled across class lines, I am conscious of the realities and 
meanings of social class in America, perhaps more than others” (1995: 162).  
 
 Lang’s sentiments begin to articulate what is lost in the disciplines through a lack of class 
background diversity: a perspective that understands firsthand the social reality of working class 
consciousness and the personal experience of class mobility in the United States. Class background 
diversity brings rich histories to bear on the disciplines. Diversity of class background ensures the 
disciplines remain relevant to social reality and that they make space for the working class in academia. 
The experience of social mobility expressed by academics from the working class begins to illuminate the 
nature of class. Indeed, these autobiographical accounts express a meaningful viewpoint about social 
class, yet they resist a common definition of class, preferring instead to emphasize that the dilemmas of 
definition and measurement are key to understanding how class works in contemporary society. These 
authors argue that it is the ill-defined and indefinite nature of class that makes it such a powerful social 
force. They contend that memory can work as a socio-cultural mechanism to explain how class is both 
personal and historical, “mobile and durable,” “mov[ing] in time” with “change and continuity” (Zandy 
1995:1–2). Scholars within the field of working class studies suggest that it is through the reflection and 
articulation of life experiences that class can be named and examined (Aronowitz 2003, Bertaux and 
Thompson 2007; Zandy 2004).  
 
 This literature consists largely of collections of personal essays and critical autoethnographies, 
forms largely ignored by the sociology of education and culture, and by traditional class analysts. However, 
these writings offer important insight into the lived experience of first generation, working class PhDs. 
When read as sociological literature, they reveal how people draw on class logic to navigate their 
education and use cultural elements to make sense of the experience of class mobility in their lives. The 
autobiographical literature of working class studies is especially well-suited to yield insights into how life 
chances and subjective identity interplay to explain educational attainment, and its meaning, for this 
population.  
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SOCIAL CLASS AND THE DISCIPLINES 
 
 I have drawn on diverse streams of literature in order to examine the experiences of first 
generation working class students in higher education. I have sought to show how this population faces 
distinct challenges which are materials, social and cultural in nature. As candidates for the PhD, these 
students enter the university system with less valued resources and thus their experiences in doctoral 
education reveal how academic engagement is a classed experience. As the literature powerfully limns, 
their predicament often results in burdens of academic insecurity, isolation from mentorship, and the 
accumulation of excessive student debt. In not recognizing class background as a valuable form of 
diversity, contributing to the enrichment of the disciplines, the university system remains complicit in the 
reproduction of inequalities, affecting individual experiences and trajectories. Left unchecked, these 
inequalities affect the shared project of knowledge production as we fail to maximize these new scholars’ 
potential—sacrificing their confidence, risk-taking, their collaboration, and sustained focus on their work.  
 
 There is a clear need to interpret and connect literatures on this issue and to further study who 
goes into doctoral education and who attains the PhD. Recognizing that class background shapes how 
academic knowledge is received, and understanding how it influences an academic’s work, is essential to 
understanding how the goals of the university system may stand in contrast to the support of these 
scholars (Hurst and Kawecka Nenga 2016). These questions are critical to better understanding what types 
of knowledge come to be produced and by whom, and to question class bias in the types of knowledge 
that are recognized, legitimized, preserved and elaborated. These questions are especially important to 
the social sciences, a field of study entrusted with the study of material inequalities, class disparities, and 
the life chances for social mobility. Likewise, they challenge the humanities, a field of study ensuring the 
preservation and growth of the cultural archives of society—yet one of the least diverse in class 
background.  
 
 Structural cultural sociology and the work of Bourdieu serve as important lens to examine how 
these struggles are met with strong tendencies toward social reproduction in the university setting. If 
mobility is viewed strictly through material qualities, there is a risk of neglecting the cognitive benefits of 
advanced education, including disciplinary forms of critique and analysis that can be used, applied and 
transformed by people from a variety of backgrounds. Bourdieu contended that when class struggle is 
undertaken with uneven cultural or symbolic resources specific to a field, one’s disadvantage is not visible 
to them in the same way it would be if the conflict were undertaken through purely economic means. In 
other words, people “misrecognize” that power is wielded within fields and they fail to see how class and 
culture interact and instead take social inequality in knowledge production as a given. Acknowledging 
class differences, like those of race and gender, should be recognized as important to maintaining open 
engagement on university campuses. Only then is there an opportunity to confront class bias in knowledge 
production in more conscious ways, to reflect on classed experiences in academic engagement as an 
intellectual community, and to reconcile class conflict in cultural resources in more meaningful ways. 
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