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ABSTRACT 
 
This study explores the stratification beliefs of aspiring teachers in the U.S. Findings are based on data 
from semi-structured interviews with 25 college students in a teacher education program at a Mid-Atlantic 
American university. These interview data suggest highly individualistic beliefs concerning general 
inequality and economic inequality, mixed beliefs concerning poverty and racial inequality, and highly 
structuralist beliefs concerning gender inequality. There was also strong support for the notion of the U.S. 
as a meritocratic land of widespread opportunity where citizens have a high degree of individual agency. 
There was very limited support for government anti-poverty and inequality-reduction efforts. We discuss 
these results and their possible implications for the process of socialization in American schools. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Teachers play key roles in the lives of American children. They not only care for them for large 
segments of the day and impart important skills and knowledge, but they also help to shape their 
emerging worldviews. As Slater argues: 
 

“In our liberal-democratic society there is always a desire to separate the 
teaching of values from the teaching of reading, writing, and 
mathematics, the so-called value neutral subjects…like it or not, we teach 
values in the course of teaching these subjects…our teaching—by the 
manner in which we do it and the nature of our interactions in the course 
of it—conveys messages to our children about how they should regard 
themselves, consider others, and meet their obligations. Teaching is as 
much a moral effort as it is an intellectual enterprise; teachers not only 
educate our children how to think and solve problems, they also inform 
children’s beliefs about what is right, good, and important in life, shaping 
their values in the process” (2008). 

 
As Slater goes on to note, given the amount of time that teachers spend with children, “It would seem 
useful to know something about the values they hold… The short answer to these questions is that we 
simply do not know” (2008). In light of the fact that teachers are so instrumental in the moral education 
(Durkheim 1973) of students, their stratification beliefs should be of interest to researchers. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Education and Symbolic Violence 
 Understanding how teachers (public K–12)1 think about social problems like poverty and various 
inequalities might help us understand how they frame such issues in their classrooms, and the impact this 
may have on students’ own emerging stratification beliefs. Teachers are, to whatever extent, voices of 
authority in the classroom, and in the case of public school teachers are also representatives of the state 
itself.2 They hold, as Pierre Bourdieu has noted in his many accounts of education in France, positions of 
“authority, or symbolic power” and are “authorized to impose a mode of perception” in the classroom 
(2018:88). 
 
 Public K–12 education does not happen in schools that exist in political or social vacuums. The 
stratification beliefs that teachers pass on to students are not random, and their consequences are not 
random either. The consequences instead will likely take a predictable form. Teachers are likely to pass 
those beliefs on to their students in some form regardless of the social backgrounds of those students, 
and in the practice of learning itself those beliefs are perceived as legitimate exactly because they come 
from an authoritative voice. If they are disproportionately rooted in individualistic ideologies that are 
popular in American culture, they render at least partially invisible the structural origins of the inequalities 
in academic and social successes within the schools themselves, as well as the broader society. This not 
only encourages economically-disadvantaged and non-White students to blame themselves if they fail in 
part due to forces beyond their control, but also encourages them to reproduce dominant notions of 
meritocracy in other social fields as well as they move through the life course.  
 
 The result of all of this is a form of “symbolic violence” in the words of Bourdieu, who defines 
symbolic violence as “every power which manages to impose meanings and to impose them as legitimate 
by concealing the power relations which are the basis of its force” (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990:4). As we 
have previously argued elsewhere (Eppard et. al. 2018:82): 
 

“We follow Bourdieu in arguing that dominant culture, in largely 
justifying social inequalities, protects them from serious challenges. 
Stratification beliefs internalized during socialization lead many to 
attribute the consequences of structural violence to individual failings 
and thus misrecognize a class system as a meritocracy. These dominant 
beliefs—disproportionately influenced by individualism, racism, sexism, 
and skeptical altruism—frame economic uncertainty, massive economic 
inequality, the loss of decent jobs, the fraying of the social contract, and 
persistent racial and gender inequalities in disproportionately 
individualistic terms…in order for all Americans…to challenge 

 
1 For the purposes of this paper, “teachers” will refer to K–12 teachers in America’s non-charter public schools. 
Between non-charter public schools, public charters, and private schools, 85 percent of K–12 students attend non-
charter public schools, compared to 5 percent in public charters and 10 percent in private schools. Our discussion 
will focus on the majority in public schools (NCES 2019:xxi). 
2 Many private school teachers are as well, to the extent that private institutions adhere to local curriculum 
guidelines and/or receive state funding or subsidies. 
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inequalities, they need the cultural tools necessary to identify and 
understand them… 

 
… As Giroux (2008) argues, ‘Politics often begins when it becomes possible to make power visible, to 
challenge the ideological circuitry of hegemonic knowledge.’” 
 
 Disproportionate rates of academic success are guaranteed by educational institutions that take 
as normal or natural the dominant culture and impose it as legitimate on all members of society. This is 
not intentionally malevolent on the part of schools, because indeed that knowledge and the ways of 
knowing they offer are important for the future economic and social success of students. However, the 
ways in which it is offered and its acquisition assessed are themselves violent because they overlook the 
“greater or lesser affinity between class cultural habits and the demands of the educational system or the 
criteria used to define success within it” (Bourdieu and Passeron 1979:22). Some individuals are 
congratulated for their successes, despite resulting as much from inherited social location as from merit, 
and other individuals are blamed for their failures, although education is “for the most disadvantaged 
classes…purely and simply a matter of elimination” (Bourdieu and Passeron 1979:2). The fact that only 48 
percent of low-income children are meeting educational benchmarks in early childhood (compared to 78 
percent of high-income children), or that high-performing low-income children have been shown to be no 
more likely (29 percent) to complete college than low-performing high-income children (30 percent), 
cannot be reduced to the individual failings of these children alone, disconnected from the structural 
violence3 of the American class structure (Fox et. al. 2005, cited in Roy 2005; Sawhill et. al. 2012).  
 
 In this paper we examine the stratification beliefs of aspiring K–12 teachers. We posit that such 
beliefs and their possible transmission in the classroom are one under-researched way in which 
educational institutions “employ all the appearances of legitimacy in [their] work of legitimating 
privileges” (Bourdieu and Passeron 1979:27). We begin with a general account of stratification beliefs in 
the U.S. before examining more specifically the beliefs of teachers. 
 
Stratification Beliefs in the United States 
 Research into American stratification beliefs explores “what people believe about who gets what 
and why” (Kluegel and Smith 1981:30). These beliefs contain “information (veridical or non-veridical) 
about a phenomenon that an individual uses as a basis both for inferring other information and for action” 
(Kluegel and Smith 1981:30). This paper focuses primarily on stratification beliefs in the areas of individual 
agency, American opportunity, general inequality (in educational attainment, occupations, status, etc.), 
economic inequality, poverty, and government/welfare. We also explore beliefs in other areas, including 
race and gender, because they inform the beliefs outlined previously (Gilens 1999; Bullock 2013).  
 
 Americans hold a range of stratification beliefs that they use to explain the causes of poverty and 
inequality in the U.S. These beliefs tend to be classified by stratification scholars into four categories: 
individualistic, structuralist, cultural, and fatalistic (Hunt and Bullock 2016).  
 
 Individualistic and structuralist beliefs have historically received the most attention. Individualistic 
beliefs place personal blame on individuals for their outcomes in life. According to the individualistic 

 
3 Structural violence refers to “the avoidable limitations society places on groups of people that constrain them from 
achieving the quality of life that would have otherwise been possible. These limitations could be political, economic, 
religious, cultural, or legal in nature and usually originate in institutions that have authority over particular subjects” 
(Lee 2016:110).  
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perspective, an individual may end up economically disadvantaged because they did not work hard 
enough or make smart enough choices in life. Structuralist beliefs are very different, instead placing blame 
on large-scale economic and/or political forces which are outside of the control of individuals. A 
structuralist argument may place blame for widespread economic disadvantage on the scarcity of 
economic and/or educational opportunities, for instance, or in the failures of government social policies 
(Hunt and Bullock 2016).  
 
 In addition to individualistic and structuralist beliefs, Americans also espouse cultural and (to a 
much lesser extent) fatalistic beliefs. Cultural beliefs focus on values acquired through socialization. From 
this perspective, the poor might find themselves disadvantaged because they have not learned the value 
of hard work or the importance of educational achievement from their parents and close family members. 
Fatalistic beliefs, which tend to be the least popular in the U.S. among these four categories, focus on non-
structural factors which are outside of the control of individuals. From a fatalistic perspective, a person 
may have faced some misfortune (such as a major accident) that disadvantaged them economically (Hunt 
and Bullock 2016). 
 
 There have been multiple studies of American stratification beliefs dating back to the 1960s, 
studies which have included hundreds of survey items and interview questions. The weight of the 
evidence suggests that, while Americans utilize a mixture of individualistic, structuralist, cultural, and 
fatalistic beliefs to explain poverty and inequality, they have historically tended to prefer individualistic 
explanations (Feagin 1972; Huber and Form 1973; Kluegel and Smith 1986; Ladd 1994; Lipset 1996; Chafel 
1997; Alesina and Glaeser 2004; Economic Mobility Project 2007; Hanson and Zogby 2010; Henrich et. al. 
2010; Pew Research Center 2012, 2014, & 2016a; Hunt and Bullock 2016; ISSP 2018). Individualism is the 
perspective Americans tend to be the most comfortable with and will fall back on most frequently.4 It is 
not the only explanation at their disposal, however, and they are willing to utilize other explanations given 
the proper context and/or stimulus (Hunt and Bullock 2016).  
 
Stratification Beliefs of American Teachers 
 While there has been ample research on the stratification beliefs of the general American 
population, there has been little research on the beliefs of K–12 teachers. The limited existing research 
suggests that American teachers espouse a number of individualistic beliefs about general inequality and 
disadvantage that are generally in line with the larger population, but that their poverty-specific beliefs 
may be less individualistic than non-teachers. Teachers may also be somewhat more supportive of 
government when compared to non-teachers (Slater 2008; Robinson 2011; Chandler 2014; NORC 2019). 
 
 One important data source is the General Social Survey (GSS) from the National Opinion Research 
Center (NORC).5 Data from the 2016 survey reveal6 that individualism is popular among teachers7 when 
applied to general inequality. For example, when respondents were asked which is more important for 

 
4 In a survey of 44 countries from the Pew Research Center, 57percent of Americans disagreed that success in life is 
pretty much determined by forces outside of one’s control—versus an average disagreement of 38 percent among 
all of the other 43 countries and 41 percent among just the other wealthy countries (Pew Research Center 2014).  
5 The General Social Survey (GSS) is a project of the independent research organization NORC at the University of 
Chicago, with principal funding from the National Science Foundation. 
6 This discussion is based on the authors’ analysis of 2016 GSS survey data.  
7 Preschool and kindergarten teachers, elementary and middle school teachers, secondary school teachers, and 
special education teachers were included in this analysis.  
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getting ahead, hard work or lucky breaks and help from others,8 73 percent chose hard work, while only 
11 percent chose luck/help from others (NORC 2019).  
 
 Support for government was mixed. Strong majorities of teachers supported increased assistance 
to the poor (77 percent) and government job creation (83 percent), and a majority agreed that taxes on 
the wealthy are too low (62 percent). Majorities said that the government should either “probably” or 
“definitely” provide housing to the poor (90 percent), provide healthcare for the sick (83 percent), reduce 
income differences (62 percent), and provide unemployment assistance (60 percent), but less than a 
majority felt strongly that government “definitely” should do these things. Less than a majority showed 
strong support for the idea that it is the government’s responsibility to improve the poor’s standard of 
living (34 percent).9 There was also less than majority support for a government jobs guarantee (8 percent 
definitely/28 percent probably) or an increase in government generally (19 percent/20 percent). 
Additionally, a majority felt that welfare spending was either about right or too high (80 percent), and 
most supported cuts to government spending generally (60 percent) (NORC 2019).  
 
 A study from Robinson (2011) provides further insight into American teachers’ stratification 
beliefs, although it narrowly focuses on a limited number of questions about poverty and welfare reform. 
Among his sample of over 300 teachers, individualistic explanations were clearly popular—65 percent 
believed lack of thrift to be an important cause of poverty, and 63 percent believed lack of effort to be 
important (Robinson 2011:2386). Explanations that the author did not label as individualistic but 
nonetheless may fault the individual in some manner were also popular, such as drug abuse (83 percent) 
and out-of-wedlock childbirth (79 percent) (Robinson 2011:2386). Yet while individualistic explanations 
were popular, they cannot be said to have been more popular than other explanations, which were 
typically as popular as or more popular than individualistic explanations. Examples include low wages (79 
percent), prejudice against minorities (73 percent), and sickness and physical handicaps (66 percent) 
(Robinson 2011:2386).  
 
 Robinson’s (2011) results suggest that individualism is likely popular among teachers, but 
probably less so than non-teachers. Compared to non-teachers they likely also have stronger structuralist 
beliefs. The author cautions, however, that many of his participants’ seemingly non-individualistic beliefs 
are nonetheless “somewhat conservative” (Robinson 2011:2398) and help to reinforce American 
individualism: 
 

“The bad news about this group’s beliefs about poverty is that 
interpretations rooted in psychological and family dynamics may inflict a 
less moralistic, but no less pathologizing version of poverty on poor 
children. Seeing poverty as the result of divorce or lack of self-esteem is 
better than attributing it to alcoholism or laziness, but is hardly a 
motivation to change an oppressive economic situation. This view of 

 
8 Actual item text: “Some people say that people get ahead by their own hard work; others say that lucky breaks or 
help from other people are more important. Which do you think is most important?” 
9 Actual item text: “Some people think that the government in Washington should do everything possible to improve 
the standard of living of all poor Americans. Other people think it is not the government's responsibility, and that 
each person should take care of himself. Where would you place yourself on this scale?” On a scale from 1–5, 1–2 
were coded as “government action,” 3 was “agree with both,” and 4–5 were “people help themselves.” Thirty-four 
percent of teachers answered on the “government action” end of the scale, 15 percent on the “people help 
themselves” end, and 51 percent agreed with both.  
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poverty calls for the interventions of professionals, not the organization 
of masses. It confronts economic deprivation with family therapy and 
mothering classes” (Robinson 2011:2399). 

 
Interestingly, as further evidence that individualism is still quite popular among teachers, Robinson’s 
sample believed that the impact of the 1996 welfare reform legislation was more positive (69 percent) 
than negative (16 percent) for adults, and said the same thing for children (49 percent versus 31 percent) 
(2011:2393).  
 
Why Do Stratification Beliefs Matter? 
 Americans do not hate the poor (Piston 2018), but they are “skeptically altruistic”10 about helping 
them. That is, they are morally committed to helping the poor, but are at the same time suspicious of the 
morality and deservingness of welfare recipients (particularly African American recipients), adamant that 
assistance go only to those who are deemed “deserving” within the American ideological context, and 
much more favorable towards social welfare policies which are individualistically- rather than structurally-
oriented. Americans also tend to be skeptical about the effectiveness of government and somewhat 
resistant (at least in abstract and “ideal” cultural terms) to “big government,” market interventions, and 
taxation. The higher degree of skeptical altruism of Americans when compared to Europeans contributes 
to the more minimalist approach to social welfare in the U.S. compared to much of Europe (Alesina et. al. 
2001; Smeeding 2005; Brady 2009). This helps to explain why the poverty rate in the U.S. is three times as 
high as in countries like Iceland and Denmark (OECD 2019).11 
 
 Previous research suggests that dominant American culture (particularly beliefs concerning race, 
opportunity, and meritocracy) contributes to the less generous and more individualistically-oriented 
nature of the American welfare state compared to much of Europe (Gilens 1999; Alesina et. al. 2001). 
Exploring stratification beliefs is therefore imperative when confronting poverty and inequality, especially 
among those who will be teaching about these and other important social phenomena to ensuing 
generations of Americans. Understanding how socialization agents like teachers help to shape the beliefs 
of students should help us to understand symbolic violence (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990), or (a) the ways 
in which dominant culture is disseminated, (b) how dominant culture explains social inequalities, and (c) 
how these hegemonic explanations either help to challenge or perpetuate social hierarchies.  
 
 A significant amount of previous research has examined how teachers’ beliefs and biases about 
different social groups (including women, racial/ethnic minorities, and the poor) negatively impact their 
expectations and treatment of students in their classrooms (Raudenbush 1993; Cooper and Moore 1995; 
Solomon et. al. 1996; Zohar et. al. 2001; Torff 2005, 2006, & 2008; Torff and Warburton 2005; Warburton 
and Torff 2005; Torff 2011; Ballantine and Hammack 2016). This study is one small step towards 
ascertaining teachers’ stratification beliefs for a different purpose: understanding how teachers’ personal 
beliefs shape the messages that they may pass on to their students about inequalities. Perhaps their 
stratification beliefs impact the messages that they intentionally and/or formally deliver to students. Or 
perhaps these messages are passed along through the “hidden curriculum,” the unstated and unintended 
messages that students receive at school, outside of the formal intended curriculum, concerning the 

 
10 “Skeptical altruism” is the first author’s term, used here and elsewhere, for Americans’ orientation towards social 
welfare.  
11 U.S. poverty rate is 16.8 percent versus 5.4 percent in Iceland and 5.5 percent in Denmark (all data from 2015 as 
this is the most recent data for Iceland and Denmark available from the OECD). A relative poverty rate is used here 
for the purpose of cross-national comparison.  



Stratification Beliefs of Aspiring Teachers 35 

 

dominant cultural norms, values, beliefs, and expectations of their society (Freire 1970; Snyder 1973; 
Jackson 1990; Smith 2013).12 Messages about social inequality, whether intentional or not, likely help to 
shape the ways that students think about inequalities and their own positions in systems of stratification, 
as well as the types of policies they will go on to support as adults. This is important, because social policies 
can either help to alleviate problems like poverty and inequality, or they can perpetuate them. While this 
study does not examine classroom practices, it offers an investigation into a broader array of aspiring 
teachers’ stratification beliefs than has been offered previously. 
 
 
METHODS 
 
 This study explores the stratification beliefs of college students studying to become teachers. It is 
designed to build upon previous research and ask aspiring teachers a more expansive array of questions 
than previous studies in order to more fully understand their stratification beliefs.  
 
 In order to accomplish this, 25 college students currently enrolled in the teacher education 
program at a university in the Mid-Atlantic region of the U.S. were recruited to take part in this study. 
Both convenience and snowball sampling were utilized. Because of the small and non-random nature of 
our sample, we consider this an exploratory study.  
 
 Interviews took place between February and May of 2018. The interviews were semi-structured 
in order to ensure that our core research questions were addressed, but also to allow emergent areas of 
discussion. Interviews were conducted both in-person and over the phone, depending upon the needs of 
individual participants.13 Interviews generally ranged from 45 to 90 minutes. 
 
 Participants were asked a variety of questions concerning their stratification beliefs, focusing 
mostly on the causes of general inequality (inequalities based on education, occupation, status, etc.), 
economic inequality, and poverty. Participants were also asked about their opinions concerning the 
amount of opportunity available in the U.S., the amount of control that Americans have over their lives, 
and their opinions on government anti-poverty and inequality-reduction efforts. In addition, they 
answered questions about the causes of racial and gender inequalities. We included these questions 
because previous research strongly suggests that beliefs about race and gender impact other stratification 
beliefs in important ways (Gilens 1999; Bullock 2013).  
 
 All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed word-for-word. All identifying information 
was removed before it was entered into the manuscript. Data were analyzed utilizing qualitative coding 

 
12 The hidden curriculum is not a part of the formal curriculum that the school intends to impart to students. Instead, 
it is the unintended messages that students receive and internalize about society from all of their social interactions 
in their school (with members of the faculty/administration/staff, fellow students, adult volunteers, etc.). Some of 
the messages received from the hidden curriculum, depending upon the topic, may in fact be more influential than 
and/or alter the messages learned from the formal curriculum. As one example, teachers in a given school may 
profess to oppose social inequality. But if significant bullying occurs within that school, and the faculty and staff do 
little to acknowledge and/or address it, this may contribute to students questioning whether social inequality is 
really as frowned-upon in society as teachers suggest in their lessons. 
13 We were not always able to match participants with interviewers who shared similar characteristics (such as 
gender, race/ethnicity, etc.), so it is possible that this impacted the degree of social desirability bias present in some 
responses.  



36  LAWRENCE M. EPPARD, TROY OKUM, DAN SCHUBERT, AND YING YANG 

 

methods similar to those developed by Charmaz (2006). The analysis that follows is organized around 
common themes that emerged from across the interviews.  
 
 To qualify for this study participants needed to be currently enrolled at the university we selected 
and currently majoring in the teacher education program there. Additionally, our Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) protocol specified that participants needed to be at least 18 years old, not knowingly pregnant, 
not incarcerated, and not impaired (cognitively or otherwise) in such a manner as to prohibit consent. 
 
 Demographic variation beyond these qualifying characteristics depended on the outcome of our 
convenience and snowball sampling. Our participants were mostly between the ages of 19 and 23 (96 
percent), with one non-traditional student in their 50s. Participants were disproportionately female (84 
percent) and non-Hispanic White (84 percent).14 A large majority were middle-class (88 percent). Only a 
small percentage (16 percent) grew up in families that relied on government assistance. Twenty-percent 
grew up in families where both parents had a four-year college degree, and 48 percent had at least one 
parent with a bachelor’s degree or higher. Our participants tended to be more conservative (56 percent) 
than liberal (36 percent) in their political views, and the same can be said of their parents (52 percent 
versus 32 percent).  
 
 
RESULTS & DISCUSSION 
 
 Our results suggest that our participants believe that the U.S. is a “land of opportunity” and that 
Americans largely control their own fates. Participants revealed a highly-individualistic orientation 
concerning general inequality and economic inequality, but utilized a mixture of individualistic and non-
individualistic explanations when discussing poverty specifically. Few hold a positive view of welfare and 
most did not express a high degree of support for government anti-poverty and inequality-reduction 
efforts. Additionally, participants espoused a mixture of individualistic and non-individualistic 
explanations of racial inequality, but were highly structuralist in explaining gender inequality. We discuss 
these and other results in the following sections.  
 
American Opportunity 
 There was widespread acceptance among our participants that the U.S. is a land of extensive 
opportunity, and that most Americans have little excuse for not succeeding. When we asked if the U.S. is 
a land of opportunity, where for the most part everybody who works hard can succeed, 68 percent agreed. 
Seventy-six percent agreed that most Americans, if they really want to, can get a college degree. The same 
percentage (76 percent) agreed that most Americans get a fair chance to make the most of themselves in 
life without anything holding them back.  
 
 There was similar optimism about participants’ personal opportunity, with 96 percent saying they 
have had either an equal (64 percent) or better (32 percent) opportunity to succeed in life compared to 
the average American. When asked if they have had a fair chance to make the most of themselves in life 
without anything holding them back, 96 percent said yes, and none said no.15 
 

 
14 In terms of their race and gender, our sample is similar to American teachers. American public school teachers are 
overwhelmingly female (77 percent) and non-Hispanic White (80 percent) (NCES 2018 & 2019).  
15 One participant (4 percent) responded that they were unsure.  
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 Support for the notion of America as a “land of opportunity” was widespread across the 
interviews, and the following examples were selected from among many. Hannah,16 for instance, noted 
that, “If you put forth the effort, the opportunities are endless. Because your goals are yours, anything 
that you attempt to do is reachable.” Mike similarly stated that, “This is the land of opportunity, and you 
can choose what you want to do with that opportunity.” Paul argued that, “I’m a firm believer that you 
control your own future. To say that everything is up to chance and everything is determined on a whim, 
that’s not what it is. You are given the opportunity to live the life you want to live here.” Brittany likewise 
asserted that, “I think America has a lot of opportunities. If you work hard you can succeed in whatever 
you choose to do.” 
 
 Many of our participants believe that, because of the high level of wealth in the U.S. relative to 
other countries, virtually every American has opportunities available to them. Danielle put forth such an 
assertion, arguing that, “You look at America versus other countries, and we have way more opportunity. 
Anybody can literally do anything here. That’s why people come here.” A number of other participants 
expressed similar sentiments: 
 

“I think most Americans do have a good chance, just by being born in 
America.” (Mike) 
 
“I think that, if you want to do something, this is the place to do it. I think 
you make your life how you want it to be. You can’t get any greater 
opportunity than in the United States.” (Adrien) 
 
“You have the best opportunity here compared to any other country.” 
(Jeff) 

 
 For some participants, rags-to-riches stories are an important reason why they believe in virtually 
unlimited American opportunity. Olivia, for instance, stated that, “I would say [America is the land of 
opportunity] because a lot of times you see people who, even though they grew up with nothing, they 
worked really hard and got what they wanted.” Tiffany shared similar sentiments, citing a specific story of 
upward mobility: 
 

“I heard that the smartest or the richest man in the world didn’t go to 
college. I have no idea if that's true but that's what I heard. So that just 
proves that you don't need a college degree to invent something. The guy 
who created Facebook literally was a freshman in college or something. I 
feel like a degree or your IQ means nothing as long as you're willing to 
work hard and do your best. You’ll succeed.” 

 
A number of participants similarly espoused the sentiment that rags-to-riches stories are proof that 
America is a land of virtually unlimited opportunity: 
 

“I know people that had a really bad upbringing and were poor and stuff, 
like tons of celebrities were poor as shit. Now look at them. So life is 
totally what you make of it.” (Danielle)  

 
16 This is not the participant’s real name. All real names have been changed to fake names. Likewise, all other 
identifying information, to the extent possible, has been changed or removed.  
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“There’s a lot of rich people that came from the hood, who overcame 
barriers. I just think it depends on your motivation and your drive.” 
(Sophia)  
 
“There’s a lot of people who are raised in poor families, come from 
nothing, and they follow their dreams and show people how they can 
really become successful in the real world, no matter what they were 
brought up from.” (Tammy) 

 
 For most of our participants, these numerous opportunities that they believe are available to 
Americans can be grasped by dedicating oneself to a life of hard work and smart choices. Examples of 
such sentiments were numerous, and we share only a small sample. Tammy, for instance, said that, “If 
you work hard you can accomplish anything. If you don’t do anything, you’re more likely to just ask for 
things from other people.” Vivian argued that, “Everyone can achieve great things if they work hard.” She 
went on to note that, “Most people get back from life what they put in. There are rare occasions where 
people work hard and don't get where they should be.” Taylor said that, “If you have ambition, and you 
want to get there, and you are dedicated, and you are going to do it, then yes, I believe that you will.”  
 
 Perhaps even more popular than the notion that hard work ensures success was the belief that 
those who make smart choices will surely succeed. As Tammy argued, “I think that people control 
everything [in their lives]. They could get a better job and make more money, but some people just choose 
not to do that and it’s their own individual decisions causing them to not be successful.” Tiffany and Casey 
echoed this belief in a high degree of agency through choices. Tiffany stated that, “Ninety percent of your 
life is about how hard you work and the choices you make. If you make bad choices, how do you expect 
anything good to come out of that?” Casey argued that, “The choices people make control their outcomes. 
If you’re really determined to accomplish something or achieve something, then no matter what gets in 
your way you’ll find a way to do it. If you don’t then you’re not going to be successful.” Hannah likewise 
stated that, “Your choices are what’s important, and the choices that we have these days are just endless.” 
Faith explained her related belief that, “The differences between people in American society are an 
internal thing. It’s because of the choices that people make.”  
 
 Katie identified the cumulative impact of choices made across the life course, arguing, “I think 
choices that we make every day define our future and what our outcome is in life.” She went on: 
 

“Every decision you make is going to decide your future. It starts with the 
small decisions you decide to not do. Like an assignment [in school], it’s 
going to affect you later on. It’ll affect your life eventually, too. If you 
don’t do well in school, you’re not going to have a job and stuff like that.” 

 
Taylor shared similar sentiments:  
 

“Every choice that you make leads to who you are as a person…I believe 
that the differences between all of us are due to the choices that we 
make. We choose what we want to do with our lives, where we want to 
work, if we want to go to school, if we want to be with our families. We 
choose everything. Everything that exists in our lives, our income, wealth, 
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career, even our relationships are all based on our choices. There are 
some things we can’t control but that's not what makes us different.” 

 
 The widespread agreement that all Americans can get a college degree if they really want to (76 
percent) is perhaps one important reason so many participants believe the U.S. is a meritocratic land of 
opportunity. Most participants were like Vivian, who believes that there is little excuse for any American, 
regardless of their station, not to get a college degree: “There are many ways and opportunities to get a 
college degree, no matter what age you are. If you put your mind to it you can get that degree.” The most 
common reason participants seemed to believe in the widespread availability of college was the 
perception that funding (through student loans and/or grants) is available to everybody. This of course 
ignores important barriers to college attendance facing many members of the population, such as one’s 
academic abilities or family obligations, but it was popular nonetheless. Julia and Adrien’s sentiments 
were typical of our sample. Julia noted that, “I definitely think there are a lot of opportunities out there, 
like scholarships and grants, that you can take advantage of. I definitely don’t think [college is] out of reach 
for anyone.” Adrien similarly argued that, “I think there are so many opportunities… If you want something 
bad enough, I think it could happen. There are so many scholarships and grants, not even just based on 
academics. If you want to find them then you will.”  
 
Individual Agency 
 Most participants suggested that Americans have a high degree of control over their lives. When 
we asked what percentage of most Americans’ outcomes in life (in terms of how successful they are, the 
quality of job they are able to get, how much money they end up earning, etc.) is the result of hard work 
and smart choices, 76 percent responded that a majority of life outcomes are the result of work ethic and 
choices. In fact, 60 percent reported that 70 percent or more of most Americans’ life outcomes are due to 
their work ethic and choices.  
 
 Eighty-four percent of participants agreed that Americans are free to make their own decisions 
and free to choose the lives they want to live. When we asked if the U.S. is a meritocracy, where most 
Americans get back from life what they put into it (in terms of jobs, income, and status), 68 percent 
agreed. Majorities also agreed that most Americans who work hard succeed in life (84 percent), and that 
most Americans who are smart and skilled succeed in life (60 percent).  
 
 We asked our participants whether the differences between Americans (in terms of differences 
in income, wealth, career, etc.) are: 
 

a) due mostly to the choices individual people make, due mostly to things individual people 
control. 

 OR 
b) NOT due mostly to the choices individual people make, due mostly to things individual 

people DO NOT control. 
 
 Most of our participants, 68 percent, agreed that these differences can be attributed to the 
choices that Americans make.  
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 When we asked participants to define the conditions under which they would consider somebody 
to be truly free, most (56 percent) focused on negative freedom17 conditions, with many focusing heavily 
on the rights enumerated in the Bill of Rights. Some of the most important positive aspects of freedom 
that might have been mentioned (such as being able to develop one’s abilities, or being assured access to 
important opportunity pathways and resources) were either downplayed or ignored. When opportunity 
was discussed, it was often in terms of ensuring that the government does not restrict opportunity, rather 
than the ways in which opportunity can be enabled by the state.  
 
 Like most of our participants, Mike’s conceptualization of freedom emphasized negative aspects: 
“What it means to be truly free is freedom of speech, you should be able to preach how you want. 
Freedom pretty much is just everything that is written in the Constitution. I think it is what it means to be 
truly free.” A number of other participants echoed similar conceptualizations of freedom emphasizing 
negative freedom conditions: 
 

“I think freedom is the ability to make your own choices and not have 
someone dictate your life. What does it mean for somebody to be truly 
free? It means no dictatorship. For example, how many kids you're 
allowed to have or where you're supposed to live. So almost like a 
dictatorship. I don't think it should be a dictatorship. You're allowed to 
choose what job you want to do, work where you want to work. There is 
no government telling you what you can do or what you can't do. So to 
me, that's what it means to be free… I know there are other countries 
overseas that have limitations on those parts of your life.” (Hannah) 
 
“Freedom to me means freedom of speech and freedom of the press and 
that kind of stuff. When I think about it, I think about how I don’t like 
being tied down and being told what to do personally.” (Casey) 
 
“I think the way that the U.S. defines freedom is a good way… You can be 
whatever you want, do whatever you want, wear whatever you want, 
and all that kind of stuff… We don’t have like, what are those laws called? 
Sharia laws? Whatever they are called, where like women can’t work 
certain jobs. We don’t have anything like that.” (Danielle) 

 
 About a quarter (24 percent) of participants emphasized either a positive view of freedom (12 
percent) or a view of freedom that obligated individuals to find a way to be happy with their lives, 
regardless of their station, in order to enable their own freedom (12 percent). Tammy’s response 
exemplified the positive approach to freedom: 
 

“Freedom means that somebody can have an education and a job that 
pays well and walk outside and not be discriminated against by somebody 
else or have somebody control them. When somebody is truly free, it 
means that all their needs and desires are met and that they have 
accomplished everything.” 

 
17 Negative freedom refers to freedom from external constraint (such as government), whereas positive freedom 
refers to the freedom to live the life one wants to live (which is more than constraining conditions, but instead about 
enabling conditions). See Berlin 1969.  
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Of those who required individuals to find happiness in their lives in order to enable their own freedom, 
Valeria’s response was typical: “To me, I think freedom means being at peace with where you are in life. 
I guess for someone to be truly freely, they should be okay with what they’re doing in life, like their job 
that they have and where they live.”18 
 
Poverty 
 As detailed in the previous sections, our participants were overwhelmingly individualistic in their 
beliefs about general inequality and economic inequality. When it came to poverty, however, they were 
less individualistic. Their responses on the topic of poverty were more of a mixture of individualistic and 
non-individualistic beliefs. This difference suggests that individualism may be the dominant ideology for 
this group when it comes to general inequality and economic inequality, but that the poor may be 
considered a special category that requires less individualistic explanations.  
 
 A prime example is the major difference in how our participants discussed the opportunities of 
working-class children versus poor children. When asked what the average poor child’s opportunity to 
succeed is relative to the average American (better, equal, or worse), 84 percent said worse. Concerning 
children of the working class, however, 80 percent reported that their chances are equal to those of the 
average American. Only below a certain socioeconomic threshold, it seems, do non-individualistic 
explanations become particularly salient for our participants. This does not necessarily mean that our 
participants are structuralists when it comes to poverty—one can believe the poor fare worse than the 
average American because of their own individual failings, for instance, or because of the failings of their 
families——but it does indicate that the poor are viewed differently compared to other socioeconomic 
groups.  
 
 Another poverty-related question also revealed non-individualistic beliefs. When asked whether 
poverty in America is mostly the fault of society or mostly the fault of poor people themselves, 68 percent 
blamed society. While “society” is somewhat ambiguous and could include a number of factors, this is 
surely not an individualistic sentiment.  
 
 As mentioned previously, however, beliefs about poverty were mixed, as other questions 
revealed much more individualistically-oriented views of poverty and the poor. When we asked whether 
participants agreed with the statement, “With ambition, hard work, and smart choices, most Americans 
can succeed, even if they come from disadvantaged backgrounds,” an overwhelming majority, 80 percent, 
agreed. When we asked participants if, despite the fact that some Americans may face extra barriers to 
success that others do not, most Americans could succeed despite these barriers if they really wanted to, 
84 percent agreed. These results suggest that, while our participants may accept that the poor do not face 
a level playing field, they believe that the obstacles they face are nonetheless surmountable if one truly 
desires to overcome them. Such sentiments seem to greatly exaggerate individual agency and trivialize 
structural barriers. The following were typical of related sentiments expressed across the interviews:  
 

“One movie that comes to mind is The Pursuit of Happiness, one of my 
all-time favorite movies. Will Smith plays a guy down on his luck, a single 
father and his child. He worked and worked and became a successful 

 
18 The remaining participants (20 percent) offered various definitions of freedom from a variety of perspectives, with 
no common theme. 
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person because he persistently worked through adversity. I feel that no 
matter what life gives you, you can overcome anything.” (Paul) 
 
“I believe you can get through any obstacle in your life if you put your 
mind to it. It’s your choice to do that though. Some people get in bad 
situations and don’t want to, they just stay in that hole, they don’t want 
to escape the hole. But I believe that anything is possible if you just put 
your mind to it.” (Mike) 
 
“The average poor child's opportunity is not limited. If they step out and 
try to pursue their desire for whatever area that they want to work in, 
there are scholarships that you can apply for. The fact that they're poor 
does not make it any worse. Their chance depends upon their desire and 
what they want to do.” (Hannah) 
 
“I definitely think Americans can succeed despite their barriers. You’ve 
seen multiple examples throughout American history of people who had 
a bad life in the beginning, bad parents, some type of barrier, and they 
definitely succeeded.” (Jeff)  
 
“I would say people control their own actions. I do think that if you're 
born into poverty, obviously you cannot control that. However, you can 
change it. Just like if you were born into wealth you can change that. You 
can become addicted to drugs, run away from home, leave everything 
behind and just become homeless. So I think you cannot control how 
you’re brought up but you can control how you let that affect you.” 
(Tiffany) 

 
 We asked our participants to rank nine causes of poverty that we provided: bad family upbringing, 
bad luck, lack of effort/laziness, low intelligence, not enough good jobs, poor choices, poor cultural values, 
poor genes, and poor quality schools. Causes that were strictly structural (jobs/schools) received very little 
support, with only 17 percent choosing one as their top choice, and 25 percent as their second choice. No 
participants chose the fatalistic cause (luck) as either their first or second choice. In fact, 71 percent chose 
luck as either last in importance (42 percent) or second-to-last (29 percent).19  
 
 The overwhelming majority (83 percent) chose a top poverty cause that focused either on 
family/subcultural values or strictly individualistic causes, with an even split in responses between those 
two categories. Of the nine causes provided, the most popular was bad family upbringing, followed by 
poor choices, lack of effort/laziness, poor quality schools, low intelligence, poor cultural values, not 
enough good jobs, poor genes, and bad luck.  
 
 When researchers in previous studies, such as those conducted by Feagin (1972) and Kluegel and 
Smith (1986), asked respondents about the importance of different causes of poverty, they typically asked 

 
19 These percentages are the percentages of those who answered. It should be noted that the percentages reported 
in this section may not match percentages reported in other sections of the article. This is due to the fact that only 
24 out of 25 of our participants provided responses to this particular question. One of our participants answered this 
question in a manner that we could not understand and thus could not analyze.  
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them to rate each cause as either “very important,” “somewhat important,” or “not important.” In this 
study and in other research we have conducted on stratification beliefs (see Eppard et. al. 2018 for an 
example), we have taken a different approach in order to emphasize how participants rank each poverty 
cause in relation to other causes, thus explicitly signaling how they prioritize some causes over others. 
Asking if each individual cause is important tells us little about how participants view the importance of 
each cause in relation to other causes. In asking the question in this manner, we are able to see that most 
participants explicitly place family upbringing, choices, and effort ahead of structuralist and fatalistic 
causes.  
 
 How do we make sense of the mixed and somewhat contradictory beliefs espoused by our 
participants concerning poverty? How do our participants reconcile acknowledging poor children’s 
disadvantage and blaming society for poverty, while also largely rejecting the structuralist causes of 
poverty? One possible explanation is that this is normal, as all people hold a variety of contradictory 
beliefs. Another possible (admittedly speculative) explanation that may at least partially explain these 
results is that these beliefs may not be contradictory at all. When our participants say poor children are 
disadvantaged, in participants’ minds this disadvantage could stem from a variety of sources, including 
their own individual shortcomings. And when our participants blame society for poverty, this does not 
necessarily mean they are blaming purely structuralist factors. Considering that “bad family upbringing” 
was the most popular cause of poverty among our participants, it may be the case that for those who do 
not blame the poor themselves for their poverty, many do blame their parents and see them as part of 
the “society” that is responsible.  
 
Government and Welfare 
 Support for government anti-poverty and inequality-reduction efforts was generally not very 
strong, suggesting that our participants’ beliefs on government and welfare may diverge from beliefs of 
American teachers in other studies.  
 
 When asked whether the American government should guarantee that no American is in need, 
only 32 percent agreed, while 48 percent disagreed. One popular reason for opposition was that 
participants did not believe it is the government’s responsibility, especially in light of perceived 
widespread opportunity in the U.S.:  
 

“I don’t think they should do that because I feel like if you really need 
something or if you are really that deprived, then you are going to find a 
way to get it.” (Faith) 
 
 “I don’t think it’s the government’s job, I think that America has enough 
opportunities that people don’t need to be in need of something. There 
is plenty of opportunity if you want to succeed.” (Mike)  

 
Another popular reason was that many participants saw guaranteeing no American is in need as an 
unrealistic and unattainable goal, even if desirable:  
 

“That’s just not realistic. I wish it was because I don’t think anyone should 
have to be in need, but we just don’t have the resources. It’s not 
realistic.” (Danielle) 
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“I don’t think that is probably very doable. I don't think the government 
would ever be able to guarantee that no American is in need.” (Paige) 

 
 When asked if welfare has a mostly positive or mostly negative impact on society, 40 percent of 
our participants said negative versus 28 percent who said positive. Overwhelming majorities supported 
welfare drug tests (92 percent) and work requirements (88 percent), but there was little support for family 
caps (20 percent).20 
 
 Forty-four percent agreed that it is the responsibility of the American government to reduce the 
differences in income between the rich and the poor, while 44 percent disagreed. For those who 
supported government inequality reduction, their responses focused mostly on the notion that inequality 
is inherently wrong, and that only the government has the power to address it:  
 

“I believe the government should work hard to meet in the middle and 
fix the difference in the income between rich and poor. People who are 
very rich should be helping out the people who are very poor so that 
more people could meet in the middle and there would be less of a gap.” 
(Paige) 
 
“Who else’s responsibility would it be? The rich wouldn’t change a thing, 
and the poor wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. It’s definitely the 
government.” (Jeff)  
 
“I do think that the government does have a certain responsibility to 
make sure that everybody is able to live life equitably and happy.” (Julia) 

 
The most common reason given for opposition to such efforts was that people deserve to keep the money 
that they have worked hard to earn: 
 

“Those that work hard and put in the hours to better themselves and to 
make the choices in life that become beneficial for them later on should 
not be penalized for someone who isn’t always taking full advantage of 
opportunities they are given in life.” (Paul) 
 
“I think that the rich are rich for a reason and I believe that poor people 
are poor for a reason. I don’t think you should crush somebody’s success 
just because people are poor in our country.” (Mike) 
 
“People who are making their money are doing it for a reason. The poor 
people shouldn’t get their money just because they aren’t doing as well 
as the rich people are doing.” (Tammy) 

 
 Despite participants’ strong individualism, moderate support for inequality reduction, and weak 
support for guaranteed living standards, they overwhelmingly believe that inequalities in healthcare and 

 
20 Family caps are policies which prohibit an increase in a family’s welfare benefits due to a child born while the 
family is receiving welfare assistance. Such policies are intended to discourage families from having additional 
children while receiving welfare.  
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education are unfair. When we asked if it is fair that Americans with more money can afford better 
healthcare, 64 percent reported that it is unfair. The following responses were typical: 
 

“I don't think that is necessarily fair. Healthcare is something that I think 
of as kind of a human right almost.” (Julia) 
 
“I think we should all be given the same opportunities when it comes to 
healthcare. Maybe when it comes to specialty things in healthcare, okay 
that’s a different story. But for the most part we should all be given equal 
types of healthcare.” (Adrien) 
 
“Money shouldn’t really define what opportunities people get. Yes 
people with more money most likely worked harder for it, but I mean 
healthcare is something that I think that everyone should have. I don’t 
know, I think that it’s kind of crucial, and just because you have more 
money, I don’t think that means you’re more deserving of extra benefits.” 
(Katie)  

 
 When we asked if it is fair that Americans with more money can afford better education, the same 
percentage (64 percent) reported it is unfair. The following were typical responses:  
 

“I don’t really feel this is fair, because even the people with not as much 
money should still be able to get the same education. I feel that a better 
education normally leads to better jobs which leads sometimes to more 
money. It’s a cycle, and if people with not as much money to begin with 
can’t afford the best education then they’re going to be disadvantaged 
when going out and getting a job and making an income.” (Paige)  
 
“I don’t think that’s fair, the child has nothing to do with what their 
parents did. It’s not fair they’re getting less of an education because of 
how their parents are living.” (Valeria)  
 
“I feel as though everyone should be offered an equal opportunity at an 
education, because that's what sets you up for the rest of your life.” 
(Erika) 

 
Racial Inequality 
 Participants responded with a mixture of beliefs regarding racial inequality. Some suggested that 
African Americans are to blame for their plight (either individually or as a group), while others took a more 
structuralist approach. When asked what the average African-American child’s opportunity to succeed is 
compared to the average White child, 48 percent said equal (44 percent) or better (4 percent), while 48 
percent said worse. We then asked if African Americans receive equal opportunities compared to Whites 
in terms of employment and school quality. Forty-eight percent disagreed that African Americans are 
given an equal opportunity to be hired for the same jobs as Whites, and only 32 percent disagreed that 
Black children are given an equal opportunity to go to the best schools compared to Whites.  
 
 When given a chance to provide open-ended responses to why racial inequality exists in the U.S., 
participants’ answers were much more structuralist, with 60 percent providing a structuralist explanation. 
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There were some who blamed African Americans individually or as a group (20 percent), with a culture of 
poverty explanation being the most prominent response among this group. This was far from the 
dominant sentiment, however, as most participants instead relied on structural explanations.  
 
 We asked participants the following question: 
 

“African American families in the U.S. have about one-tenth of the wealth of White 
families. In other words, White families have ten times the wealth. African Americans are 
also more likely to be poor, more likely to be unemployed, less likely to own their own 
home, and less likely to graduate from college, among other inequalities. In your opinion, 
what is the major reason why we have these inequalities in the U.S. today between 
African Americans and Whites?” 
 

 Answer choices were not provided to participants, as they were instead allowed to respond in an 
open-ended fashion in order to see which explanation proved most immediately salient. There were three 
prominent structural themes among their responses. One common theme (24 percent) was the notion 
that events throughout American history have created massive racial inequalities that we have inherited 
in the present and are still attempting to overcome. Another common theme (24 percent) was that, as a 
society, we have still yet to overcome racism (which for our participants seemed to mostly refer to 
individual bigots operating on outdated racist beliefs).21 Of the remaining 12 percent who gave a structural 
response, the most common theme was that African Americans are not given equal opportunities 
compared to Whites in the areas of education, employment, and housing.  
 
 Responses from Paul and Lilly were typical of the first theme, which focused on persistent racial 
inequalities in the present which have been inherited from the past. Paul cited the failures of federal 
legislation to truly eradicate racial inequality, and the failures of many Americans to acknowledge this 
reality: 
 

“Obviously it stems back to the Civil Rights Movement. Things never were 
truly resolved, even though White America saw things as being equal. 
There never really was true equality after the Civil Rights Movement and 
it’s still something that is being fought for to this day.” 

 
Lilly reached back even further into American history:  
 

“Hundreds of years ago when slavery was still a thing, African Americans 
started out as this unequal race and it’s been ten times as hard, if not 
more, for them to get back to being middle class or to make the same 

 
21 When describing what they meant by racism, our participants seemed to mostly focus on prejudice and 
discrimination in a manner which suggested that individual bigots operating on outdated racist ideas are the source 
of the problem. In sociology, when we conceptualize racism, we are not just referring to individual bigots, but the 
racialization and unequal ranking of groups of people that is built into the very structure of society and ensures 
unequal treatment regardless of individual intentions. Taken together, if 60 percent of participants focused on all 
three of the themes that emerged in the data (inequalities inherited from the past, prejudice and discrimination, 
and inequalities in education, employment, and housing), this would come much closer to our sociological 
understanding of racism. Instead, our participants tended to focus on narrow understandings of single components 
of this more systemic and multi-faceted understanding of racism utilized in sociology.  
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amount of money as us. And that’s not fair. They’ve had to work so much 
harder.”  

 
 Taylor’s response was typical of the second theme, which focused on persistent racism in 
contemporary American society: “I think that White people see themselves as superior because that's 
how our country's history is. And for a lot of older people in the U.S., when they were growing up, that 
was the way of the world.” Madison similarly stated, “Bias, it is bias… Even though we have laws for equal 
opportunities, you can’t erase the bias.” Paige likewise argued that, “I believe that the reason that we 
have racial inequalities is because they are still viewed differently and more poorly by certain people as 
they were in past days.” 
 
 A third common theme was that African Americans continue to receive unequal opportunities in 
the areas of education, employment, and housing. Erika’s sentiments were typical: 
 

“I really do think [racial inequality is due to] the school system. If these 
children were born with a clean slate, if they’re not given the proper 
training to become something better than what their parents are, then 
they will be the same or even less than what they grew up around 
because they don’t have that proper school training, proper school 
intelligence installed in them, or that extra push to be able to make 
something of themselves.” 

 
Valeria also focused on unequal opportunities, but instead of education her focus was in the areas of 
employment and housing: 
 

“The major reason I think is the government and the work system. They 
don’t hire a lot of African Americans, they don’t let a lot of African 
Americans own homes. It’s easier for a White person to own a home, they 
don’t have to go through as many tests and stuff. They make Black people 
do more things, it’s almost impossible to pass all that stuff. They don’t 
make White people do it. And the government, too.” 

 
Gender Inequality 
 Unlike their stratification beliefs in other areas, participants’ beliefs were overwhelmingly 
structuralist concerning gender inequality. This was likely due at least in part to our sample being 84 
percent female, and the manner in which marginalized groups understand the structural nature of their 
unequal treatment better than dominant groups.22 
 
 We asked participants the following question:  
 

 
22 We should note that the structural causes of disadvantage are also structural causes of advantage. The same social 
structure that is present in the lives of American women and constrains their agency is present in the lives of men 
and enables theirs—it is just less visible to men (or worse, ignored). Why? Structural advantages are like the wind at 
our back—if unnoticed or unacknowledged, we can convince ourselves it is not aiding our progress. When the wind 
is in one’s face and impeding their progress, it is almost impossible to ignore or to misunderstand its impact. 
Additionally, one is much more likely to take notice of the social structure and seek remedy in the face of barriers, 
but not so in the face of unimpeded success.  
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“Compared to men, women in the United States are less likely to run businesses, less 
likely to have the most prestigious and well-paying jobs, and less likely to be elected to 
government positions, among many other inequalities. In your opinion, what is the major 
reason for these inequalities between men and women in the United States today?” 
 

Eighty-eight percent of our participants gave responses that were clearly structuralist in nature. The most 
popular theme by a significant margin was that American culture is biased against women and femininity: 
 

“We as a nation look at women as being inferior to men and that has 
caused these inequalities between the two.” (Vivian) 
 
“I think it’s just how it’s perceived. A lot of people think men are stronger 
and can do better and stuff like that. So they’re going to get paid more 
and have more prestigious jobs. It’s just how people look at it I guess, 
their own personal views of it.” (Casey) 
 
“I feel as though women have always been viewed as significantly less 
due to the fact that people don’t think they’re as strong as men, that 
they’re as intelligent as men, and things like that. So even though we say 
that women are equal to men, it seems that they’re not because women 
are not allowed to get these positions because they’re seen as less 
intelligent.” (Erika) 

 
 A second popular theme was that women have always been marginalized, that this is “just the 
way it has always been” in the U.S.: 
 

“It’s one of those things again, that’s just how it’s always been.” (Emily) 
 
 “The same reason that African Americans have less power, because 
throughout history women have been held at a lower status than men. 
Only time will help them improve their status.” (Jeff) 
 
“Women not having the same opportunities as men comes down to the 
fact that we have always had men in power and clearly Americans are 
sort of stuck in their ways. So if you try to change or challenge that, they 
get very defensive and intimidating and it makes women not want to stick 
up for themselves or go for positions of power because they're just going 
to be intimidated.” (Kiara) 

 
“I think it’s history. Men have always been in powerful positions, have 
always been breadwinners. I think it’s history, that’s why.” (Adrien) 

 
 Another gender-related interview question asked about the gender wage gap. We asked 
participants the following question: “Overall, full-time female workers in the United States today earn 
around 80 percent of what men earn in wages. Can you explain what you believe is the major explanation 
for this gap?” Sixty-percent of participants gave a clearly structuralist answer. The most common themes 
were the same as the previous question. The most popular explanation given was that American culture 
is biased against women and femininity, as Julia explained: “I just think a lot of times you know people 
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look at a man and they look at a woman and they just assume that a man is going to provide you a better 
work ethic.” The second most popular explanation was that it’s the “way it’s always been,” exemplified 
by Adrien’s response: “I don’t know. I guess maybe it’s just the way it’s been. You know maybe it needs 
to change. It does need to change.” 
 
 
FURTHER DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 
 
 The picture that emerges from across the interviews is mixed, with different beliefs in different 
areas. Our study is limited by our small, non-random sample, and by the fact that we studied college 
students training to become teachers, not graduates already employed as teachers. With these limitations 
in mind, our findings expand existing knowledge of teachers’ stratification beliefs due to the wider range 
of beliefs examined in this study compared to previous studies.  
 
 There was strong support for the notion of the U.S. as a meritocratic land of opportunity. Strong 
support also existed for the notion that Americans are largely in control of their own destiny. Beliefs 
concerning general inequality (education, occupation, status, etc.) and economic inequality were highly 
individualistic. Beliefs concerning poverty were a mixture of individualistic and non-individualistic beliefs, 
and “bad family upbringing” was the most popular cause of poverty. Few participants held a positive view 
of welfare. All of these results are generally consistent with previous research.  
 
 Some of our results, however, differed from previous studies. The degree of support for 
government anti-poverty and inequality-reduction efforts among our sample, for instance, was weak and 
much lower than expected. The political leanings of our participants and their families (mostly 
conservative) are one plausible explanation of this difference.  
 
 Previous studies shed little light on teachers’ stratification beliefs concerning racial and gender 
inequalities. Our participants’ beliefs concerning racial inequality were a mixture of individualistic and 
non-individualistic sentiments, while their beliefs concerning gender inequality were overwhelmingly 
structuralist. Because little previous research has asked teachers these questions, our findings add to 
existing knowledge in these areas.  
 
 It should be noted that participants did not apply beliefs universally, regardless of the topic. 
Despite being highly individualistic concerning general inequality and economic inequality, many 
participants conceded at various points during their individual interviews that not every American is given 
the same opportunities to succeed. Individualism was the default belief system that participants used to 
explain general inequality and economic inequality, but many used non-individualistic arguments at 
various points to explain exceptions to the rule. Likewise, while a structuralist orientation was 
overwhelmingly dominant when participants explained gender inequality, they were willing to utilize 
other beliefs in certain limited circumstances.  
 
 There are a variety of possible explanations for our results. In the areas of general inequality and 
economic inequality, participant characteristics like nationality (all Americans), race (disproportionately 
non-Hispanic White), social class (mostly middle-class), limited experience with poverty, and political 
leaning (mostly conservative) all likely contributed to their high degree of individualism. In the areas of 
racial and gender inequality, it is likely that their gender (disproportionately female), age (mostly 19–23), 
and chosen profession (teaching) played a role in their more structuralist beliefs (Feagin 1972; Kluegel and 
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Smith 1986; Zucker and Weiner 1993; Robinson 2009; Robinson 2011; Bullock 2013; Pew Research Center 
2014; Hunt and Bullock 2016; Pew Research Center 2016a, 2016b, 2017a, & 2017b).  
 
 Studies suggest that young White female college students in the U.S. are likely more politically 
liberal than our sample would suggest (Pew Research Center 2018). The fact that most of our participants 
identified themselves and their families as leaning conservative, and that the college they attend is in a 
rather conservative area (and also draws students from conservative areas), helps explain some of the 
ways that our sample may differ from a more representative national sample of American education 
majors.  
 
 Our primary interest in the stratification beliefs of teachers is due to the important roles that 
educators play in the lives of children. They not only help to care for and protect our children, but they 
play an important role in helping to shape their worldviews during very important formative years. 
Understanding how teachers think about issues like the ones explored here might also help us to 
understand how they frame these issues for their students and thus contribute to dominant culture and 
the symbolic privileges and violence that it bestows. While this study only suggests how teachers might 
think about these issues, and does not shed light onto how this impacts the ways in which they teach 
about social phenomena, the results are nonetheless informative. Previous research has demonstrated 
that teachers’ beliefs and biases can in fact negatively impact their expectations of poor and marginalized 
students (Raudenbush 1993; Cooper and Moore 1995; Solomon et. al. 1996; Zohar et. al. 2001; Torff 2005, 
2006, & 2008; Torff and Warburton 2005; Warburton and Torff 2005; Torff 2011; Ballantine and Hammack 
2016). Future research might examine how these beliefs impact other important areas of the classroom 
experience, such as how teachers frame social phenomena either intentionally or unintentionally. 
 
 A number of studies suggest that Americans’ stratification beliefs impact their policy preferences 
(Feagin 1972; Kluegel and Smith 1986; Gilens 1999; Appelbaum 2001; Bullock et. al. 2003; Alesina and 
Glaeser 2004; Hunt and Bullock 2016). One key to understanding why Americans are somewhat skeptical 
of the more robust and structurally-oriented social welfare policies favored in many European countries 
may be understanding how individualistic beliefs are disseminated and internalized in the U.S. If teachers’ 
stratification beliefs impact the (intended or unintended) messages that they impart in meaningful ways, 
then this would contribute to the K–12 classroom as one such site of dissemination.  
 
 Teachers may be one important socialization agent in this process, committing what Bourdieu 
calls symbolic violence. We see that in our study in a variety of ways. Our participants are strong 
proponents of the importance of work ethic and smart choices for individual success and failure. There 
are disproportionate rates of success across social classes, genders, and races, and in ignoring the 
structural factors contributing to these inequalities, such beliefs help perpetuate notions of meritocracy 
which hamper social progress.  
 
 In playing outsized roles in shaping how Americans think about inequalities, socialization agents 
have a profound impact on the type of society that we build and maintain. How we think about poverty, 
wealth and income inequality, and inequalities based on race and gender impacts how we act to address 
such issues. If we blame African Americans for racial inequality either individually or as a group, for 
instance, then we are likely to leave the structures in place that continue to be responsible for their plight. 
Likewise, if we believe that Americans are generally responsible for their outcomes in life, it may make 
little sense for us to support government policies which reduce inequality or to engage in collective action 
at all. Socialization agents pass on information that helps us think about these social problems, 
information which then shapes how we act to address these inequalities. Our actions can perpetuate 
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these inequalities, exacerbate them, reduce them, or eliminate them. Much depends on the reasons we 
believe they exist in the first place.  
 
 As we have argued elsewhere, “Symbolic violence renders structural violence partially invisible, 
and we cannot address what we cannot fully see” (Eppard et. al. 2018:82). If the information we receive 
and internalize during socialization privileges individual blame and reward and blinds us to the impact of 
structural failings, we will leave those failings unaddressed and thus not truly challenge prevailing social 
hierarchies and the violence that they impose.  
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