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Classism 
 

Workshop Abstract 

 

Classism is the systematic set of beliefs and cultural attitudes that ranks people according 

to economic status, family lineage, job status, level of education, and other divisions.  

Class remains largely invisible on college campuses, as many institutions do not include 

class in their campus dialogues, diversity trainings, or curricular offerings, which leads to 

confusion and misinformation. This is problematic not only for college students who are 

of color and/or first-generation, but also for students whose class-based identities are not 

visible in stereotypical ways. This workshop will increase awareness of classism and 

improve effectiveness of discussion around this issue. 

 

Learning Goals 

 

• Participants will be able to define classism. 

  

• Participants will be informed of the prominent issues related with students of 

lower class in higher education.  

 

• Participants will be taught how to identify with low-income and first-generation 

students in higher education.  

 

• Participants will be educated to implement a discussion of class issues on campus.  

 

What is Classism? 

 

Classism: A differential treatment based on social class or perceived social class. 

 

Class: 

Consists of a large group of people who occupy a similar economic position in the 

wider society based on income, wealth, property ownership, education, etc. 

 

Bourdieu’s Capital 

 

• Cultural Capital: refers to knowledge and experiences that an individual 

has gained over a lifetime  

• Social Capital: refers to the relationships that an individual has that gives 

him or her the ability to reach the aforementioned goals 

• Economic Capital: Money! Money! Money! 

 

Socioeconomics 101 

 

• High Class (wealthy) – Having sufficient wealth to avoid employment. Such an 

individual might choose to work, but alternatively he or she would be able to live 

better than those in poverty by merely consuming non-labor (or unearned) 
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income—the interest and/or dividends generated by wealth—without being 

employed and without depleting the principal value of wealth. The individual 

would be able to avoid poverty indefinitely while also avoiding paid employment.  

 

• Middle Class - consists of all those who are neither ―poor‖ (as measured by the 

poverty level) nor ―wealthy‖. 

  

• Lower Class - In 2004, the poverty line for a family of four was $19,307 and the 

Census Bureau reported that 10.2% of all families in the U.S. lived in poverty. 

Lower SES in Higher Education 

 

40 percent of undergraduate students aged 24 to 29 who enrolled in college were 

classified as low income (Choy and Bobbit, 2000 as cited in Rowan-Kenyon, 2007) 

 

In 2005, about 24 percent of low-income 18- through 24-year-olds  were enrolled in 

college, compared to 45 percent of those from other income backgrounds (Mortenson, 

2008 as cited in Clinedinst, M.E., 2008) 

 

First Generation Students 

 

They tend to work more hours, take less college credits, have lower grades and are less 

likely to live on campus 

 

Those that live on campus and go to school full-time, tend to persist more 

 

Between 1996 and 1996: 

 34% of college freshman at four-year institutions were first-generation 

 53% were first generation at two-year institutions 

 

Financial Aid 
  

According to CHEPA (Center for Higher Education Policy Analysis), 77% of high school 

students value a career that requires a college education, 80% want to learn about things 

that interest them and 82% want to be able to earn more money (Luna De La Rosa, 

Tierney, 2006, p.19). 

  

Poor students continue to experience grant inadequacy and are negatively affected by 

inadequate loan and work-study aid (St. John, Paulsen, Carter, 2005, p.548). 

  

The Pell Grant is awarded to students from families with annual incomes of less than 

$40,000. With this said, "Between 2004-5 and 2006-7, the proportion of Pell Grant 

recipients at all public and private four-year institutions decreased about 7 percent" 

(Fischer, 2008, p. 1). 
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Video Clip: What’s Race Got to Do with It? 
 

This video chronicles the journey of a diverse group of students participating in a 15-

week intergroup dialogue program at U.C. Berkeley. As the students share personal 

stories, debate hot topics, and confront one another about the role race plays in their lives, 

they make discoveries about their preconceived ideas and assumptions, and in so doing, 

help us begin to disentangle our own. This video will help recognize and challenge racial 

inequities, particularly those that impact educational outcomes. 

 

SAFE ZONES 
 

• Maintain confidentiality 

 

• Take turns speaking; listen to each other with respect 

 

• Use "I" statements; speak about your own thoughts and experiences, not those of 

others 

 

• Avoid cross talk; do not debate someone else’s personal experience. Rather, 

 speak to your own understanding 

 

• Frame comments as questions 

 

• Acknowledge that each of us brings different perspectives and experiences 

 and is at a different stage of development in addressing individual, 

 interpersonal and institutional racism 

 
 

Case Study: Anna’s Story 
 

• Anna is Hispanic and has a reported family income of $25,000 for a family of 11 

 

• In high school, joined the marching band and felt most comfortable because 

 students were from similar socioeconomic backgrounds. Almost all of 

 them had working-class parents 

 

• Applied and attended Mountain College, a regional, semi-selective private 

 college, with a focus on liberal arts and business. 

 

• With her scholarship, Anna works at Wendy’s several nights a week from 5 PM 

 until 2 AM in order to pay for school 

 

• Anna describes feeling that her social class status made it hard to fit in and 

 wanted more diversity on campus 

 

• Eventually after her first year Anna decides she is leaving Mountain University 

 and might transfer to a public university close to home 
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