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The aim of this midy is to develop a framework that foregrounds class in the 

analysis of the racialized, gendered, and classed schooling experiences of working class 

females of colour. The findings suggest that the earlier theoretical approaches to class 

definitions that ernphasize rigid socio-economic factors are inappropriate for the analysis 

of the schooling experiences of working c h s  gids of colour. Mead, an undentanding 

of the fluid aspects of the material, academic, attitudinaVbehavioura1, gendered and 

racial dimensions of class is a necessary prerequisite to understanding rhe material 

conditions needed for success. Students' responses to the role of social class can be seen 

as strategies for success, and dtimately, strategies for social class transcendance. This 

class perspective sheds light on the role of class in the racializeà, classed, and gendered 

lives of today's marginalid youth, and provides insight into the conditions necessary for 

academic and social success in the contemporary context. 
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INTRODUCTION 

It is common knowledge that in a racialized, classed, and gendered society 

(Stasiulis, 1990: 269; Wexler, 1992: 8; Weis, 1995: 166), different students expenence 

schooling differently. Studies as early as the 1920s illustrated that attendance and 

completion rates, curricular choice, pedagogical practices, achievernent rates, acadernic 

tracking practices, career aspirations and opporttmities, and discipline measures are al1 

experienced differently depending upon one's social position and social identity 

(Altenbaugh, Engel, and Martin, 1995: 140). The research here is deeply rooted in my 

own personal experiences as a woman of colour struggling to achieve economic mobility 

through higher education. 1 grew up in an Ontario housing project in Toronto, the elder 

of two daughten. Raised by a single mother, 1 recognized fiom a ves, early age the 

differences between the kids that were prhileged and those who were like myself I 

carefully watched my middle class peers in school - the clothes they wore, the family 

outings they enjoyed, the cornfortable homes they lived in - they could do things that my 

mother sirnply could not af5ord for us. I vowed to myself that 1 would achieve the 

lifestyle that the malthier kids bad, and 1 would do it through the ody way I thought 

possible - excelling in school. Through part-time jobs and with student bans, I struggled 

to pay the renf support my youoger sister, and to achieve the education 1 have always 

believed to be the key to economic mobility. Within the context of my raced and 



gendered experiences, class has provided a strong foudation for the way that 1 have 

understood, strucfwed and lived out rny life. The research here grows out of these 

experiences and represents an attempt to begin to understand - througii integrating 

existing theory and other real-life perspectives - how working class girls of colour are 

afTected by class in their [ives. 

During the mid 1970s, reproduction models dorninated the research in sociology 

of education regarding the function of schools in shaping differential educational 

experiences. This theory emphasized the role of society's class and labour structure in 

shaping schooling for students, and the school dynarnics which reproduced social 

stratification in a capitaiist society (Bowles & Gintis, 1 976: 12; Giroux, 1983: 266; Weis, 

1995: 158). Reproduction theory was supplanted by resistance models in the 1980s, 

which attempted to integrate the agency of teachers, students, and other individuals in 

shaping schooling experiences. Resistance theories pointed to the active role of human 

agents in the reproduction of and opposition to inequality in social relations within 

schools and society (Girowg 1983: 259). 

The more recent Iiterature of the last decade rejects the primacy of class 

characterizhg the reproduction/resistance models, and has pointed to the necessity of 

understauding and recognizing the impact of race, class, and gender as cntical in shaping 

the ways in which schooling is experienced and lived out (for example, see Delpit, 1988; 

Fine, 1989, 1991; Mirza, 1992; Ogbu, 1992; Dei, Manicca, Mclsaac & Zine, 1997, 

Hada, 1997; Dei & James, 1998). 



While acknowledging the complex relationships among race, class and gender, 

there is a general tendency in the ment studies to emphasize the salience of race and 

gender in stnictunng individunls' expenences in schooling, whde paying less attention to 

class. Increasing attention has been p i d  to race and gender in the literature as central to 

analysis (Sîasiulis, 1990: 279; Ogbu, 1992; Weis, 1995: 159; Dei et al., 1997: 223; Dei 

& James, 1998: 96). Put differently, race and gender are of'ten used as the anaipcal lens 

through which classed schooling structures and experiences are examined, while class 

itself is not subjected to similar analysis. It is this perspective that 1 seek to shift in this 

researc h. 

Using qualitative research methods, ethnographie studies have provided strategies 

for understanding how race, class and gender operate on and influence schooling 

experiences and outcornes'. Despite this progress, Lois Weis (1995) has nghtly pointed 

out that there is still a relative scarcity of research on the ways in which race, social class, 

and gender affect the SC hooling of marginalized2 students, particularly students of colour 

and female students (Weis, 1995: 166-7). Educational research tends to isolate or 

compartrnentalize race, class and gender. In other words, inquiries on the role of class 

often exclude the impact of race and gender, and studies which consider the h c t i o n  of 

race and gender neglect the influence of social class on educationai outcornes (Mina, 

1992: 167). Important theories have been developed in this area of research At the same 

time, it is important to always be mindful of the ways in which these issues and analyses 

change over time and are relevant in different and distinct contexts, and to continue to 

push the limits of existing theory. 



1 set out to contribute to the work in this are* beginning with an examination of 

how fernale, working class -dents of colour view their school organization and 

comunity. It is my position that shifling the analytical lens to a class Focus may 

contribute to a clearer undentanding of how class "works", or how it shapes the 

racialireci, gendered schooling processes and outcornes for working class3 fernale 

students4 of colour. 

There are many diverse ways in which class has been measured or interpreted as a 

concept within sociology of education, which I will discuss in greater detail in Chapter 4. 

Class categories are "artificial" in the sense that they are socially constnicted 

classifications or groupings used in order to describe and analyze aspects of social life. 

Perhaps since the incepion of class, the problem for sociologists has been how to define 

the cntena which places members of society in a given social class location. 

Sociologists have approached the measurement of class in two main interrelated ways 

(Morrow and Torres, 1995: 26). The most common approach to the social "reality" of 

class is to use objective, measurable criteria such as incorne, ownership of property, and 

degree of occupational skil15, responsibility, and power (Porter, 1965: 9; Mormw and 

Torres, 1995: 27). These critena are the most commonly used in defining class and 

rankïng memben of society accordingly. The second approach uses subjective criteria 

and rnethods, involviag the individual and group beliefs opinions, and judgments of a 

comaiunity regarding the class statu of othen. These are used in order to develop 

c60ccupational prestige sales", which usually correspond to the level of education, 

responsibility, and earning power of a given occupation (Porter, 1965: 10- 1 5).  



I would like to point out in this introduction that I enter upon this research with 

my own understanding and interpretation of ''~lass", informed by both the literaturt' that 

1 have read as well as my own experiences in society. This perspective begins with tt 

general Marxist conception that class is a socially constnicted category, with individlÿil 

and group membership to a dominant or subordinate class category deterrnined largely by 

economic stmcturcs and an individual's relationship to the system of production (Gibson- 

Graham, 1996: 49). In addition, 1 also understand class as a process shaped by 

historical, political, cultural, and ideological forces6 (GibsonGraham, 1996: 50). As 1 

hope it will become clear through this study, it is my view that class is a social 

construction that is continually king recomtructed by and through the interaction 

arnong individuals and larger social structures. 

Using an elaborated concept of class as a foundation or starting point, 1 am 

interested in investigating how midents understand class. This study seeks to build on the 

existing scholarship by investigating the ways in which class is defined and functions in 

the lives of tbose who occupy the margins within schools and within society. For the 

purposes of this study it is worth noting that aithough class is acknowledged as being a 

category which is socially constructeci, it does not cause this research to be profiüess. 

Despite its "artificial" nature, class is nonetheless present and experieiiced in everyday 

life. Porter discusses this point: 

Even though they might not want to admit it or think about it very &en, most 
people are aware of the ciifferences in levels of living, ways of earning a living, 
and life chances. We maLe judgments about people's class on the basis of the 
clothes they Wear, the place they live, the church they attend, the kind of jobs they 
have, or the size of their families. 

Class becornes r d  as people experïence it (Porter, 1965: 1 1 - 12). 



Thus, it is important to establish early on that class is relevant wh&ier individuils 

explicitly achowledge it or not. As Sheila Riddell has argued "sociologists may have 

access to interpretations which are not immediately accessible to the actors themselves" 

(Riddell, 1989: 79). My aim is to use objective andlor subjective dimensions of class as 

a descriptive and analytical tool to explore how class differences operate to shape the 

schooling and community lives of working class girls of colour. 

It shouid be ernphasized that my intention is not to privilege class over race and 

gende r. Rather, through ex plori ng student perspectives and using an integrative approach, 

this research represents a beginning. The purpose of this study is to use student 

narratives as a starting point in developing a Mework for undentandhg the complex 

relahonship between race, class and gender, frorn the perspective of class, and in the 

context of conternporary Canadian society. 

Part I will focus on creating a foundation on which to build a class viewpoint on 

race, class and gender in schooling. In order to develop a framework for a class 

perspective on schooling experiences, it is h t  necessary to illustrate and analyze the 

progression of class analyses concerning the impact of class ciifference on educatioual 

experiences and outcornes. Chapter 2 is a literature review which traces this movernent 

through the histoncai and c m n t  anaiyses in sociology of education during the 1970s 

and 1980s. This hidy looks at the literature in order to answer a central question: How 

has social class been theorized in the sociology of education literature, specifically 

concerning the schooling experiences of high school -dents? 



In exploring student perspectives, it is fiat important to undentand the lived 

conditions of their environment, fiom which the students draw to create k i r  meanings. 

Chapter 3 will provide the context for student perspectives on race, class and gender. 

This chapter will create a composite of school and cornmunity life in a working class 

neighbourhood, using the perspectives of the community's own female students of 

colour. Areas to be explored include the school's daily ngime, portraits of the school 

population (such as dominant mident groups and teachen), and candid descriptions of 

the community. 

Part II will focus on student understandings and explanations of the meaning and 

role of social class in their schooling experiences. Chapter 4 will first discuss the varied 

meaning of class in the sociology of education literature. Following that, the chapter 

will outline the main themes that emerged in student descriptions of the meaning of 

social class. Using these definitions as a background, Chapter 5 will discuss the role 

played by social class in shaping the schooling and community lives of working class, 

female students of  colour. 

By beginning with the student understandings of how class is defined and 

functions in a raced and gendered context, this study may shed some light on how class 

statu is both shaped by and shapes the schooling and community experiences of today's 

youth (such as academic achievement, curricular choice, career aspirations). An 

awareness of the material conditions and social structures that fhme student 

understandings of social class may highlight the impact of class on the lives of 



marginalized -dents, particularly working class girls of colour, in the context of 

contemporary society. 

The Studv 

The main features of qualitative research make it the most appropriate approach 

in which to understand student perspectives on issues of social class. Qualitative 

research is descriptive and interpretive, and oflen uses open, unstnictured interviews as 

the direct source of data It is concemed with process rather than with outcornes or 

products, and with developing theories rather than with testing existing hypotheses. 

Finally, it is concerned with how people make sense of their lives (Hammenley & 

Atkinson, 1995: 25; Bogdan & Biklen, 1998: 2 67) .  

The 27 participants in the study attended three public hi& schools in a working 

class community in Toronto. The students are young women7 of colour of various ethnic 

and racial backgrounds, who identified themselves as Jamaican, West Indian, 

Trinidadian, Somalian, Indian, Filipino, or Guyanese. Each of the girls in this study came 

fiom homes where the parent(s) or guardian held a position in working class occupations, 

in office work or in manuai semi-skilled or wkilled fàctory work, or were receiving 

social assistance. The students taLing part in the study live in the school community*. Of 

the 27 students, twenty-five were 18 years of age, and two were 19. ALI of the students9 

are in advaaced OAC (Chtario Academic Credit) programs of study. 

The girls participated in informai and semi-forrnai group and individual 

interviews. These intdews took place in the community, off school grounds. 



Corresponding to the unstructureci interview style often used in qualitative ethnographie 

research methods, the interviewsl0 were exploratory and foilowed the interests and 

direction of the studcnt king interviewed (Peshkin, 1993: 23; Hammersley & Atkinron, 

1995: 152). However, 1 did attempt to guide the interviews toward a number of themes 

and areas that are consistent with the objective of outlining student perspectives on social 

class and schooling, using student descriptions of the school organization and the school 

community as  a starting point. The specific themes explored included: daily regime of 

SC hooling, curricular activities, extracurricular activities, actors (fiends and fami ly), and 

school community (a more detailed list of these topics appears in Appendix 1, 

Interview/Focus Group Guideline). Of course, given time and space constraints, not al1 

of the themes touched upon during i n t e~ews  will be outlined here - only the most 

salient and common themes will be highlighted. 

As a way of fmiliarizing myself with each school, I conducted infonnal 

preliminary intemiews about school lifel', following the broad thernes of the school 

organization, the student population, and the school community. These were recorded in 

the fom of descriptive notes. For these interviews, 1 relied only on note taking. 

Interviews took place over a period of four months during the latter half of the 1997-1998 

school year. 

It shouid be noted that this is a small-sale study which uses a specificaily located 

student sample (Manhall & Rossman, 1995: 27). Data dram from the study are 

obviously not representative of the marked population as a whole, and interpretations and 

analysis are linked ody to those students investigated in short, it is not my aim to make 



reductive or essentialist generdizations about worlang class female shidents of colour. 

Rather, as it was indicated previously, this study represents a beginninq; it is explonitory 

research inteaded as a starting point from which to make suggesriofir for how to 

approach issues of race, class and gender in the schooling experiences of today's 

rnarginalized youth. 

MethodoIoPical and Ethical Issues 

Initially, 1 perceiveci the methodological and ethical issues that 1 encountered as 

potential blocks to the completion of my study. However, &er anxiously considering 

how I could overcome these obstacles, and afler reading rnuch about how other 

researchers reconciled similar issues in their work, 1 realized that the problems I 

experienced were extremely useful in indicating the direction that my research should 

take. Throughout the research process, reflecting on these predicaments k d  to new ways 

to approach issues of race, class, and gender in schooling, in a way that speaks to the 

historical, political, econornic, and social specificities of the studenîs studied, and in a 

way that 1s relevant to and grounded in the material conditions that shape their lived 

experiences. 

In beginning this research, I set out to create an equal power relationship between 

myself and the girls pmcipating in the study, in order to ensure my access to the most 

honest data possible. In line with my objective of obtainiag student Mews on their 

school and community, 1 wanted to avoid the influence and bias of my role as a 

researcher. I assumed that my race, social class background, and gender would ensure an 



equal powver relationship. 1 identified very closely with the students I was investigating. I 

am a relatively young femiile of colour, I grew up and still reside in a working class 

community, and 1 attended a school very similar to those 1 was studying. 1 believed that 

these aspects of my social identity would allow me to "fit in" with the students, and 

would create instant rapport during interviews. To facilitate this process, to make them 

see that we were equals in this study, and to ensure that I would obtain the most honest 

responses in interviews, I shared with the girls the face of my background whenever 

possible (Riddell, 1989: 85). In addition, 1 had read other researchea' accounts of the 

importance of appemce in establishing rapport with those being interviewed (Mina, 

1995: 170-171), and had purposely dressed like the students 1 mis interviewing - jeans, 
sweatshirt, baseball cap, and m i n g  shoes. 1 believed that if I approached the study by 

emphasizing out equal role in it, and our equal social class positions, it would generate 

the most "truthtnithfirl" data. 

Despite my efforts, it becarne clear duhg the interviews that other differences 

regarding social class and educatiod background (which 1 naively assumed were less 

significant or obvious) actually contributed to their perception of me as an outsider, and 

that an unequal power relationship was inevitable. 1 was what Beoku-Betts has cailed an 

b~outsider-within": 

To be an outsider within means that in spite of one's involvement/identification 
as an insider, one cm never be totally accepted by the community in question 
(Beoku-Betts, 1994: 4 19). 

Aîthough 1 am of wlour, I am not Black, Ore most of the students 1 i n t e~ewed  

Although 1 grew up and s t U  Live in a similar community, my education has placed me in 



a position to tnuiscend my working class status. Similar to the experiences o f  Mehreen 

Mina ( 1995) during her doctoral research on South Asian Women, 1 was relying on king 

"placed" as an equal in their social world via my superficial similarities of race, social 

class, and gender (Mirza, 1995: 173). In contrest, because of our ciifferences, 1 was 

placed as the "ûther". 

As a mult, many of the interviews were awkward, and many of my questions 

about the community and snident groups received guarded, stilted answers. 1 speculated 

that because I was placed as an outsider, 1 was a potential critic of their social world L 

was a threat, and the students were defending themselves, defending their individual and 

collective identities. The students were unwilling to talk openly about or criticize their 

community or peers during interviews. 1 realize now the mith to Riddell's argument that 

no i n t e ~ e w  situation is fiee fiorn unequa1 power relations; the individuals involved are 

never truly equal (Riddell, 1989: 92). Mer dl, 1 was interviewhg them, was asking the 

questions, 1 was going to analyze their answers, and wodd eam a degree. 

As 1 spent more and more time with the focus groups, the interviews became less 

uncornfortable. The dynamics between us transcended from an interviewer-subject 

relationship into a casual friendship. 1 found that when I s k e d  information about myself 

that demonstnited attitudes, activity, and values similar to their own, 1 was "cool". When 

1 demorîstrated my own "insider" knowledge of the community, or when I spoke of 

similar school experiences, they knew, to some degree, that I was not an "outsider" 

aiming to criticize their Lives. Once my own social position was established and 



understood by the girls 1 found that 1 was more readily accepted into their circle of 

experience and knowledge, and the mamatives seemed more open and honcst. 

Mina and Beoku-Betts have both argued that the advantage of occupying the 

insider/outsider or outsider-within position is that it lads to more innovative research. 

They indicate that it le& to more "objective" data, with interpretations less bound by 

assumptions. The authon argue that the insiderIoutsider position also highlights the 

limitations of rnany traditional approaches in research which presume to be capable of 

disinterested inquiry (Beoku-Betts, 1994: 4 19; Mirza, 1995: 176). As such, the data that 1 

collected are not to be dismissed as invalid or biased (Hammenley & Atkinson, 1995: 

129). Rather, the relationship between myself and the students must be incorporated into 

an analysis that is refiexive, to make clear how it influenced the research design and 

interpretation of the data (Riddell, 1989: 92-93). Reflexivity must always be a central 

aspect of future research that uses qualitative ethnographie methods to determine student 

perceptions and experiences related to their racial ized, gendered, and classed SC hooling. 

In this study, it was clear that ow unequal power relations shaped both their responses to 

me, as wetl as my relations to them. This understanding would prove critical in the 

analysis of the interview data, as demonstrated in subsequent chapters on the meaning 

and role of class fkom the perspective of stuâents. Without going into too rnuch detail in 

this introduction, it was important for me to take the dyoamics between the girls and 1 as 

a point of analysis. It was the first indication that class is indeed recognized and 

understood by the students as a phenornenon that is "acted out" through behaviours, 



words, mannerisms, and attitudes. Class bbworks" in daily interactions between 

In summary, it is importmt to aclaiowledge from the outset the im* of my own 

social location and view of society on this analysis. Given that 1 am a resident OF a 

community similar to that which is king studied here, it can be argued that bias may 

arise in the analysis of the research. It has been noted that as a relatively young woman of 

colour fiom a working class background (and one who has been upwardly mobile) I 

identiw closely with the culture and social class position of the students parhcipating in 

the study. Many social scientists would argue that in this situation, biasI2 would affect my 

interpretations and render the research invalid. However, it is not possible to create a 

cornpletely "objective" analysis of data - al1 data involve some aspect of partiality 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998: 34). This analysis, like al1 analyses, will be shaped by rny own 

socio-historical location and lived experiences in school and in society. Harnmersley and 

Atkinson describe this aspect of research: 

What this represents is a rejection of the idea that social research is, or can be, 
carrieci out in some autonomous realrn that is insulated fiom the wider 
society and fiom the pariicular biography of the researcher, in such a way that 
its findings cm be unafTected by social processes and personal chmcteristics. 

in other words, there is no way in which we can escape the social world in 
order to study it (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995: 16,17) 



NOTES 

Chapter 1 

' See for exarnple, Willis, 1977; Comgan, 1979; Griffin, 1985; Fine, 199 1 ; Mina, 1992; 
Altenbaugh, 1995; Dei et al, 1997; Handa, 1997. 

2 Mile many of the girls inte~ewed are acadernically successful and have high career 
aspirations, 1 refer to "marginalized" students in the sense that female students of colour 
from working class backgrounds occupy a subordinate position in wider society, relative 
to the privileged and dominant positions of their White, male, middle class cowiterparts. 

It should be noted that working class is a social construction that is subject to change 
and involves overlapping meanings, and is not necessarily the perception of individuals 
themselves. For the purposes of studying a focus group in this research, "'working class" 
background or community is used to refer to a tixed class status that is detenined by the 
socio economic status of the school community. This definition is based on the most 
recent statistics available on household income, employment, and education, compiled by 
the city's Business Development Office, 1997. The point to be emphasized here is that 
worlung class should be read as if in quotation marks; it is a social construction based on 
an economic organization that defines the community, but nevertheless a construction 
which is subject to change, negotiation, subversion and/or reproduction, via the 
interaction between individuals and structures. 

4 This study is limited to an analysis of the experiences of public hi& school snidents 
only . 

Porter points out that occupational class categories defined by degrees of skiil include 
professional, managerial, clerkal, semiskilled, unskilled, manual, or non-manuai, and 
correspond to the economic system (Poner, 1965: 10). 

6 Again, the concept of class as developed in the earlier and current literature will be 
outlined in M e r  detail in Chapter 4. 

7 1 will be using the tems Young womenn and "girls" interchangeably. In using the 
term "girls" I do not intend to h p l y  that those interviewed are children. 

8 For this study, the terni bbschool community" refers to the neighbourhood in which the 
schod is located- 

9 To protect the identity of the students, school and community shdied in this research, 
ail identifymg names used throughout the paper, in relation to students, teachers, and the 
school, are fictitious. 



'O The informal and semi-stnicturrd group and individual inte~ews took place in 
various locations, including in the local library, in restaurants, in local parks, and in the 
homes of the students themselves. The interviews were recorded and uanscribed only 
where the student provided written consent for the interview to be tape recorded. Within 
this essay, when citing comments of the students, 1 have indicated in panntheses tiiz date 
of the interview and the corresponding page number of the transcript. 

'' Notes were taken at the time of the interviews, and 1 did not have to rely on short-terni 
recall. 

l2 1 use the term 'bbias" reluctantly, since it presumes that interest-Free research is 
possible. Al1 research is influenced by the author's social position and social, political, 
and economic interests, yet many social scientists argue otherwise. 



PART L 

A Beginning: (Re)Framing Class in Research 

This section will focus on building the foudation for a class perspective on 

racialized, classed and gendered schooling. Chapter 2 will first il lustrate and analyze the 

theoretical context of analyses in the sociology of education concerning the impact of 

class difference on educational experiences and outcornes. This iiterature rewiew traces 

the related historical and current analyses in sociology of education during the 70s and 

80s. Usiag the namitives of working class, female *dents of colour, Chapter 3 will 

provide a composite or general profile of the context of  school and community life. 



TEE DIRECTION OF CLASS IN SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION: A REVFiW 

OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter will outfine and critique the scholarship in the sociology of 

education conceming the role played by social class in inflwncing educational 

experiences and outcomes. Since World War II, the main issue in sociology of education 

has been inequality in schooling (Comell, 1982: 24; Davies, 1994: 83). It is important to 

note that this issue took different foms in different countries and over time. It is not my 

intention to detail the development of al1 of the relevant theories here - the focus of this 

chapter is the reproduction and resistance approaches that characterized the 1970s and 

1980s. This focus on reproduction/resistance theory was chosen because it provides "a 

convenient synthetic reference point for comparing the full range of conceptions of the 

relation between society and education" (Morrow and Toms, 1995: 6). However, before 

outiining these influentid fhmeworks, it is useful to briefly highlight some of the 

preceding research, in order to provide a context for sociology of education's interest in 

class and its comection to schooling. 

Durhg the 1940s in the United States, the dominant theoretical approach was 

Functionalism, and the leading contributor to this perspective was Talcott Parsons 

(Davia, 1994: 83). Accordhg to functioaal theory, studenîs leam or are "socializedn by 

schools to develop skills and capacities to participate productively in the economy. In 



tum, through evaluating skills and abilities, schools assign hidents to their occupational 

position' (Gaskell, 1992: 18). Sociologists in the United States viewed education as 

"large1 y a positive mediator between family and work": 

The dominant paradigm for linking education and the economy was the -tus 
anainment approach, which sought to measure the relative effects on 
occupational anainment of variables such as fmily bac kground ( inc luding socio- 
economic status, or 'SES') and educational attainments (Acker, 1994: 16). 

The functional framework greatly influenced the scholarship in the United States 

as well as in Canada (Taylor, 1994: 33). For instance, during the 1950s and 1960s, the 

Cultural Deprivation Approach or Cultural Deficit theones were dominant. With regards 

to the issue of educational inequality, these approaches characterized schools as "neutral 

institutions". Deficit theory pointed to the classed characteristics of families in different 

"social strata", with different values, attitudes, and child rearing methods as problematic, 

and as the reason for the underachievement of the working class2 (Co~e l l ,  1982: 25; 

Davies, 1994: 83). Also influenced by the functional fiamework, John Porter provided 

the most prominent analysis of Canadian schooling during the 1960s and 1970s. His  

analysis emphasized the role of education in prepanng students for work: 

The content of education is affected by the ernphasis in industrial societies on the 
marketability of skills. In terms of its social fbnctiou, education should be thus 
affecteci, because an educational system fails when it does not train people in 
sufficient quality and quantity for occupational roles (Porter, 1965: 165). 

The research in sociology of education in Britain can be traced to as early as the 

1930s with the demographic studies at the London School of Econornics. It became more 

Mly developed in the 1950s and 1960s with the interest in the effects of home 

background on educational achevement. During the mid 1970s, the "new sociology of 



education" emerged in Britain, influenced by the n e o - M d s t  and ethnographie work in 

the United States (Acker, 1994: 15; Morrow and Torres, 1995: 297). It was at this time 

that stnicturai accounts of inequality in education flourished, particularly in Britain and 

Canada (Davies, 1994: 86-7) 

Thus, we arrive at one of the most influentid theoretical frameworks used to 

explain the function of schools in shaping differential educational experiences. 

Reproduction theory emphaswd the role of society's hierarchical capitalid economy and 

class smicture in shaping schooling outcornes (Giroux, 1983, 1983: 266; Weis, 1995: 

158). AAer it was criticized for its analytical overdeterminism, during the 1980s, 

reproduction theory witnessed a movement into resistance theories. Resistance theory 

attempted to integrate the agency of teachea, nidents, and other inàividuals in shaping 

schooling experiences. In a neo-Marxist fnunework, resistance theories pointed to the 

active role of human agents in the reproduction of and opposition to social conditions in 

schools and society (Girow, 1983: 259; Davies, 1994: 89). The more recent literaîure of 

the 1st decade rejects the primacy of class characterizing the residance/reproduction 

models, and has pointed to the necessity of recognizing the critical and interrelated 

functio~ng of race, class, and gender in shaping the ways in which schooling is 

experienced. 

1 would like to stress fiom the outset that my intention is not to privilege class 

over race and gender, but rather to generate a critical understanding of the impact of 

social class on the educatiooal experîences of students who are (or are not) marginalizeci 

within our contemporary schools and society. This review seeks to understand and 



identiQ how the function of clasr has k e n  concephialiteci in the debates on scho~iing, 

by tracing its movement through the historical and curent snalyse9 in sociology of 

education. This chapter will provide a chronological review of soms of the most 

influential critiques and alternatives forwarded by scholan in the Unites States, Europe, 

and Canada. 

It should be noted that this rewiew of the literature is not a comprehensive one. 

Rather, using the reproduction/resistance models as a framework, it will be limited to 

three areas of research in sociology of education. The first section will review 

reproduction theories which examined social c lass reproduction through SC ho01 structures 

and practices. The second section will explore the resistaoce theories that have 

attempted to investigate individuals' own activity in the reproduction and mediation of 

their social class identity. The third section will outline t h  examples of the current 

literatufe that have attempted to deal with the unilinear class focus in the 

reproductiodresistance models through integrating race, class and gender in the analysis 

of schooling experiences. Given time and space constraints, 1 chose examples of 

research in the sociology of education which illustrate the centrality of race and gender in 

the maintenance of social class divisions in schools and in society. Using these 

theoretical debates as a background, the conclusion will discuss the possibility of shifting 

the existing analysis to a different angle of vision, in order to begin to develop a clearer 

understanding of the schooling experiences of today's youth, and young women of 

colour, in parîicular. 



Re~roduction Theorv: Cbss Re~roduction in School Structures 

Reproduction theory vkws schools and education as one of the main sites where 

tk social division of labour is reproduced. It is based on the notion that the social 

relations of the workplace in a capitalist economy are mirrored in the social relations in 

schooling, malcing the school a site where social class differences are learned by midents 

(Girowt, 1983: 266). In one of the mod often cited and influential studies, Samuel 

Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976) used the "correspondence principle" to explain the 

relationship between work and school: 

Specifically, the relationships of authority and control between administrators and 
teachen, teachers and students, students and students, and students and their work 
replicate the division of labour which dominates the workplace (Bowles and 
Gintis, 1976: 12). 

Bowles and Gintis argue that the organization of power in the workplace is reflected in 

the dynarnics of the classrmm and school structures. For example, they point to a series 

of parallels: the lack of student control over curriculum and the lack of worker control 

over the content of the job; the use of grades and other reward qstems and the use of 

wages; the division of academic subjects into fields of study and the division of work into 

job specializations; and competition between students and competition arnong labouren 

(Altenbaugh, Engel, and Martin, 1995: 144; Dei et al., 1997: 21). Thus, schools 

reproduce the skills and d e s  of the workforce, and reproduce the relations of power in a 

French social theorist Louis Althusser also posited that the school is a social 

organhtion where the hierarchical class structure and social division of labour is both 

reflected and reproduced (Giroux, 1983: 263; Dei et al., 1997: 22-23). The "hiciden 



curriculum" embedded within classroom and social relations instills in students the 

values, skills, attitudes and dispositions necessari to embtace, respect, and identify with 

their clasr position in the hierarchically stnictured capitalist society, be it a position of 

privilege or one of subordination (Giroux, 1983: 263; Dei et al., 1997: 23). According to 

Althusser, the hidden curriculum in schools transmits the knowledge students require to 

reproduce the division of labour and hierarchical class structure, skills which are: 

... directly useN in the different jobs in production (one instruction for manual 
workers, another for technicians, a third for engineers, a final one for high 
management) ... Children also l e m  the rules of good behaviour, i.e., the attitude 
that should be observed by every agent in the division of labour, according to the 
job he is "destined" for: d e s  of morality, civic and professional conscience, 
which evenhially rneans rules of respect For the socio-technical divisions of 
labour and ultimately the rules of the order established by class domination 
(Girow, 1983: 263). 

The economic reproduction models were characterized by an emphasis on the influence 

of schools and its relationship to the reproduction of class in the context of a capitalist 

economy. 

Michael Apple, an Amencan scholar, was a major figure in the critique of 

correspondence theory. He argued that: 

... a conespondence theory cm not do complete justice to the complexity of either 
school life, the actual and often contradictory conditions which tie education to 
an unequal society, or to the struggies and contradictions that exist in school, the 
workplace, and ... in the State (Apple, 1982: 8). 

Accoràing to Apple, correspondence theory denies the agency of students, instead 

assusning that students are fully "determined", that they passively accept the ideology 

presented by the school. Missing fiom these structural theones was an insight to the more 

complex interplay between the workplace, family, and schooling, specifically the role of 



culture and human agency in shaping the social order (Giroux, 1983: 266). The 

emergence of cultural reproduction theory represented a move tom$ such e perspective. 

Pierre Bourdieu's (1977) theory of cultural reproduction provides an additionai 

dimension to the economic reproductive models such as those fonvarded by Bowles and 

Gintis and Althusser. In his analysis, he focuses on the relationship between the 

dominant culture and school knowledge. Rejectiug the notion that schools minor the 

dominant social structures (Dei et al., 1997: 23), Bourdieu argues that schools do not 

overtly impose oppression. [Mead, schools reproduce existing class divisions and power 

relations in a more subtle way - by organizing and transmitting the interests, values, and 

attitudes of the dominant culture, or that of the bourgeoisie (Dei et al., 1997: 23; Girow, 

1983: 267). The notion of "culhiral capital" is central to Bourdieu's analysis of how the 

cultural reproduction of class divisions works in schools. The cultural resources that are 

drawn upon, validated and nomaliteci in the content and transmission of school 

knowledge are those of the dominant class, and become a fom of cultural capital. In 

other words, cultural capital is defined as the general background, knowledge, 

disposition, and sets of meanings and skills that are utilized in school systems and that 

are psed  fiom generation to generation (Bourdieu, 1977: 496; Lareau, 1987: 74; 

Altenbaugh, et al., 1995: 144). Giroux summarizes this process: 

Schools play a particularly important role in legitimating and repmducing 
dominant cultural capital. They tend to legitimize certain forms of knowledge, 
ways of speaking, and ways of relating to the world that capitalize on the type of 
familiarity and skills that only certain students have received from their family 
backgrounds and class relations (Girorog 1983: 268). 



Throug!h the 

students who 

organization, transmission and distribution of knowledge, privileged 

posses cultural capital are provided with an educatiod advantagt over 

working class or p r  students in schools. In short, cultural capital enables privileged 

students to achieve academic success, working class students are deiiied access to if and 

the power imbalances within class relations are reproduced (Lareau, 1987: 74; Weis, 

1995: 160; Dei et al., 1997: 23-24). 

Bourdieu maintains that one of the ways in which schools legitimize the cultural 

capital of the dominant classes is through the hegemonic curriculum (Girowt, 1983: 268- 

269). The hegemonic curriculum can be defined as the organization of bodies of 

academic knowledge into a hierarchicd structure, where dominant forms of knowledge 

compte with and are given priority over subordinate foms of knowledge. The 

hegemonic curriculum includes the knowledge that embodies the cultural capital of the 

dominant classes, and de-emphasizes or excludes the knowledge important to 

subordinate groups (such as women, the working class, and people of colour). The 

hegemonic curriculum works to reproduce social class stratification by providing the 

privileged classes greater access to the knowledge that is dominant and valued in schools 

and in wider society (Girowt, 1983: 269)'. 

Building on the notion of culturaI capital and school knowledge in reproducing 

class stratification, Basil Bernstein examined the relationship between school structures 

and practices, social class and language use. He argued that through fmily socialkation 

processes, social class infiuences different forms and pattern of speaking. In other 

words, becaw of the nature of s o c i ~ t i o n  experiences in the home, children from 



working class families use "restncted" linguistic codes - speech patterns with meanings 

that are implicit, concrete, and dependent on their context. Conversely, children Rom 

middle class backgrounds use "elaborated" linguistic codes, defined as language which is 

based on more sophisticated and abstract symbols. Bernstein argued that be~ause the 

language used in schools is based on elaborated codes, poor and working class children 

are disadvantaged (Altenbaugh, et al., 1995: 145, citing Bernstein, 1975). As an integral 

part of cultural capital, linguitic codes are used to form the school knowledge that 

corresponds to the interests, experiences and skills of students of the dominant class. 

Again, as in Bourdieu's model, the subordinate position of working class students is 

reproduced in schools, while the privileged position of students from dominant classes is 

sim ultaneousl y maintained. 

Jean Anyon's (1983) study provides empirical evidence which supports the 

theoretical positions of Bourdieu and Bernstein - that social class is reproduced through 

the distribution of knowledge in classrooms. Anyon looked at the curricular, 

pedagogical, and mident evaluation processes in five elementary classmoms in American 

communities of di fferent social classes ( Anyon, 1 983 : 1 43). She concluded that through 

the knowledge, skills, and dispositions taught in schools, children develop their fiiture 

relationship to the system of production In essence, they were developing their social 

class status4. For instance, Anyon found that the children in the worlung class schools 

received instruction focused on drill and rote learning and emphasizing mechanical 

skills. The classrmm activities for these students were geared toward lower level 

thinking skills, and to retention of subject matter - skills suitable for occupations that are 



mechanical and routine. In conttast, the curriculum in the schools of the more affluent 

communities fostered creativity, analytical thinking, decision making dcills, and working 

indepeiidently - skills required for more professio~al careers with higher financial 

rewards (Anyon, 1983: 165). In this arüilysis, the school knowledge that is transmitted 

served to reproduce social class relations in society by preparing students for relating to 

the systern of production in a specific way. The skills students learn in school determines 

to a large extent their fùture social class status (Anyon, 1983: 165)'. 

A more ment study produced findings similar to that of Anyon. Valerie Polakow 

(1993) examined preschool and elementary classrooms in the United States which 

implemented rernedial education programs for "'at risk4 children, specifically Head Start 

programs. The rationale of Head Start (and sirnilar public school progmms that later 

emerged) was to compensate for the assumed inadequate levels of cognitive stimulation 

that poot children received at home (Polakow, 1993: 103-106). Polakow f m d  that the 

curriculum content and pedagogical practices for poor children were very Figid in 

structure, and focused on compliance, containment, order and control (Tolakow, 1993: 

129). She describes the essence of these classrooms: 

In the majority of the preschool and elementary classrooms described in this 
book, there was a pervasive ethos of containment and regdation - dnlling 
children to produce the correct respoases, reguiating their imagination, presenting 
them with tasks to be completed rather than leamhg encounters. Teachers, with 
the exception of three sensitive ones, saw obedience and compliance to the 
routinURd tasks as indicating success.. . .theh remediation experience consisîs 
largely of phonics, decoding skills, and endless worksheets (Polakow, 1 993 : 1 50- 
1)- 

As argued by Polakow, these pedagogical practices damage the self esteem of the 

shidents, and b i t s  their academic development and achievement. Effdvely,  these 



pedagogicd practices finther marginaiized students already in subordinate positions in 

schools and in wider society (Polakow, 1993: 152). Like the students in Anyon's study, 

working class and poor children in these classrooms were being tau& rhe skilis and 

attitudes that would reproduce their location in the system of labour, and in tum maintain 

their subordinate class position. 

In summary, cultural reproduction theory focuses on how dominant culture and its 

relationship to school knowledge works in maintaining the social class structure. The 

social knowledge that is organized and ~ansmitted in schools is based on the culture of 

the dominant class, and serves to maintain the marginalized position of subordinate 

groups and the privileged position of the dominant class (Girow, 1983: 269). However, 

critics identified three main theoretical flaws in cultural reproductive theory. First and 

foremost, the cultural approach to social reproduction is based on a fored concept of 

culture, in which students are seen as passive conduits in the transmission of cultural 

capital. Annette Lareau's midy on the impact of cultural capital on parent-teacher 

relations highlights this point. Lareau, citing Comell et al., discusses this flaw: 

[Cultural capital] practically obliterates the person who is actually the main 
constnictor of the home/school relationship. The student is treated mainly as a 
bearer of cultural capital, a bundle of abilities, knowledges and attitudes 
furnished by parents (lareau, 1987: 83). 

The concept of cultumi capital assumes that individuals fit neatiy into categoon'ees based 

on their predetermined relationship to the dominant culhue, and based on their position 

in the existing social order. In trrm, the fixed notion of cultural capital, with its lack of 

attention to human resistance or class conflict, provides no space for the transformation 

of social structures (Giroux, 1983: 272; Weis, 1995: 162; Dei et al., 1997: 228). Missing 



Rom this theory is an understanding of how individuals perceive and respund to the 

dominant structures and culture of the school. What is the rde of administraton, 

teachers, and students in actively negotkting the school structure? 

Second, the cultural reproduction mode1 did not take into consideraiion the 

constraints of material economic forces on working class students, which also shape 

thei r SC hooling experiences. An important question remained unanswered: What are the 

material conditions, within as well as outside of schwls, that constrain individuals, and 

contribute to the reproduction of the social order? For instance, the behaviour and 

schooling experiences of working class students are often constrained by family 

responsibilities that require students to obtain employment as quickly as possible. Under 

such pressures, students may necessarily opt for positions that do not require extensive 

school training - manuai and semi-skilled positions which are traditionally working class. 

A related shortcoming of this theory is that it took a unilinear approach to 

anaiyzing the experience of midents in school. The discussion of cd tud  capital focuses 

primarily on class differences, and does not account for the relationship beîween race, 

class, sexuality, and gender in shaping schooling experiences (Girow, 1983: 27 1 -3; Dei 

et al., 1997: 242). Cultural reproduction theory utilizes a static, homogenous notion of 

culture which does not provide an adquate cxplanation for the impact of race, class, and 

gender on schooling experiences and the maintenance of social class divisions. For 

instance, the homogewus treatment of culture as linked to class ineqdity does not 

consider the different experiences of Black female stuknts comparai to their White 

male counterparts. The impact of mial  differences based on race and gender cannot be 



subsumed under class. Beginning in the late 70s, researchers began to challenge the 

structural accounts of reproduction models by examtning the interplay between structures 

of domination and the role of human agency ami resistance. 

Resistance Theorv: Social Class and Human Anency 

Resistance theones attempted to integrate the agency of teaches, students, and 

other individuals in shaping schooling experiences. It was the work of the resistance 

theorists that influenced Michael Apple's critique of the correspondence theories of 

Bowles and Gintis, noted above. Apple argued that it was necessary to consider the 

cornplex "dynamics of working-class and gender resistances" both within and extemal to 

schools. He cites Marxist ethnographies of working-class students when discussing the 

challenges to reproduction theory: 

Male and female students ofien expressly reject or contest the overt and covert 
messages of the institution. Reproduction and contestation go hand in 
hand..[The reproduction approach] has been challenged because of its ovedy 
deterministic outlook, its lack of examination of the intemal qualities of schools, 
and its neglect of the cultural sphere and the lived responses of class and gender 
actors (Apple, 1982: 8-9). 

The framework of resistance pointed to the active role of buman agents in the 

reproduction and opposition to inequality in social relations within school and society 

One of the most influentid resistance theorists who challenged the stnicturalist 

account in the reproduction frameworks was Paul Willis (1977). ui his study titled 

Learning to Labour, he attempts to explain how social class inequality is maintained in 

society through investigating the role played by studeats in this process. Informeci by 



critical ManOst theory, his analysis of students in a British secondary school used the 

concept of "counter-schooi culture", a culture of resistance to school authoRty (Willis, 

1977: 1 1 ; Gaskell, 1992: 23; Mirza, 1992: 1). The counter-culture is tied to the working 

class world of work, sharing many ûaits of the shopfloor culture: an attem~t to gain 

informal control over the work process, informal organization of its members, rnarking 

themselves off fiom "confonnists", and the use of language and intimidating humour. 

Central to the counter-culture is the rejection of school values and noms, particularly the 

notion that mental labour or theoretical knowledge is supior to practical knowledge and 

experience, and that respect for school authority is necessary for success in society 

(Willis, 1977: 57; Giroux, 1983: 283; Weis, 1995: 165). The students recognized the 

rniddle-class values, behavioun and knowledge emphasized and transmitted in SC hool, 

and reinterpreted them according to their own objectives and li festyles. Wi 11 is argues that 

in employing the counter-school culture and resisting the meanings and values that 

schooling represents, working class male students ceproduce their working class position 

(Willis, 1977: 1-3; Mirza, 1992: 1). Willis suggests that working class boys choose 

working class careers for its corignience with their values, interests and lifestyles, in 

order to be able to continue the counter-culture ideology developed in school and 

reinforced in their experiences on the shop floor (Willis 1977: 52-58). In short, the 

rejection by working class males of school auuiority effectively maintains their working 

class status and reproduces existing class relations. 

As in Willis' study, Paul Corrigan (1979) also examined the resistance of working 

class male students in a high school in England He found that not ail working class boys 



experienced a conflictual relationship with school (Corrigan, 1979: 47,49). He modifies 

Willis' theory by arguing that saident mistance to school is not due to diffemces in 

values and ideology. Insterd, Comgan posits that resistance is a product of the pwer  

differences students perceive to exist between themselves and thé teachen and 

administrators representing authority in school (Comgan, 1979: 58). Because working 

class students have a perspective of the world different fkom the middle class n o m s  

embedded within the school structures and practices, they view school rules as attempts 

to change or control their behaviour. In short, working class boys view school niles as 

mechanisrns used to mold them according to the midde class norrns of school (Comgan, 

1979: 6 1,6667). Similar to Willis' study, through their resistance to being controlled or 

changed by the school authorities, these worlung class boys reproduce their social class 

status. Through their acts of miancy, deli nquency, and disruptive classroom behaviour, 

the boys are limiting their ability to achieve academic success, which in tum limits their 

opportunities for future economic mobility and tnuiscendence fiom their worlung class 

status. 

The main ctiticism of the work done by resistance theorists such as Comgan and 

Willis is its failure to account for the experiences of students who are marginaiized by 

their race and their gender. Ln its overemphasis on class and the experiences of White 

male students, this work ignores the impact of racism, sexism, and homophobia in social 

institutions in the school and in wider society on the experiences of female -dents and 

students of colour (Mirza, 1992: 114; Dei et al., 1997: 239-240). While these theones of 

resistance begin to provide important insights into the rde of mident agency in mediating 



school knowledge and responding to the dominant structures and culture of the school, 

the role of gender and race in the maintenance and reproduction of the social order is still 

not aâequately explored here, nor are the experiences of girls and youths of colow 

figured in. 

Willis' Leamina to Labour conâributed to the insights on class as well as gender 

in a 1982 study conducted by R.W. Connell, D.J. Ashenden, S. Kessler, and G.W. 

Dowsett. Investigating working class and elite private secondary schools in Australia, 

they argued that the resistance of students (in both working class and affluent schools; 

"good" students as well as "hoods7") to school authority was a critique of the institution 

and it's arbitrary authority, poor teaching, inconsistent discipline, favouritism, and lack 

of respect for the kids (Connell et al., 1982: 85). The resistance of niling class kids was 

characterized by adopting the styles of their working class counterparts; for the latter, it 

meant behaviour similar to that of Willis' lads - usually involving deviant or tniant 

behaviour in school (ConneIl et al., 1982: 83). Significantly, while affluent students 

demonstmted resistance, it was more common arnong working class students. In addition, 

ConneIl et al. folmd that schwl resistance exists among young women as well. This took 

the form of violating stereotypical femininity, through swearing, smoking, yelling at 

adults, and skipping classes. According to Comell et al., the resisîance of working class 

fernales was a stmggle against the "fate they can see any &y just by looking up and down 

the street" (Comell et al. 1982: 88). in summary: 

.. .resistance is a relation to school that is generated on quite a wide sale (though 
in greatly varying intensity) by the interaction of the authority structure of the 
school with class and gender dynamics (Conne11 et ai., 1982: 88). 



In Canada, Jane Gaskell was influenced by the resistance approach to the 

schmling process, as it related to how class interacted with gender. In 1377 she 

conducted a study of White female studer?ts iii three Canadian secondary schools located 

in working class neighbourhoods, kids moving from school directly into jobs (Gaskell, 

1992: 33). Lnvestigating the gendered and classed patterns in course enrollment choices, 

Gaskell found that that the young women chose to take a non-academic (high-status) 

direction, "an important step towards reproducing one's class position" (Gaskell, 1992: 

40). Similar to Willis' lads, the young women in Gaskell's midy consciously chose a 

non-academic S t r e a m  in order to "rninimize the discornfort schools caused them" 

(Gaskell, 19%: 43). 

Vocational courses were perceived as less regimented and less contining than 
academic courses. ..They wanted a break from regular schmling and saw practical 
job skills as more worthwhile than irrelevant academic information (Gaskell, 
1992: 44). 

It was through choosing "fernale" positions, such as secretarial and sales jobs, that the 

girls in her study "overwhelmingly rejected the value of the school and the school's 

equation of academic performance with ment and deserved power" (Gaskell, 1992: 45). 

Another factor affecting their choice to pursue non-academic courses involved 

domestic responsibilities. The young women felt that they would be responsible for child 

care and household responsibilities. Clerical work requires little training, is relatively 

available on the market and can be p w e d  part-the, and is flexible. Thus, given the 

girls' perceptions and ideas about their own Mure domestic responsibilities, business 

courses and clerical jobs were attractive and reaso~ble choices (Gaskell, 1992: 50). 

Significantly, *le this study demonstrateci common themes highlighted by Willis, 



Gaskell's study provides insights into how both class as well as gender divisions are 

reproduced 

In another response to the ovecemphasis on the position of working class Wnite 

men in educational theory, Christine Grifin studied of a group of young W i t e  working 

ctass women in the transition from school to work in 1979 in Birmingham. She found 

that there were no fernale equivalents to Willis' male counter-school culture; the concept 

had no relevance in the girls' lives (Grifin, 1985: 15, 17, 187). For White working class 

girls, two factors most infiuenced their occupational status: their experience in part-time 

employment during school, and their use of informal jobfinding networks. Griffin 

argued that it was becaw these mechanisms for obtaining full-time employment were 

most commonly linked to factory work and srnall fmily fims that social inequaiity 

across class and gender was perpetuated (Grifin, 1985: 186). In addition, Griffin points 

out that the models forwarded by Willis and Corrîgan did not consider the impact of 

girls' domestic comrnitments, in ternis of mariage and motherhood, on job choices. As 

such, these girls considered office work to be most appropriate and desirable because it 

provided for the oppominiîy to meet potential husbands (Griffin, 1985: 187, 189). It is 

also important to note that the racism and sexism inherent in Willis' maledorninated 

working class occupations marginalizes fernale students of colour. The different position 

fernales occupy in the workforce means that the relationship between schooling 

experiences and occupational choice camot be analyzed using Willis' approach. Femaie 

students of colour are also subject to racism and sexisrn in schools, thus, their opposition 



or resistance to school authority must be considered in a different context than that of 

White male students. 

In an attempt to bring race and gender into the resistance model, Fuller 

(1980) studied the experiences of Black female working class midenis in a London 

school. Finding that these midents demonstntted a positive orientation to education and 

had high career aspirations, Fuller argued that this could be explained by a Black female 

subculture of resistance, a product of their acceptance of being Black and female (Mirza, 

1992: 22, 31). Fuller explained that this resistance manifested itself in classrmm 

behaviour that emphasized the girls' view that school was "trivial", "boring" and 

"chi1dish". However, Fuller also points out that in order to resist the racist and sexist 

connotations associated with being Black and female, to gain control over their [ives, and 

to establish their self-worth to the outside world, the girls empioyed stnitegies to achieve 

academic success and had high career goals (Mirza, 1992: 22, 106, 18 1). 

In that Fuller's theory attempts to explain why Black fernale students tended to be 

academically successful and had high career aspirations, her use of the notion of 

subcultures of resistance contributes to the understanding of social class reproduction. in 

addition to bringing race and gender into the equation, the strength of this analysis is its 

contriburion to a more dynamic notion of resistance; not al1 demonstratîons of resistance 

are overt acts of defiance. The girls in Fuller's midy demonstrate a more subtle rejection 

of the existing social order. Willis' male -dents' resistance results in academic failure 

and renden them unable to transcend theu occupational and social class status. in 

contmst, the resistance of the Black female students in Fuller's study employs a strategy 



of academic achievement, which gives 

existing class status. Framing Fuller's 

them more potential power to change their 

analysis against the theoretid fnimeworks 

discussed above, it can be argued that Black female working class amdats who are abk 

to mediate the dominant structures, knowledge and practices in schools aîïd achieve 

academic success are acquinng the necessary tools to obtain economic rnobility and 

transcend their social class status. 

However, as M i n a  points out, this analysis fails to explain how the subculture of 

resistance works through the structural constraints inherent in a capitalkt economy 

(Mi- 1992: 23). In other worck, dapite the positive acadernic outcornes, racism and 

sexism still limit the occuptional oppomuiities for these midents; Black female students 

are ml1 subject to social inequaiity in the schools and the workplace, and continue to be 

relegated to working class occupations. The analysis b w d  on the subculture of 

resistance must go beyond discussions of the girls' experiences in schools at the level of 

their i ndividual attitudes toward academic achievement and career aspirations. ln the 

movement toward integrating the role of human agency, resistance theory must not 

neglect the relationship to the stnictutal racism and sexism in schwls and society which 

significantly influence a student's experiences. In short, in its consideration of hurnan 

agency in the reproduction of the social order, Fuller's analysis tends to overlook the 

impact of structural detemllnants established in earlier models of reproduction theory. 

in summary, resistaace models provided important theoretical contributions to 

understanding the maintenance of the social class hierarchy. Resistance theory attempted 

to view domination in a more dynamic way and l e s  as process %om above". It 



represents a move away from the narrow focus on the structural and ideological 

constraints of a capitalist ecunomy, and examines the complex interplay betven and 

rnulti-dimensional aspects of human agency, power and culture (Giroux, 1983: 282-5). 

As such, one of the most significant contributions of resistance models is their 

highlighting of the potentiai for transformation of the social order. Resistance models 

also begin to investigate how tensions in race, social class. and gender are experienced 

or "lived out" by midents ( Weis, 1 995 : 1 64). However, as indicated above, these insights 

were underdeveloped The most strongly cnticized aspect of the resistmce models has 

been its tendency to emphasize the role of class at the expense of race and gender (Dei et 

al., 1997: 22 1 ). 

The more recent literature attempts to address these theoretical shortcornings, 

particularly through challenging the continuing overemphasis on class in resistance 

thtory. The next section wili consider three exampies of such research. These curent 

theoretical perspectives attempt to investigate M e r  the impact of m e  a d o r  gender in 

shaping schooling experiences and the reproduction of the social class order. Again, it 

should be emphasized that this is not meant to be a comprehensive or exhaustive survey 

of al1 of the literature which can be viewed as responding to or modifjmg the 

reproduction/resistance theonesa. Rather, 1 will outline what I see as three key examples 

of research in sociology of education that have supplanteci existing theoretical 

frameworks, and which have emphasized the centdity of race and/or gender in 

reproduchg the social class structure. 



It is interesting that t h e  are sirnilarities between the earlier research and the 

current examples noted here. For instance, it will becorne clear klow that Delpit's 

"culture of pclver" builds upon the fiameworks developed by Bourdieu and Bernstein; 

similarly, Dei et al.3 research on the disengagement of Black students from school is 

reminiscent of Fuller's &y of Black female students. However, it should be 

remembered that the purpose of bis chapter is to show the emphasis on race and/or 

gender in the more current research examples, and the possible implications of such an 

approach in generating a contemporary class perspective on schooling. 1 will atternpt 

below to demonstrate how examining the race ancilor gender perspective in these 

examples helps to fom an argument for (re)shaping a class approach to the raced and 

gendered experiences of contemporary youth. 

Current Theoretical Amroaches: A Focus on Race and/or Gender 

Moving away from class-based analysis of resistance, John Ogbu (1992) ad& a 

dimension to the theory of resistance which highlights the influence of structures of 

racial inequality on the maintenance of social class divisions. Although Ogbu is a 

researcher in the field of anthropology of education, his work is also linked to the 

research in sociology of education in its examination of the social inequality among 

racialized groups in contemporary society (Dei et al., 1997: 252). Cenaal to his analysis 

is the notion of b'involuntary minorities", defined as people of colour who were brought 

to the United States t&rough slavery, conquest, colonkation, or forced labour. 

hvoluntary minorities include Blacks, Mexican Americans, Native Hawaiiaos, Puerto 



Ricans, and Amencan indians (Ogbu, 1992: 8). He emphasizes the impact of the pre- 

conditioned opposi tional relationship between involuntary minorities and the dominant 

'Eiite culture on academic success of involuntaq minonty groups. His argument is 

based on the established notion tbat the school curriculum is a reflection of White 

culture, and that succeeding in school necessarily means adopting the attitudes, practices 

and behaviours of the "enemy". For involuntary rninorities, to be successful in school 

mems "acting White", or replacing their own cultural identity with White cultural 

identity. As Ogbu sees it, it is because of the social costs and psychological pressures 

against "acting White" that involuntary minority students resist ado pti ng the dominant 

attitudes, practices and behavioun in schools. It is explained that involuntary minorities 

resist the dominant practices and ideology in schools in order to preserve the self-worth 

and community support central to their identity (Ogbu, 1992: 10). By this account, the 

resistance that characterizes the schooling experience of involuntary minority students 

prevents the academic success necessary for economic mobility and tmscendence from 

subordinate class positions, particularly along racial lines. 

In Ogbu's analysis the central factor in determinhg resistance and the 

reproduction of the social order is the racialized relationship between cultural groups. He 

identifies the structural racism inherent in the relationship among involuntary rninonties 

and the dominant institution of schooiing as hindering the ability of students of colour to 

achieve academic success. In other words, the oppositional cultures that emerge out of 

racist structures lave  d e n t s  powerless to h;inscend their existing social class position. 

Students are faced with two choices to negotiate their taciahai schoolhg expenence: 



either complete acceptance (involving the denial and oppression of one's own cultural 

identity) or open rejection of the dominant culture in schooling (resulhg in academic 

failure). This translates into limited oppomuiities in the capitalist lahur market, a d  

social class divisions dong race lines are reinforced and maintained. 

The ethnographic study of Black students' disengagement fiorn school recently 

completed by George Dei, Josephine Maauca, Elizabeth Mcissac, and Jasmin Zine 

(1997) also rejects the classist and stnicturalist explanations characterizing the 

reproduction/resistance models (Dei et al., 1997: 220). Given that academic success plays 

a large role in determining students' economic mobility and social class statu, their 

study on why Black students' "&op out"9 of school is directly linked to the reproduction 

of the social class hierarchy. Using the perspectives of students, parents, anci school 

personnel as a starting point, Dei et al. investigated the raciafized, gendered, and classed 

structures of schooling and society which conîribute to school leaving, paying phcular 

attention to the impact of race (Dei et al., 1997: 222; Dei & James, 1998: 96). They 

asked students "how the dynarnics of social ciifference (racdethnicity, class, gender) 

affect their schooling experiences and what changes they would like implemented" (Dei 

& James, 1998: 97). The students in their midy perceived the differential evaluation and 

wamient of Black -dents, rnanifested in attitudes, behavioun, and practices on the part 

of teachers, guidance counsellors, and administrators as contributhg the most to the 

disengagement of Black midents from school. For instance, students linked their 

disadvantage in education to king subject to subtle messages of inferiority, derogatory 

remarks, alienation within clessrooms, violent pedagogy, phyncal expulsion, and damage 



to their self esteem (Dei et al., 1997: 229-30; Dei & James, 1990: 104). Of -ixhcular 

relevance was the students' perception that teachers and gwdance counsellon had low 

academic expectations for Black midents, especially Black male students. Academic 

streaming was recognized as a mechanism rooted in these low expmtations, and one 

which restricted Black students fiom king able to tmscend their social class status and 

achieving economic mobility. From the perspective of the Black students interviewe4 

this process effectively contributed to reproduction of existing social class inequalities, 

within school and wider society (Dei et al., 1997: 232). 

Lisa Delpit's ( 1  988) notion of the "culture of power" is helpful in understanding 

the subordination and alienation experienced by the Black students in Dei et al.'s study 

(1997). In her research on process-oriented venus skills-oriented writing instruction, she 

argues that the linguistic forms, communicative strategies, ways of tallung, ways of 

writing, ways of interacting that characterize the dominant culture consthte codes for 

participating in a "culture of power". She correctly points out that success in institutions 

- in schools and in society - is dependent upon acquiring knowledge of these codes. The 

students in Dei et al.'s study recognized that success in school was only possible if they 

were given access to this social knowledge, and taught the codes and des of the "culture 

of power" (Delpit, 1988: 282-3). Yet students who were fiom subordinate class 

backgrounds were denied access to that social knowledge in schools - access to the 

"culture of power" was withheld from the working class students and students of colour 

(Altenbaugh, et al., 1995: 145; Dei et al., 1997: 233). Effectively, the boudaries of 



social class inequality are reproduced and maintained, enswing that the privileged 

students rernain privileged, and that the subordinate s~dentts remain marginalized. 

Rejecting the class based perspective of the traditional reproduction/resistance 

models for the Black experience, Dei and his colleagues argue that adding race to the 

analysis provides the "missing link" in existing resistance theory on the reproduction of 

the social order (Dei et al., 1997: 224-5, 239). Dei et al. move away from the unilinear, 

class-based approach to schooling experiences by looking at class and gender frorn the 

perspective of race. Dei and James' (1998) discussion of the ethnographie study 

illustrates this point: 

In mticulating the cenaality of race [identity] and its "immediacy in everyday 
experience" of African-Canadian students, the [study ] ac knowledges the CO- 

deteminant status of race, class, gender and sexual identities. It is also conceded 
that "race-relations" in society are actually interactions between raced, classe4 
and gendered subjects.. . Whik it is important to always speak of multiple human 
experiences in a way that captures the intersections of diverse and myriad 
identities and oppressive relations, it is argued that h m  context to context, 
certain forms/systems of domination and oppression, like forms of identities, are 
more salient and visible than others ....in the parhcular narration of school 
experiences for a group of Afncan-Canadian youths, the pnmacy of race 
oppression is evident even when students' lived reality demonstrates a 
'simultaneity of social oppressions' (Dei & James, 1998: 97). 

While Dei et al. acknowledge the need to consider the connections between race, class, 

and gender, they describes race es the central organizing principle for understanding the 

experiences of Black students (Dei et al., 1997: 223, 2256). In other words, they argue 

that to understand how Black people living in predominantly non-Black societies are 

positioned in and resist the social order, it is necessary to view class and gender within 

the context of race (Dei et al., 1997: 239-40). 



Heidi Mina (1992) studied young ~lack ' '  female students in a London school. 

Mina addresses the theoretical gaps within reproductioa and resistance thmry by 

focusing on the impact of race and gender on social class reproduction, in the context of 

student negotiation of dominant social structures. She asks the question: Why is it that 

young Black girls who achieve in school and have hi& career aspirations are ml1 unable 

to obtain the economic mobility and social class -tus that they aspire to? In a critique 

of Willis' theory, Mina's fiadings demonstrate that the "intemal dynarnics that lead the 

" 'lads' to R Q ~ - O ~ U C ~  their class position are not applicable to the Black female context" 

(Mirza, 1992: 1 14). Mina found that the quality of the information, advice, and 

educational preparation available in schools was poor and did not match the ability or 

aspirations of Black fernale students. Not only did the girls receive "custodid" education, 

but the girls spent the majority of their time employing strategies to challenge or avoid 

the racist and negative teacher attitudes, evaluations, and expectations. As a result, the 

girls' career choices were limited to "gendered" and working class occupations, such as 

social work, nursing, and office work (Mirza, 1 992: 19 1-2) 

Using the narratives of Black female students themselves, Mina moved beyond 

the debate of dominant ideology and cultures of resistance which ernphasized the 

centrality of class. Her analysis eccentuated instead the Black female students' 

eqeriences witHa the racist and sexist institutions of school and the labour market as 

determining their occupational choice and class position (Mirza, 1992: 23, 192). Thus, in 

her snidy, the reproduction of the class structure is viewed fiom the perspective of race 

and gender. Similar to the approach taken by Ogbu and Dei et al., Mirza explains the 



maintenance of the social class order by Iooking at racialized and gendered experiences 

in schooling. Her perspective provides an important contribution to the resistance rheory 

by poviding a hmework for understanding the ro!e of race and gender in reproducing 

the social class structure in the lives of Black girls. 

In summary, it is clear that the work of Ogbu, Dei et al., and Mina adâress the 

theoreticai emphasis on class in resistance theory by examining schooling experiences 

from the perspective of race a d o r  gender. These researchen have attempted to 

understand social class reproduction by looking specifically at the racialized and 

gendered experiences of students of colow and female students. For example, as noted 

above, the racism and sexisrn experienced in schooling and society ranged from 

oppositional relationships between racial groups, differential and negative treatment of 

students of colour in pedagogical practices, denial of access to the "culture of power", 

and a sexist labour market. As noted above, these racialized and gendered experiences 

detemines to a large degree occupational choice, economic mobility, and class position 

of individuals. A look at the work of Ogbu, Dei et al., and Mina against the framework 

of reproduction and resistance theories indicates that where class once assumed a 

pfimary position in the theoretical analysis on schmling experiences and the 

maintenance of the social order, the responses in ment analysis gives increased attention 

to race and gender. Having outlined the ways in which class has k e n  concephialized and 

reconceptualized over time in the debates on schooling experiences in suciology of 

education, the conclusion will discuss the implications of this movement for my own 

research here. 



Conclusion: Towards a Class Persmcthe in a uClasslessn Contcxt 

The purpose of this litetature review was to understand and identib how class has 

been conceptualized as shaping schooling experiences and maintainhg the sociai order, 

in terms of tracing its progression through the historical and current analyses within 

sociology of education. Reproduction theones focused on the influence of the social 

division of labour, and the relationship between dominant culture and school knowledge 

in reproducing social class divisions. Challenging the over-emphasis on the notion of 

domination of subordinate social groups in schooling practices and systems, resistance 

models emerged during the 1980s. Resistance theories attempted to integrate midents' 

own activity in the reproduction and mediation of their social class identity, poinhng to 

the active role of individuals in mediating the social conditions within schooling and 

society. The final section of this discussion looked at three examples of recent literature 

which rejected the unilinear class focus in the reproductiodresistance models. It was 

illustrated that this contemporary research vieweû and analyzed classed schooling 

experiences fiom the perspective of race and gender. The work of Ogbu, Dei et al., and 

Mina, while acknowledging the interaction between and influence of race, class, and 

gender, point to the salience of race and gender in stnicturing an individuals' expenences 

in schooling and reproducing social class divisions. In these examples, race and gender 

provide the dytical  lem through which classed schooliag structures and expenences 

are exmined. 

There are a nutnber of factors which contributed to the niovement toward the 

increasing centraIity of race and gender in curent educational debates on schooling 



experiences and the reproduction of the social order. Firstly, as this discussim has 

indicated, the class-Dased approach that chanicterized tt.c reproduction and resistance 

models was strongly criticized for i i s  inability to adequately address the impact of race 

and gender in the schooling experience of d e n t s .  

As indicated in this discussion, the work done in the recent literature indeed fills 

the theoretical gaps in the resistance and reproduction models. in addition to these 

examples, the theme of rejectiag the primacy of class has been echoed in other 

sociological scholarship. Other authon have rejected the primacy of class for various 

reasons, and have highlighted the different politicai, social, and theoretical effects (see 

for example Solornos, 1986; Briskin, 1990; Stasiulis, 1990; Yuval-Davis, 1994; Caldwell, 

1995; Dei, 1995; Gril10 and Wildman, 1 997). 

Furthemore, the emphasis on race and gender in the work of Ogbu, Dei et al., 

and Mirza can also be seen as an expression of the move toward a pst-industrial, 

"classless" society. Lois Weis argues that radical changes to the North American 

economy in the last two decades have rendered class distinctions in a pst-industrial 

society as al1 but obsolete (Weis, 1990: 3; Weis, 1995: 167). The economic recession has 

eroded the security of the middle class as well as the working c h ,  blurring class 

bondaries. The resmictured econorny which is increasingly segmented emphasizes high 

technology and service industries has meant a decline in the solidarity and strength of 

traditio~liil, indusaial "working class" occupations. As a byproduct of industrial 

restructuring, "This discourse is ofien associated with intimations of the decreasing 

social importance and political relevartce of class" (Gibson-Graham, 1996: 48). Further 



contn'buting to the notion of a "ciassless" society is the "common sense" idea that class is 

a less visible social difference. 

Despite these developments, the fact remains that class is not cbsolete. Rather 

than disappearing, class relations are changing. The type of employment, or the kind of 

work that one does provides one aspect of the class picture. Whiie indusaial occupations 

are diminishing, economic differences penist, and social distances are growing. Because 

of the changes occming in the workforce, the marker of dimence is no longer securely 

located in social production. In other words, in defining class, there is no longer as much 

of an ernphasis on the type of work one does. It is one of the goals of this research to 

begin to uncovet where the emphasis is placed in the class language of the 1990s. 

Researchers and theorists do not deny that it is a cntical component linked to race 

and gender categories, and class continues to be discussed in sociology of education 

research. It is undeniable that class continues to play a role in the lives of al1 students. It 

has ken shown that race and gender are often the analytical lens through which classed 

schooling is examined. Yet, in the context of a 4'classless" society where race and gender 

are often given centre stage in theoretical discussions and "cornmon sense" 

understandings, the impact of and role played by class in shaping schooling experiences 

and outcornes and in reproducing social divisions becornes more insidious. Moreover, the 

richness and diversity of the available litemture has meant that contemporary debate must 

keep in mind that the analyses have applied to different contexts of time and place. 

Thus, the fact that the type of attention provided class is chmging, both in the literature 

and in everyday experiences, raises significant questions for youih: First and foremost, is 



class relevant in students' lives? How do students understand the meaning and role of 

class in this "classless" context? How does that understanding shape their mcidized and 

gendered schooling experiences? In this context, what are the material and ideological 

conditions that allow students to have successful or unsuccessful schooling experiences? 

Weis has implored researchers to keep pushing on issues related to gender and 

race and the way they intersect with social class, especially given the pucity of research 

on students of colour and fernale shidents (Weis, 1995: 166-7). Thus, a perspective which 

contributes to a fuller understanding of how class functions to shape the lives of those 

who occupy the margins of society is parhcularly important. At the risk of appearing to 

advocate a move back toward the unilinear approach characterizing some reproduction 

and resistance theories, I would argue that it woufd be usehl to shift the analysis on 

schooling experiences and the social order to a class perspective. Again, it should be 

noted here that my intention is not to privilege class over race and gender. Nor am I 

suggesting that the insights made in the traditional and contemporary research be 

dismissed - the work of reproduction and resistance theorists clearly represents 

pathbreaking research that provided significant insights into the social order. Rather, 1 

am proposing a beginning; building on, integratin& and coutnbuting to the existing 

scholanhip to generate a perspective that is rnindfhl of specific historical and 

geographical contexts. A view of race and gender fiom the angle of class would 

contribute to developing a fhmework for understanding how class continues to "work" 

in the racialid, gendered schooluig for students in the contemporary Canadian context 

It is in using class as the lens through which to view the complex relationship between 

race and gender that we can begin to generate answers to the important questions posed 





NOTES 

Chapter 2 

' For a more detailed examination of the hctional approach, see Gaskell, 1992; Taylor, 
1994; and Morrow and Torres, 1995 (Chapter 3). 

For a more detailed examination of these theoretical approaches, see Davies, 1994. 

The priority of a non-hegemonic curriculum would be to seek and bring to light the 
achievements and experiences of groups that are traditionally marginalized in society. It 
goes beyond the notions of "equity" or "neutrality" in the cumculwn. Rather, a non- 
hegemonic curriculum actively questions and challenges existing systems of power that 
have and do exclude subordinate groups from "history". As George Dei and Irma Marcia 
James puts it, "it requires the questioning and critique of what has corne to constitute 
'valid knowiedge' and how such knowledge is produced and disseminated intemally and 
globally" ( 1998: 105). 

4 Anyon defines social class as a series of relationships to the system of production in 
society the relation to the system of ownership of capital, the relation to authority and 
control in work and in society, and the relationship between individuals and their own 
productive activity (the type of activity that constitutes an individual's work). It is a 
dynamic network of social relations that one develops over time, through the acquisition 
of knowledge, skills, abilities, traits, and opportunity in life experiences. For a more 
detailed discussion of her definition of social class, see Anyon's chapter titled "Social 
Class and the Hidden Cumculum of Work" in Girowt, H., Purpel, D., (Eds.). The 
Hidden Curriculum and Moral Education. 

Similar trends have also been illustrated in more current studies of cornputer use in 
middle- and low- socioeconomic status schools. 

6 The term "at risk" replaces earlier term "disadvantaged" to emphasize prevention, and 
that "at risk" -dents can be identified by certain characteristics (Our Children At Risk, 
1995: 16). "High risk" was in use only between 1980 and 1987, and was replaced by "at 
risk". Coined by the Boston Coalition of Advocates for Students in their 1985 report A 
Nation At Risk, this term was king used to refer to school and acadernic behavior, 
potential school leaven, the educatiodly disadvantaged, and underachievement 
(Liontos, 199 1 : 5). 

' HOOdS refers to the students who are perceived by students, parents and teachers as 
c?roublemakers", and who "menace the peace of their streets" (Conne11 et al., 1982: 82, 
171) 

* The related scholarship is vast and diverse. For a few examples, see Handa, 1997; 
Fine, 1989, 199 1; Weis, 1990; Dei & James, 1998. 



9 "Drop out" is placed in quotatiom to highlight the socially constructed nature of the 
tenn. George Dei and othea have pointed out that 'niere are those who maki 2 rational 
and pragmatic choice to leave school, white others are compelled to dc son, whether due 
tu personal situations such as pregnancy or the needldesire to work, or whether because 
of negative and social conditions, such as nicism, sexism, and classism, ih schmling and 
society (Dei, Mazucca, McIsaac, and Zine, 1997: 222). To avoid the negative 
connotations of school leaving that traditionally blame the individual, and to recognize 
the impact of both personal and/or structural factors in the decision to leave school, the 
term "school leaver" (Altenbaugh et al, 1995: 18) is useci to represent dropping out, 
pushing out, fading out, easing out, ancilor combinations of these school leaving 
experiences. 

'O Some British researchen use "Black" to refer to individuals originating from the 
Caribbean, Asia, India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Mina uses the terni "Black" to refer 
to second-genenition West Indian students, or students whose parents originated fiom the 
West Indies. 



TBE CONTEXT: COMMUNITY AND SCHOOL LEE 

f t  is necessary to first understand the context of the school organization before 

explorhg how race, class and gender orgamize the experiences of marginalized students. 

This chapter will attempt to mate a general profile of school and community life in a 

working class community, from the perspective of female students of colour'. It should 

be noted that individual references, such as "the school" or " ~ o o d ~ r o v e ~  school", are for 

methodological purposes only. In reality, 1 am synthesizing the most salient and 

recurrent themes that arose throughout the interviews with the students ftom the three 

schools investigated, to create a composite of school life in a working class cornrnunity. 

Three interrelated areas of the school organization will be highlighted. Fint, 

students' perspective of the school organization, in tems of daily regirne and school 

structures and practices are outlined. Second, 1 sought student understandings on 

individual mors within school - descriptions of teachen, students, and administrators. 

Final1 y, 1 investigated student perceptions of the school community. 

Student View: The School 

Two main themes emerged in the student narratives in relation to school 

organization: the schools' reputation for violence in the community, and its focus on 

discipline and security. 



Reputation in the Community 

Woodgrove High Schwl has a reptation in the comrnuni!y for king one of the 

most violent schools in the city. It is viewed by members of the community as a schooi 

in which students arrive bearing guns, knives and other weapons. The students maintain 

that many individuals in the community do carry guns and/or knives, and are involved in 

crime and dnig dealing (Aisha, May 25: 4). Most of these individuals either currently 

attend Woodgrove or are former students (Jessica, March 23: 13-14). 

Woodgrove is also viewed as a school in which there are fkquently violent 

physical fights between students in the schwl. Substantiating these speculations are 

publicly reported incidences of violence. For instance, the local news recently reported 

that a Woodgrove student was charged with assaulting a student and a teacher from a 

neighbouring school with an illegal weapon. In another ment incident, the city news 

reported that a Woodgrove hident was charged in a serious criminal offense3. 

Several students emphasized that the violent reputation was largely due to events 

that occuned in the distant pgst (Notes4, Apnl 22: 9; Parnela, May 21: 1). Othea 

indicated that Woodgrove is no rougher than any other typical school, and thus did not 

deserve to be singled out or feared as the most violent school in the commwiity: 

..people usually think Woodgrove is a violent school but it is not, you have fights 
eveiywhere, you don't have fi@ everyday at Woodgrove al1 the time ... It's not a 
violent, it's not a violent school ... you don? bave fights everyday, you don? have 
police coming to school everyday ... (Sarah: March 6: 2, 10) 

This nanative begins to reveal an interesthg pattern of defending the school and 

community against negative perception, and will be discussed and analyzed M e r  in 

Cbapter 5. For the purposes of this composite, it can be summarized that the school has a 



reputation for violence and crime that is substantiated by specific events noted in the 

student narratives. 

Discipline & Security 

Al1 of the students inte~ewed mentioned the strict discipline mechanisrns in 

place as a distinct characteristic of Woodgrove's organization (Sarah, March 6: 4; Aisha, 

May 25:l): 

... they are really strict at Woodgrove .... there are a lot of niles. 1 cm understand 
why you need niles, you need to have niles. But it's just that it's too restricted! 
(Sarah, March 6: 4) 

Woodbine's rules are distributed at the beginning of the year in the school's plamer, 

which the students purchase for a small fee. The discipline focuses around three main 

areas: controlling student attendance, containment of students, and controlling violence 

among students. 

A student may arrive in class up to fi fieen minutes afler the bel1 has sounded 

without being reprimanded. An attendance office is set up where students are required to 

pick up late slips, or to provide notes explaining their late arriva1 or th& absence from 

class. If a student fails to arrive in class on time on five occasions, the Principal or Vice 

Principal will speak to the student about it. As well, a note is forwarded from the 

Phcipal or Vice Principal to the student's paren@) or guardien(s). M e r  king late on 

10 occasions, the student is suspendeci (Jessica, March 1: 2). Occasionally, the Vice 

Principal will cal1 a student directly at home to find out why they are not in school 

(Jessica, March 5: 3). The same d e s  apply for mdents who are absent from class; five 

absences earn a note from the principd, and 10 absences results in suspension. In 



addition, participation marks are deducted fiom the student's final grade of the class 

missed (Amy, March 10: 1). Students who are 18 years of age or older are permitteci to 

leave schml grounds at any tirne, as long as they first provide the office representatives 

with a reason for their absence, and s i p  a register before leaving school property. 

Containment was a second theme underlyng the discipline mesures in place. 

Hall moniton are utilized to prevent loitering in the hallways (iessica, March 5: 4; Aisha, 

May 25: 1). The hall monitor is not a student of the school, but rather is employed by the 

school, The hall monitor carries a walkie-talkie to communicate with other teachers also 

patrolling the hallways. Several teachers supervise the main hallways at al1 times of the 

school &y. Together, the hall monitor and the teachen on duty work to ensure that 

students do nat loiter in hallways during class tirne, and to prevent "intruders" from 

trespassing on school property (Pamela, May 21: 1). Students found lingering in 

hallways are quickly ushered into the cafeteria or libray, where yet other teachers are on 

duty for supervision (Amy, March 10: 1-2). 

Classrmm doon are usually kept closed once the class has begun. Students are 

not allowed to exit without the express permission of the teacher, and m u t  cany a hall 

pass (Pamela, May 2 1 : 1 ). Once students are in class, many of the teachen lock the doors 

and, to -dents' dismay, do not allow students fiee movement: 

... they lock the doon, lock you up, cuz that's some sort of rule here or something, 
they doa't want people to corne off the street and get in the classroom or 
whatever .... You are in a class and the door's shut. The windows are shut. What's 
that? (Sarah, March 6,9)  



Sarah interprets the locking o f  classroom doon as not only an effort to contain students, 

but also as a manifestation of teachen' f a  of the violence in the school. She points to 

anotkr example of this fear 

1 think some of them are really scared. Mrs. H, she was really classy, she always 
had a whole bunch of s W o n  her desk, she just leaves, she doesn't care because 
she knows no one is going to go in her desk and take her SM. Mrs. L, she had a 
little tattered bag and she could be just going across the hall or dom the hallway, 
and she has her bag on her shoulder going outside (Sarah, March 6: 10) 

School dress codes are also designed to prevent non-midents fiom trespssing on 

school property. Students are forbidden to Wear hats or jackets on school property, 

except when outdoors (Aisha, May 25: 1). Moreover, the school is planning to 

implement new rules that require students to Wear specific colours. For instance, 

students would only be permitted to Wear blue slacks and white shirts. It is believed by 

the school administration that this would M e r  prwent "intruders" from trespassing on 

school property, and would ensure the safety of the student body (Parnela & Mary, May 

21: 6; Heather & Irene, May 265). 

It becornes clear that one of the rnost important issues in the school is shielding 

its midents from outsiders, in the interest of safety and fkeedom fiorn violence, either 

imagined or real. 

in an effort to M e r  curb violence and crime in the school, cameras are rnounted 

in several locations - at every entrante, in the cafeteria, in the Iibrary, and in high-trafic 

hallways (Natalie, May 25: 5). In addition, once a week, uniformed security guards patrol 

the school (Jemifer, May 26: 1). These mechanisms were designed to prevent and 

control violence and crime among students in the school, and to ensure the safety of the 



student body. Romy explained that because "there are broken windows every day", she 

understands why carneras are in place - to nduw or prevent the recuning vandalism 

Within these discussions, al1 of the stucients perceived the discipline measures to 

be used against Black students and other students of colour more so than non-Black 

students. Jessica critiques this aspect of school: 

... the thing that 1 see 1s that, when a Black kid does sornething, like with hem, a 
lot of the guys that used to come to Woodgrove, that don't come here anymore, 
they got kicked out, they were just kicking them out, like any little thing, they are 
out. Like if they do something, like suppose there is a fight, like a Black girl and 
a White girl and stuff like that, sometime, you know, the Black girl gets 
suspended and the White girl doesn't, you know, or they get suspended, but one 
[the Black student or student of colour] gets suspended for a longer pend! 
(Jessica, Marc h 23, 1 5 )  

In contrast, Amy suggested that it was because some Black students skipped 

classes and "push violence too much" that they were continually in the office being 

disciplind It is because these students ''think they are bad" and have "so much attitude" 

(Amy, March 26: 14) that some Black students and other students of colour are treated 

differently by teachers and administrators. Amy provided an example to illustrate her 

point: 

... there is this one person, they are fiom the hallway crowd, and the tacher said 
sornething to her like 'Tould you sit down and do your work?" and go "Don't 
ta.& to me Iike thaf you are not my father" and you know? And he goes "1 am 
glad I am not your father, because if I were your father ..." you know? You try so 
hard, but then they have so much attitude, and aggression (Amy, March 26: 18). 

This group of Mway  students will be discussed in M e r  detait below. The students 

view discipline as a key component of the schooling organization, and that the discipline 

measures are intricately Imked to race issues. In addition, the girls inte~ewed in this 



study also acknowledge the relationship between the strict discipline measures and the 

perceived and/or real violence of the schsol. 

Students' View: Teachers and Students 

Those most dominant in student descriptions of individual acton in school were 

teachers, "hallway", "ghetto7' or "4gangster"' students, and "normal" students. 

Teachers 

Overall, each of the students had positive feelings about the quality of teachen at 

Woodgrove. "Good" teachen made Ieaming in their classes Fun and relevant to tbeir 

eveyday experiences (Parnela, May 21: 2). One student says of her night school 

Some teachers make it fun because they, like for instance at night school, 1 love 
night school, because even though chemistry is hard for me, they associate it with 
yow everyday life, examples ftom your &y to &y life, so you understand, but 
when you go straight from the book it doesn't make it tùn so you don't want to 
lem or whatever (Amy, March 10: 2). 

Another teacher was praised by several students for king strict, in the sense of being 

concemed about the academic success of the students (Amy, March 10: 3). Jessica 

clearl y admired and respecteâ this teacher: 

OK, she was me, d l y  strict, and she can be mean! But at the same time she i s  
like that to everyone, she pushes you, and she puts a problem and the board and 
yell at you, but you know why she is yelling at you, because she wants you to 
lem.. And you really leam, you are like "Oh Mrs. calvin' was so mean" but then 
after, you know you finished that class and you say "YOU how, I really learned 
that!". I thought she was a really good teacher (Jessica, March 5: 5). 

Descriptions of the handfùl of teachers who were most liked and respected 

included teachers who are approachable - whorn -dents can taik to about problems 



(Jessica, March 5 :  14; Parnela, May 2 1 : 2). Greatfy valued in teachen was fnendliness. 

Teachers who greet students in the hallways, and dernonstrate an interest in their lives 

were very well-liked. A few teachers are at school early in the morning if students want 

or need to talk to them about personal issues (Sarah, March 6: 5).  

Teachen who give students k d o m  in classrooms are also highly respected and 

liked among these students. Amy describes one such teacher: 

I don? how, he's just, friendly, you just pass him in the hallway ... he gives you 
freedom, like if you are in his class, he doesn't pin you d o m  because he goes 
"You have to know how to handle your time7', you know, time management, you 
do whatever, as long as you give him your work, do your work, you can go in the 
moming to get a coffee, get your muffin, and get rid of your garbage, you just do 
whatever. And if you have a problem, he explains it to you. Like right now 1 
have some stuff for bio, and he is going to photocopy it for me, free of cost. He 
does that sort of thing. As long as he knows you work hard (Amy, March 10: 4). 

Sarah also cornrnented that this teacher allows spare time to go to the library to do work. 

His classrwm is always open, and students are free to do work there during non-class 

time. 

A nurnber of students talked about one teacher in pamcular as king a "bad" 

teacher. Mr. Oxford would routinely make sarcastic remarks towards students, whether in 

his classroom or as he passed them in the hallways. Jessica talks about this: 

And there are some teachea that are really insulting like they put you down in 
fiont of the class, like your writing, and they make you feel like ... OK, for 
instance, Mr. Oxford. 1 mean, he's O S  but my type of teacher. I've had hirn 
twice, and the thing with him is, if you make one simple mistake, if you make one 
spelling mistake, he will tease you like say "You shodd go back to this class, you 
should go an lem" and he makes you feel like you don? know what you are 
doing (Jessica, Mach 5: 14). 



n e  sarne tacher was criticized by Amy for his pre-judgments and bias towards students. 

Mr. Oxford was recognized as demonstrating racist attitudes, as illustnited iri an incident 

with Amy: 

Well, 1 personaliy do not tike him, 'cause you know like, he judges you from, how 
he marks in class are from the things you do outside the class ... I'm from Jamaica, 
right, so I speak Patois ... he goes to my mom, that 1 am too intelligent to speak 
Patois ... He goes, "Once you corne to Canada you are supposed to speak either 
Engiish or French". Why should you drop your dialect or other language just ... 
and I was so upset! (Amy, March 10: 3). 

Amy explained that although this was a clear demonstration of a racist attitude, and that 

although other teachen and guidance counsellors were aware of his attitudes, his long 

career at the school meant that "..no matter how much you cornplain, he gets away with 

it" (Amy, March 10: 4). 

In short, the handful of well liked and respected teachen in the school are 

fhendly, care about the academic well-being of their students, and provide their students 

with a sense of fieedom and responsibility. Teachers who are critical and demonstrate 

racist attitudes are strongly disliked. 

Students: YHallway", "Ghetto* and UGangster* Kids 

Each of the students recognized one specific student group as standing out fiom 

the rest Al1 of the students differentiated themselves from a group of students they 

called the "hallway", "ghetto" and "gangster" kids8 - a group of male and female kick 

who occupy or "hmg ouf"' in specific locations in school - the hallway, the biick doors, 

and the parking lot It is important to note here that these descriptions are predornùiantly 

fiom students who do not consider themseives to be members of the gangster crowd 



Only one sîudent considers herself to be integrated with both normals and gangsters, al1 

of the other girls hteMewed consider themselves to be "normal" kids. 

Those students belonging to the gangster crowd were classified as predominantîy 

Biack students (Shainia, May 19: 8) who reject the authority of the school and skip 

classes: 

. ..they go to class, but not reguiarly. Sometimes 1 have them in my class and they 
don' t have spares [k period], but they are still in the hallway . . . Go home and do 
something, but they are j ust hanging out.. ..(Amy: March 26: 14) 

The students who are identified as gangster kick are differentiated fkom "normal" 

people, in ternis of their poor sociwconomic backgrounds. The girls say that gangster 

students are usually fiom the low income or local govemment housing projects: 

[Gangster] is like, 1 don? know, the lowest form of civilîzation. Like you know 
how normal people live, they have a home, picket fence and dl that? [Gangster] 
is seen to be like, maybe Ontario houshg, maybe like, those ghettos (Mary, May 
21: 3). 

I think they corne fiom poor places, poor comunities (Natalie, May 25: 6).  

Within school, gangster students typically participate in sports or dancing and 

singing activities; they do not "concem themsetves" with getting an education (Shauna, 

May 19: 8). Their time spent hanging out is viewcd as a demonstration that they don? 

really aire about school, that it isn't their top priority (Amy, March 10: 6-7). niey not 

only hmg around in the hallways, they hang out on school property once classes are over, 

such as on Friday nights and in the çummertime (Sarah, March 6: 12; Amy, March 26: 

14;). The gangster students are also characterized as rambunctious and rowdy: 

Mr. Wilson always leaves his door open, and you are in there, and they are 
screaming at the top of their voice, and swearing, and stuff like dut, you know? 
(Amy, March 26: 15) 



. . some of them, they are loud. You know, they are d l y  loud. Y ou always hear 
hem in the hallway (Jessica, March 23: 9) 

Comesponding to the labels, gangster students are also associated with bcing 

involved in gangs and gang activity, including violence, crime, and drugs (Stephaniz, 

May 21: 6; Aisha: May 25: 4; Natalie & Fiona, May 25: 5, 6; Jennifer, May 26: 1). 

Because of this image, "You know, the bad type that will smoke and has their crew" 

behind them", rnany students are afkaid of the gangster crowd (Jennifer, May 26: 2). 

Earlier it was noted that gangster students are viewed as always getting in trouble at 

school, and are routinely involved in conflicts with teachers and other midents (Amy, 

March 26: 14). For instance, one of the hidents who was a part of this gangster group 

was arrested for violent criminal behaviour (Amy, March 26: 14). 

Related to their involvement in crime, students note that gangster students have 

specific codes of appearance, and either Wear designer label clothing or "gang co~ours"~ l .  

The girls point out that because many of these gangster students corne fiom working 

class or poor backgrounds, they get involved in selling drugs in order to get "fast cash 

and the ability to purchase the necessary clothing. These statements are made with the 

knowledge of particular midents who are involved in such activity, ofien witnessed by 

the girls themselves (Notes, Aprii 22: 8; Jessica: March 23: 11). I asked Jessica how she 

"knew" about this kind of activity and behaviour, and the resulting conversation is worth 

noting in detail: 

Jessica: ... Some of the guys that live dom there, 1 know they are h g  dealers7 
some of them, I know they have guns. 
Lenni: How do you know? 

Jessica: Because sometimes you be passhg, and you hear them talking. You hear 
them talking about certain thiags, you hear them say "Oh I have a graham" or 



stufT like that. Or you hear, by *** [local park] and 1 saw a couple of people, and 
1 was talking to a guy there that 1 know, and this guy came up to him and 1 hear 
them talking and he's like, no I don? have anything, so you loiow, like you]ust 
pick up on certain SM. And across where 1 Iive, where the ** * [names a local 
business establishment], you know, the & i g  dealers, they hang over there. 

Lenni: How do you know that? 

Jessica: Because you see them pass stuff, you see stuff happening, you live in the 
m a ,  you are gonna know, you know certain stuff is happening (Jessica, March 
23: 14). 

In contrest to their descriptions of who participates in the gangster crowd, 

"normal" students are those that are not involved in crime or drugs. The narratives both 

impl icitly and explicitly suggest that the students inte~ewed identi f y  thernselves as 

normal students. In discussions cornpiring normal students with gangster students, the 

girls would situate their own activities, attitudes, and behaviours into the "normal" 

category. Jessica and Amy's comments are illustraîive of the ways that the girls 

distinguish thernselves fiom the gangster students in their narratives. Afier outlining 

what gangster students are like, from their perspective, they asserted: 

My friends, they are not like that (Jessica, March 23: 9). 

That's not me (Jessica, March 5: 6) 

1 am so much not like hem bangster students] (Amy, March 26: 14). 

Like the gangster students, "normal" students are divided along ethnic lines, or in 

tems of their acadernic behaviour. For instance, Sarah describes the specific 

geographical school locations for student ethnic groups. indian, Somali, Jarnaican, West 

Indian, and Trinidadian students are kquently found to be socializing or hangîng around 



in specific hallways of the school (Sarah, March 6: 3; Mary, May 2 1: 2). These students 

usually speak to erich other in their own language (San& M m h  6: 12). 

In addition to the geogn?hical location of ethnic groups, each of the girls 

interpret student divisions as shaped by acadernic behaviour. The "nerds" or "intellects", 

or the students spend the major$ of their time studying in the library, and very little time 

socialking with other students (Amy, March 10: 7; Shauna, May 19: 5;  Sharon, May 26: 

4; Jennifer, May 26:l). Other nomal midents either are not involved in any extra 

curricular activities, or have a balance o f  both activity in school prograrns as well as 

academic work. 

Overall, the student population is not viewed as k ing  overly academic, but there 

are "a lot of talented students at Wdgrove" (Sarah, Mach 6: 2). For instance, many 

students are involved in sports, as aiready suggested above. They are also involved in 

music and singing and dancing (Sarah, March 6: 4). For example, during a recent school 

assembly, students put on a play about Black History Month, and performed Afncan aod 

Indian cultural dances. 

StPdents9 View: The School Communitv 

The saidents descrilx Woodgrove as a mal1 low-income suburban cornmunity. 

Most families in Woodgrove are single-parent families. The highest level of education 

receiveci by the majority of parents or adults in the community is between grades 9- 12 

w'thout graduating. Over two-thirds of the population consists of people of color. Of 

this, the two most dominant groups are Bfack and South Asian Indian. At least half of 

the parents in this school community speak in a mother tongue other than English. The 



girls' parents, as well as the majority of working adults in this comrnunity, are employed 

in office work, unskilled factory work or semi skilied manual labour. Otber addis in the 

community are supported by social coommunity services prognuns (Jessica, March 5 .  7; 

Sarah, March 633; Amy, March 10: 7-8; Notes, Apnl 22: 9, 1 1 ;  Shauna, May 19: 9; 

Aisha, Gd, Karla & Roxanne, May 25: 3). 

Similar to W d g r o v e  High School, the community has a reputation for king 

violent and plagued with crime (Amy, March 10: 7). Amy, Sarah and Jessica indicate 

that the govemment housing complexes located near the school are the main source of 

violence in the comrnunity. The students reason that the behaviour of some comrnunity 

members, which is similar to that of the gangster -dents, largely contributes to this 

reputation (Parnela, May 2 1 : 5) .  

Conclusion: School Life and the Relevance of Class 

Using student narratives of working class girls of colour, this chapter has drawn a 

composite of school and comrnunity life. The girls describe their school organization as 

king one that is  plagued by violence and crime, both real and imagined. This general 

perception and reputation is reflected in the school structures which are heavily invested 

in discipline and safety. It is also manifested in the behaviour, attitudes, and i n t e d o n  

amoog individual actoa in school (such as students, teachen, and administraton). 

The students intenkwed distinguish themselves nom hallway, ghetto, and 

gangster ersnidents, who are depicted as academically unsuccessful. In addition, gangster 

d e n t s  are also described as king involved in violence, crime, and drugs, both within 



the school and in the community. Other "normal" d e n t  groups in the school are 

divided by ethnicity as well a s  academic performance and behaviour. 

The foremost question in this midy is whether or not class is relevant in the lives 

of working class female students of colour. For obvious reasons, it was not appropriiite 

(nor feasible) to directly ask high school students to confirm or deny this notion. 

However, Hammersley and Atkinson assert that information about individual 

understandings, such as those related to class, does not always corne out of direct 

questions from the researcher (Hammenley & Atkioson, 1995: 126- 1 27). This chapter 

has revealed examples in which the students positioned themselves and their peen in a 

social hierarchy, according to their values, mies and expectations. Going over the data in 

this light, 1 was able to find class systems in oppositional relationships and power 

structures, such as in the definition of the hallway, ghetto and gangster kids versus 

normal students. From the perspectives of the girls in the study, hallway, ghetto and 

gangster students are considered to be devianf and to occupy the margins within school 

and community. In contrast, the normal students are relatively more focused on their 

academic success and achievement In these descriptions, students oflen used the terms 

"higher than" or "lower than" to indicate the statu or position of student groups. As 

tirne went on , it was clear that these social class lierarchies are present throughout the 

narratives, and will be explored îùrther in following chapten. 

in conclusion, the student portraits of the school and the community wodd 

indicate that class is indeed relevant in the lives of female students of colour from 

working class backgrounds. The girls' description of the student body clearly places 



gangster students in a subordinate socia! class position relative to normal students. The 

composite drawn by the students also preseats evidence to suggest that the commwty is 

also placed in a %id class hierarchy, based on its negative reputation for violence, 

poverty and crime, and its relationship to gangster shidents. It is ny position that this 

finding - that class is relevant in the lives of these students - is a necessaty first dep in 

developing a Framework for understanding the meaning and role of social class in the 

racialized and gendered lives of female, working class students of colour. An awareness 

of the relevance of class in the lives of working class girls of colour is also essential if an 

analysis that is grounded in their historical, political, social and economic specificities is 

to be developed. 

However, it is not possible nor desirable to end the inquiry here. The remaining 

questions must be investigated: How do midents understand and explain social class in 

their school and comrnunity context? How does that understanding shape their racialized 

and gendered schooling experiences? What are the material conditions that are essential 

if success in school and swiety is to be achieved, and if social class is to be transcended? 

These questions will be considered in Part II. 



NOTES 

Chapter 3 

' This method of creating a composite of school life i s  utilized to maintain the 
confidentiality and anonymity of the schools and community investigated 

' Fictionai narne. 

' To protect the identities of the individuals and the schwl involved, I will not identifi 
the nature of the crime committed. 

This citation refers to the notes taken during prelirninary informal group interviews, 
conducted to get introductoiy information about school and community life. Following 
the method used for references to the taped interviews, these citations include the date of 
the i n t e ~ e w  and the corresponding transcript page number. 

1 place thcse student group labels in quotations to highlight the fact that "hallway", 
"ghetto", "gangster" and "normal" students are social constructions, a product of the 
understandings, lived experiences, relations hi ps, and perspectives of the students of this 
study. Please note 
body of the thesis. 

6 This night-school 

that for ease of reading 1 will not use quotation marks throughout the 

teacher is also a daytime teacher at Wwdgrove. 

' Fictional narne. 

1) The terms hall way, ghetto, and gangster are used interc hangeabl y in student narratives, 
and refer to one type of student. However, because "gangster" is used most commonly in 
studeni narratives, and for the purposes of this composite of school life, it is the term that 
will be used throughout the remainder of the shidy to refer to hallway, gangster and/or 
ghetto students. 

Students using the terni "hanging out" with reference to hallway, gheîto, or gangster 
students, used it in a negative, derogatory sense, intimating that these students were 
dawdling a d o r  loitering and king generally unproductive or deviant 

10 "Crew" is synonymous witb "gang', and refers to the other individuals in the group 
who participate in criminal or violent activities together. 

11 These colours are used by gangster students to identif) their membeahip to various 
gangs in the school and/or community . 



PART 11. 

Student Perspectives: Meanings and Functioas of Social Class 

Part I has demonstrateci that race and gender are often the analytical lens through 

which classed, racialized and gendered schooling is exarnined. The composite of school 

and community life drawn from student narratives has illlustrated that class is indeed 

relevant in the lives of the working class female students of colour in this study. 

Part II will focus on student understandings and explanations of the meaning and 

role of social class in their schooling experiences. F i a  Chapter 4 will use student 

narratives to answer the question previously posed: how do students understand the 

meaning of class in their context? in Chapter 5, these meanings form the basis for 

student discussions conceming the function of social class in shaping their schooling and 

community lives. Chapter 5 will attempt to answer the remaining question: In their lived 

context, what are the material and ideological conditions that allow students to have 

successful or unsuccessful schooling experiences? Reflecting on the findings, the 

concluding chapter wiil ùixuss the implications of this study for future research on the 

impact of class in the racialized, gendered schooling for working class, female students 

of colour. 



THE FLUID DIMENSIONS OF CLASS 

The aim of this sîudy is to build a class perspective on the nicialized and gendered 

schooling experiences of marginalized students, within a framework that is mindfùl of 

specific historical, political, economic, social and geographical contexts. Leaming how 

working class, femaie students of colour understand class within the context of their own 

school and community lives is essential if that goal is to be accomplished Thus, this 

chapter will outline the ways in which the girls in this study understand and explain the 

meaning of social class. 

The findings here suggest that theoretical approaches to class definitions that 

emphasize rigid socio-economic factors are inappropriate for the analysis of the 

schooling experiences of working class girls of colour. 1 wish to argue that in the context 

of the lives of the girls intexviewed in this study, class cannot be limited to fixed socio- 

economic factors alone. For obvious reasons, economic factors are significant in 

conceptions of social class. However, an awareness of the fluid aspects of the material, 

academic, attitudinalhehavioural, gendered and racial dimensions of class ' , as 

understood by wodcing class female students of colour, is a necessary prerequisite to 

understandhg the matenal and ideological conditions required for success, in the context 

of their school and community lives. 



Theoretics1 A~proaches to Social Class 

In order to assess the theoretical implicatiorï of student coweptions of social 

class, there is a need to first provide a framework of analysis corcerning th~nretical 

approaches to the definition of social class. There is no singe general, comprehensive 

theory of class. Rather the concept of class has been taken up in sociology of education 

in many different ways. Present-day discussion of social class theory can be connected to 

classical sociological theory, particdarly to the influential work of Karl Marx and Max 

~ e b d ,  who are among those who "first brought the notion to the forefiont of social 

theory", and whose insights are most often drawn upon and elaborated in contemporary 

theory (Giddens, 198 1 : 10; Morrow and Torres, 1995: 10). 

Marxian theory is a dichotomous mode1 based on obj ec tively defined classes. 

According to Marx, there is a divide between two fwidarnental classes in society: owners 

and non-owners of the means of production. According to Marx. the inevitable conflict 

between labour and capital leads to social transformation (Porter, 1965: 18; Giddens, 

1 98 1 : 28; Morrow and Torres, 1995: 13). in conaast to Marxian emphasis on property 

relations in the concept of class, Weber provides a more pluralistic perspective that 

includes classes "diflerentiated: on the one hancl, accordhg to the type of property that is 

usable for retums; and, on the other han& accordiag to the kind of services that cm be 

offered on the market" (Weber, 1971: 197~; Giddens, 1981: 42). The objective 

characteristic of class influences the lifestyles of individuals. Ln other words, Weber 

distiaguishes between class (relations of production) and status (life styles, or the "social 



estimation of honour" received) which may cut across economic relations of production 

(Weber, 197 1 : 198; Giddens, 198 1 : 4344)'. 

Chapter 2 examineci examples <if both early and m e n t  st&ies which have 

attempted to analyze the role of reproduction in maintaining of the social class structure 

in education. Like many other studies exploring race, class and gender in sociology of 

education, the examples of research provided here are largely based on an interpretation 

of social class that focuses mainiy on an individual's material relationship to the means 

of production. As it was suggested in Chapter 2, reproduction theory approaches class as 

a category, in which groups of individuals share attributes such as income level, type of 

occupation, and ownership (Conne11 et ai., 1982: 33; Morrow and Torres, 1995: 5). Jean 

Anyon successhilly summarized this most commonly utilizeà, categorical approach to the 

definition of social class5. In this perspective, occupation and income level are the 

predominant factors whch indicate social class. Chiefly developed through one's work, 

social class is more specifically defined as a series of relationships to the capitalist 

system of production: a relationship to the system of ownership of physical capital; a 

relationship to other people at work and in society (in terms of  authority and control); 

and a relationship to the content and process of one's own productive activity (the type of 

activity that makes up an individual's work) (Anyon, 1983: 144-147). Ail three 

relationships combine to determine an individuai's social class. 

J.K. Gibson-Graham (1996) points out that most Manrists use the tenn class to 

refer to memben of a social group who share a specific location in the cconomy by Wtue 

of their positions in the '"relations of production", a term which encompasses power over 



labour processes, property ownership (particdarly over the means of production), and 

whether individuals produce or appropriate surplus labour (Gibson-ûraham. 1996: 49). 

By this account, the underlying notion is that social class is measured by an 

individuai's relationship to propcrty, labour and production in society. Key to this 

definition are the education, training and ski11 levels required for a given occupation. 

Annette Lareau's criteria in choosing a working class and professional middle class 

community for her research on cultural capital and parental involvement in schooling 

(1987) are illustrative here. The working class community in her study included one in 

which the majority o f  the parents were high school graduates or dropouts, employed in 

skilled or semi-skilled occupations, were paid an hourly wage, and were periodically 

unemployed The professional middle-class commun@ consisted of parents who were 

mostly college graduates or professionals who had strong career oppominities, and who 

were stronger financially (lareau, 1987: 73). 

Resistance theories, such as those that were highlighted in Chapter 2, were 

influenced by the work of Antonio ~ramsc i~ ,  acknowledged as one of the most 

significant theoretical contributions to Marxïst theory. While strongiy influenced by 

Marx, Gramsci's work attempted to understand social reality as cultural hegemony, 'Yhat 

is, a system of power based on not only on coercion but also on the voluntary consent of 

the dominate4 subaltern classes." Gramsci's view provided new insights on the nature 

of the social order and the potential for transfomation, and "fiom this perspective, 

therefore, a crucial aspect of a revolutionary strategy had to be cultural" (Morrow and 

T o m ,  1995: 249-250). 



Other writers, such as J.K Gibson-Graharn, Heidi Mirza, and Susan Willis, have 

expanded the economic foundation characterizhg earlier conceptions of class. and have 

fxused on the process of "class formation" iavolviag plitical, cultural, ideological, and 

other forces. Of particular emphasis are political processes involving class stmggie in 

the workplace or wider society (Gibson-Graham, 1 996: 50). Interested in developing a 

class analysis that provides emancipatory potential, Gibson-Graham forwards an 

alternative conception of class that highlights the class process as "overdetermined, or 

constituted, by every other aspect of social life, at the intersection of al1 mial 

dimensions or processes - economic, political, cultural, natural - and class processes 

themselves participate in constituting these other dimensions of social existence" 

(Gibson-Graham, 1996: 55). Within this process, the development of class identity is 

uneven and contradictory, and "individuals may pamcipate in various class processes, 

holding multiple class positions at one moment and over rime" (Gibson-Graham, 1996: 

59). To illustrate the "multiple, hpented  and shifting" nature of class identity, she 

tells a story of a mamed couple, Sue and Bill. 

With no forma1 training, and working as a coal miner, Bill is a waged labourer 

with no supe~sory responsibilities. His inwme is $65,000 annuaily, and with his 

savings and investments, he owns rental units and stocks in Ausaalia. He also runs a 

small business during his leisure the .  He pays his wife Sue a monthly amount to 

manage household expenses. If focused on his relation to the system of production as a 

wage labourer, Bill could be considered to be a member of the working class. However, 

focusing on his mai l  business dealings, where he has different relations to production, 



would place him in a different class categoiy. Sue was a nurse in the Philippines with a 

supervisory role. Rior to migrating to Australia, Sue was the âaughter in a prominent, 

economicdly privileged Filipino family. Now being a full time carer for Bi11 and her 

children, she depends on Bill for financial support. Similar to Bill, Sue paxticipates in 

several class processes. Her clsss identity changes over time and in different contexts; it 

is contradictory and shifting. 

Heidi Mina's recent (1992) research has also attempted to integrate factors 

beyond economic relations into definitions of class. Mina draws attention to the 

fundamental flaw of viewing class only in terms of relations to the means of production. 

She argues that such a view is ethnocentric, and negates the in t e r~o~ec tdne~s  of class 

and race in analyses of schooling experiences. Mirza calls for a "cultural reappraisal" of 

the definition that recognizes the racial context of class. She proposes a definition of 

social class that accounts for the substantial differences between the experiences of Black 

worhing-class and their White counterparts: 

As a consequence of various historical, cultural, econornic, and social factors, 
black working-class and middleclass families do have a fwidamentally unique 
experience in the work place, at school and within the family, compared to their 
white couterparts who occupy "objectively" the same class psition (Mina, 
1992: 166). 

In shorî, Mina maintains that aaalyses of the influence of social class on schooling 

expexiences and outcornes for marguialized students must begin with a definition of class 

that acoounts for the specific experiences of people of colour in their relations to the 

systern of ownership. Moreover, the definition of class should consider the influence of 



these experiences on the class identity and perspectives of people of colour (Mirza, 1992: 

167). 

Chapter 2 highlightpd the decreasing emphasis on oae's relatioashi p to labour and 

production in the class language of the 1990s. It is important to add here that the relation 

to consumption - the capacity of what and how much a person can consume by way of 

material things - is important to young people who are living in a consumer culture. In 

our consumer society 

Success is the affirmation of the individual as a rnaximizer of consumption ... The 
availability of mas-produced cornmodities made it possible for the expanding 
middle class to buy the accoutrements of class fomerly associated with the elite 
(Willis, 1991: 175, 176). 

Approaching class in tems of one's ability to consume, Susan Willis argues that the lack 

of control that the middle class (and working class) have in their professional lives 

translates into the attempt to control mia l  reproduction in daily life through 

consumption. She argues that in today's commodity culture, relations of consumption 

are more important in people's every day experiences than paid work and relations of 

production (Willis, 199 1 : 1 77). 

Class then, can be viewed as an inconsistent and moving social process that 

individuals engage in; it is sirnultaneously transfomative and transforming; it is both 

shaped by and shapes dl aspects of social life. Conceptions of class extend beyond 

economic relations - this comprises ody one aspect of the class picture. In the context of 

a commodity culture, another increasingly important aspect of class identity includes 

relations of consumption. As this cbapter wil l  show, this approach to class cm be used to 

understand the perspectives of the girls in this shidy. The girls' o w n  understandings of 



ciass are continually transfonning and king transformed; they are multi-dimensional and 

are based on the specific experiences and perspectives of the fernales of colour in this 

study. Relations of consurnption also emerged as dominant in their understandings and 

explanations of class. Using the above as a theoretical framework for snalysis, the 

discussion now tums to the ways in which working class girls of colour understand and 

explain the meaning of social class. 

The Task: Askiae Students to Define Class 

That class is relevant in students' lives has been noted. However, it was dificuit 

to "find" class in the interviews, and it seemed impossible to find an effective way to ask 

high school students to define what is, in a common-sense way, such a slippery, abstmct 

concept. in contrast, 1 dis~vered that racialized experiences were obvious in student 

narratives. However, the existence of class structures were suggested both implicitly and 

explicitly dwing the interviews, dthough formal definitions of class were not as clearly 

visible in the language the students used to describe their experiences. in fact, the 

question 1 initidly posed - "Does it make a difference to be rich or poor in school?" - 
was met with an immediate and emphatic "No!" or worse - with polite laughter - as 
though the question was completely irrelevant ûther responses indicated that 

socioeconomic status did not make a difrerence in the students' Lives, that it was not 

possible to tell if someone was rich or poor, and that people are not discriminated against 

because of class (Sarah, March 10: 2, lessica, March 23: 16, Aisha, May 25: 4). Amy's 

response summarizes tbis view: 



I don't know people at school who are rich or poor. It's just not a topic. Lite, 
everybody is  practicdly on the sarne level (Amy, Marc h 26: 1 2). 

1 identified strongly with Kay's (1990) experience in her rmarch on eender and 

ethnicity in a Chinese restaurant, and looked to her study for a remlution. While ethnic 

factors were obvious in her observations, she found gender-related situations more 

difficult to uncover. She had few direct "observations" that were clear and obvious 

manifestations of gender relations (Kay, 1990: 193). Similarly, where race was clear in 

the student comments on the schooling organization, class and gender were less obvious 

in my research. 

In the sarne manner that students were placed in a social class hierarchy (Chapter 

3), it is clear that the girls also placed the various schools in the city in oppositional or 

hierarchical classed categories. Student understandings of class are intncately linked to 

the perceived differences between schools, some of which are consistently described as 

king more affluent7 or "higher class" tban othen. Approaching definitions of class in 

this way, (Le. asking students to discuss the differences or similarities between the 

schools) 1 was able to get the students to talk about the ways in which they understand the 

meaning of social class. 

Five main dimensions of class emerged as most dominant in student narratives. 

These class categones are firmly embedded in the students' lived experiences in school 

and cornrnunity, and can be sumrnarized as follows: material, academic, attitudes and 

behaviour, gender, and race. For methodological purposes, these dimensions are divided 

hto separate categories. However, in reality, each of these dimensions are intricately 

related to the othen, and cannot be considered in isolation. 



Class Dimensions: Material Differences 

Not surprisingly, one of the chief factors which students used to distmguish the 

social class of individuals and groups concerns material and f imi~ial  status. In 

particular, the students placed neighbourhoods in the community in a hierarchy of class 

(Notes, April 22: 9). One student summarizes this system by saying "There are different 

levels of different areas" (Mary, May 2 1 : 4). Descriptions of these levels are in line with 

earlier discussions of the school community. Poor neighbourhoods, such as Ontario 

Government housing projects, are at the bottom of this hierarchy, and are categorized as 

"'ghetto" (Sharon, May 26: 4). In this dimension, the students explain social class 

according to the type of housing lived in. Ghetto neighbourhoods are those with low- 

rent, subsidized, crowded, low quality townhomes or high-rise buildings. Corresponding 

to earlier discussions about the school community, the dominant perception is that the 

students who live in these poor neighbourhoods ("ghetto" people) are predominantly 

Black or of colour, and are involved in drugs, gangs, violence and crime (Karla, Aisha, 

Gail, Roxanne, May 25: 2, 3, 6; Sharon, May 26: 4). In p t d a r ,  this criminal 

behaviour is viewed to consist largely of gang related crime and violence, vandalism, and 

drug dealing (Natalie and Fiona, May 25: 5). In addition, there is a general percepon 

that girls from these areas often become young single mothers with several children to 

support (Sharon, May 26: 5). Again, here and throughout the student narratives, it 

becomes clear that class cannot be thought about as a fixed category. It is understood by 

the girls in this study as a multidimensional, shifting concept that is intricately 

connected to their ideas and opinions around sexuality, gender and race. 



In contrast to poor "ghetto" housing descriid above, at the top of the class 

hierarchy are white8 neighbourhoods which are perceivcd to be weaithy (recall Mary's 

earlier noted comment "they have a house, picket fence and dl that?"), where individuals 

live in "nice" and "more expensive" detached homes or townhomes, and own cars 

(Shauna, May 19: 9; Karla, May 25: 4). Distinguishing one school community from 

anothef, Heather talks about this dimension of social class: 

. . . we have like, it's not as classy as their are% you know what 1 mean, they don? 
have Ontario housing and shiff like that in their area, and that's where everybody 
is coming fiom, you know what I mean? And like the houses around there, like 
you could just wak down there and look (Heather, May 26: 7). 

There is less crime in these neighbowhoods - they are safe places to live in (Karla, Gail, 

and Aisha, May 25: 4). 

Consistently, the students explained that the area that surounds a school greatly 

contributes to its positive or negative reputation (Notes, April 22: 8; Mary, May 2 1 : 3). 

Frorn this perspective, schools that are in wealthier communities are perceived (by 

students, teachers, and members of the community) to be "betier" than the "bad" schools 

that are surrounded by Ontario housing projects: 

A major part of this school's reputation is because of like [two nearby 
government housing complexes], or stufT like that, just king in this area. People 
say a lot of bad things happen here, and the school is right in the middle of it. So 
those people that live in those projects they al1 corne to [this school] (Stephanie, 
May 21: 5). 

in accordance with the material aspect of class, students explain that the people who live 

in those neighbourhoods have more money and material possessions (Notes, Apnl 22: 8; 

Karla, May 25: 4; Jennifer, May 26: 3). This financial dimension is linked to the 

perceived snobbish attitudes of those who are wealthier, as Shauna explains: 



Yeah, they think they are higher. They fetl th? their clothes are better, more 
expensive, that shows that they have more, they're trying îo show that they have 
more money, so that you know, you can't top them or whatever (Sha~ina, May 19: 

3 )* 

...y ou see, their parents buy hem whatever they want Their parents, if they want 
a car, the parents wi!I do anything to get their child, even if it's a second hand car. 
they'll buy it for them, so these kids, because of that, they think they are higher! 
Like you how, "1 get what I want", you how,  "1 don? have to walk, you do" ... 
(Shauna, May 19: 7) 

In short, one of the most dominant dimensions of social class is the physical environment 

that students live in. In other words, there is a geography of class, a spatial organization 

of class, which they recognize. 

Clothes represent another material factor which the girls used to detemine the 

social class of the individuai, as suggested earlier in Chapter 3 (Gd, May 25: 4; Natalie, 

May 25: 6, 7). Students who are wealthier can afford to wear the more expensive 

clothing, consisting of the most popular brand names (Mary, May 2 1 : 3; Karla, May 25: 

2; Heather, May 26: 7). Class is also distinguished by the type of clothing wom. For 

instance, wealthier students dress "skater-like" or with the "hippie look"9. Less wealthy 

students typically adopt the "gnmgy", look (Shama, May 19: 4; Jennifer, 

May 26: 2; Sharon, May 26: 5). Here again, the importance of consumpûon emerges: the 

"gruge" or "gangster" nident maintains outward appearances and behaviour which 

correspond with the 1990s rap culture popularized and commodified in television, music, 

aad movies. Many of the trend-setting rap groups take an "in-your-face" attitude to social 

authority in lyrics, position, and dress. 

Significantly, however, the girls in te~ewed also point out t h .  clothes are often 

not accurate indicators of one's social class status. Pamela explained that it is not always 



possible to determine the social class of an individual because "even if they are poor, 

they get their own jobs, and buy their own clothes, hecaus~ of the peer pressure" (May 

2 1 : 5). Not dressing according to what is pcipidar in the school results in being made fun 

of, or labelled a "freak" by other students (Shauna, May 19: 3) . On that account, most of 

the girls made an important distinction here. While clothing could indicate class, both 

poor and wealthier students oflen wore the same brand name, expensive clothing, 

obtained either through parental support, money eamed at part-time jobs, or through 

stealing and other illegl activity (Notes, Apnl 22: 8, 9; Sarah, March 10: 20; Jessica, 

March 23: 1 1 ; Heather, May 26: 7; Sharon, May 26: 5;). The fact that wealthier students 

ofien dress "grungy" also made class differentiations less visible. in effect, the students' 

interpretation of the material dimension of class results in the creation of overlapping 

boundanes and shifting meanings of social class. This ability of the students to 

participate in the creation, negotiation, and disruption of class meanings is further 

demonstrated throughout the narratives below. 

Clam Dimensions: Academic Differences 

Academic ciifferences provide aaother key dimension of class for the students 

interviewed They explain that "hi@ class" schools al1 have enrichment or gifted 

programs for their studenîs, and for that reason are viewed as king on a higher academic 

level (Karla, May 25: 3; Natalie, May 25: 6; Jennifer, May 26: 2). This awareness of the 

academic ciifferences between schools corresponds in tum to Mary's articulation of the 

"different levels" of schools, neigbbourhoods, and students. The academic standing of 



enriched or gifted schools places them in a hgher position in the social class hierarchy. 

In tum, the students of the more affluent xhools are viewed as more inteiligezt than the 

students fiom working class schools. For instance, when asked why she thought that 

some schools were considered to be "good schools" while othea were "bad", Mary 

irnmediately responded "Their upbringing. Their smartness. Their intelligence." (Mary, 

May 21: 4) Pamela supported this idea, and M e r  articulated the connection between 

academic standing and class: 

Because [the f luent  school] has that enrichment program. What kind of kids are 
in the enriched program? You know they are not the kind of kids that get in 
trouble or anything. They are the good little kids. M e n  you look here, there is 
no enrichment program. 

In summary, the students attending amuent schools are perceived as king "more 

advanced..academically" (Irene, May 26: 6). The more "high class students" that attend 

the affluent schools are defined as king "the more intellectual kind" (Jenni fer, May 26: 

2, 3) - "Mostly the smart people go there" (Karla, May 25: 3). These comments strongly 

suggest that academic standing is one of the main indicaton defining social class statu 

for these young women. In tum, many of the students recopnUed the friture benefit for 

themselves of tramferring to academically stronger schools (Notes, April 29: 1 L12). 

There is a sense, then, that through tramferring to "higher class" schools that the girls 

might gain access to some of the benefits of academic prestige available to the students 

belonging to the ruiing class. 



Clam Dimensions: Attitudes and Behaviour 

There is a cultural dimension to the snident understandings of social class. 

Before disccussing this dimension, it is necessary to outline how I use the term cultwe. 

There are many cornpeting concepts of culture in sociology of education. The notion of 

culture referenced here is based on a combination of the definitions put forward by Avtar 

Brah and Peter Li. According to Li, culture represents "a way of life that a group of 

people develops in order to adapt to a set of external and pre-existing conditions" (Li, 

1990: 8). It also represents language, religion, and social institutions such as the famil y. 

Sigmficantly, culture is not fixed or static, but rather is a fluid process in which social 

meanings, values and attitudes are created, learned, and intempted (Brah, 1994: 153). 

A manifestation of the cultural dimension of class is illustraid in the girls' 

descriptions of distinct student attitudes conceming extracurricular programs. Students 

point out that apart fiom sports, working class schools lack prograns and events 

organized for their students, partlcularly students of colour, to enhance their schooling 

experience. The affluent schools nm school events to foster school spirit, such as pep 

rallies, recreational activities, clubs, and school trips or outings, and athletic banquets. 

The -dents in the rnidde or upper class schools are depicted as king more motivated 

to organize, participate in, and c q  out these prognuns. in contrast, the students in the 

working class schools are defined as king less interested in participating in or organjzing 

mch activity (Notes, April27: 10; Sharon, May 26: 4). 



In addition to attitude, there Ire pamcular behaviours associated with different 

levels of class. These behaviours include both ways of talking and specific school- or 

non-schwl related activities or pastimes of individuals. 

The "hi@ class" students are distinguished fiom working class students by the 

way that they speak as well as what they speak about. The concept of "Valley Girl" talk 

is also used by the girls in my study to explain the way the more affluent students talk. 

The kids in the working class schools, in contrast, are "loud", and "use more slang", 

including expressions like "hey, whassup, whas goin' on". In cornparison, "theia is the 

Valley kind, like proper English" (Jessica, March 5: 6; Aisha, Karla, and Gail, May 25: 4; 

Natalie, May 25: 7; Sharon, May 26: 5). 

The higher class midents talk about their material possessions, as well as their 

recreational activity. In general, the girls describe this talk as consisting of "showing 

off' or "bragging" about matenal wealth. For instance, this includes conversations about 

al1 of the clothes they have, or the expensive items they purchased at the most expensive 

mails, or about the places they have travelled to (Notes, Apd  27: 10; Sarah, March 10: 

20; Shauna, May 19: 7; Jennifer, May 26: 3; Heather, May 26: 7; Sharon, May 26: 5) .  

Shauna sumarizes this culnual difference between working class and upper class 

students: 

... they tak a certain way, like them "Valley Girls" like, girls wtio taik like the 
"Valley Girls" and everythmg, and you know, talk about "Oh, 1 went here, did 
you go to the di, what did you get, what kind of clothes did you buy?", and aU 
that nonsense, you know ... When 1, me, I sit with some of them, and to listen, 
some of the clothes they talk about I never heard of! You know, and the material 
they be W' 'bout, 1 never heard of. and al1 1 know is clothes is clothes, you buy 
ït, it looks nice, you buy if and you go, you know? (Shauna, May 19: 4 5 )  



In cornparison, the talk of working class ici& is centred around making jokes and 

having fim, or "taiking nonsense". Shauna equates this tak as king more relaxing, and 

interestingly, expresses pity toward the affluent students because their talk doesn't allow 

for such fun. They are too concemed with impressing others with their wealth, while the 

"gruge" kids are able to just "loosen up and have fun" (Shauna, May 19: 7). What is 

stiking here is the sense of ambivalence that characterizes the talk about individuah who 

occupy the ruling classes. The girls recognize and acknowledge the differences that 

separate themselva from those that are more privileged in terms of wealth, d e r  

neighbourhoods, and material things. Yet, they have no desire to be them. The 

narratives indicate that the girls desire the benefits available to "hi& class" *dents, 

such as academic prestige and material possessions, but this desire is tempered by their 

genuine affection and affinity towards the members of their own social class, and the 

values, attitudes, and beliefs that entails. 

Significantly, the girls are actively involved in shaping their talk for specific 

reasons. They highlight the fact that the use of talk is selective, with wotking class girls 

of colour often stnicturing their talk according to the environment and circurnstances. 

For instance, several of the girls rnentioned that they choose to use Patois (a Jamaican 

dialect) to swialize with friends, but use "regular English" in more forma1 settings, or to 

talk to teachers or other -dents. Similarly, Jessica commeated that she speaks in a 

quiet manner, unlike the "louci" hallway students (Jessica, March 5: 6; Amy, March 10: 

3; Shauna, May 19: 5).  



As it was already suggested, there are particular behaviours associated with class 

differences. The way in which a person "conducts themselves", the way they "act" are 

considered markers of social class status (Mary, May 21: 5; Natalie, May 25: 6). 

Affluent midents spend their time shopping or hmging out at the expensive, "ritzy" 

mdls, parûcipating in school clubs or programs, travelling, and studymg at the library or 

at home (Notes, April 27: 10; Shauna, May 19: 8). Working class students parûcipate in 

sports, shop or hang out at the less expensive rnalls. 

These class-specific activities translate into particular behaviours or ways of 

conducting oneself. Many of the behaviours and activities of working class students have 

already been illwtrated in the descriptions of gangster -dents (Chapter 3). For instance, 

working class students are described as those who spend hours "hangmg arounb', 

meeting with friends and lingering in their neighbourhcmd, often until the early moming 

houn, whereas the wealthier midents "find their place to go". Working class students 

behave in a coarse and aggressive manner in school, play-fighting and rough-housing 

with each other (Shauna, May 19: 4,7). Not surprisingly, these rmdents are also viewed 

as "trouble-makea" who get involved in criminal aaivity and gangs, while affluent 

students are the "good" students, are 'bwell-behaved", and are not involved in crime, 

gangs or violence (Parnela, May 2 1: 5; Natalie, May 25: 6). interestingly, as noted in 

Chapter 3, al1 except one of the girls interviewed consider themselves to be "normal" 

students. Only ow student located herself as integrated between both the normal and 

gangster crowd". 



One behaviour that is viewed as a manifestation of occupying a lower financial 

position is what the students have called "begging" or "asking for rnoney". Because they 

don't always have extra money to spend, working class or poor students often ask &er 

students for money, especidly during lunc htirne. Brianne, Michelle, Jxelyn and Franca 

explained this phenomenon. If'a student asks mother student for rnoney, and bat other 

student gives it freely, that is interpreted as an indication of wealth - they are "rich", they 

cm fiord it. On the other hand, when a student begs for money, or when a student does 

not give money to fiends Freely, it is because they are not wealthy. As one student 

explained, they likely can't afTord it because they don? know if their parent(s) will be out 

of a job tomorrow (Notes, April22: 9). Further illustrating the notion of begging, Romy 

tells of a time that she and a friend were approached by another male during lunch hour. 

The gangster mident demanded the food they had purchased for lunch, and threatened 

her fiiend physically (Notes, April 27: 10). Shauna explains how this behaviour of 

begginwking othen for money contributes to the snobbish attitudes of wealthy 

students : 

... if a person corne up and ask you for money, they look d o m  on you..they cal1 
you a beggar, you know? So they look, they like, that makes a ciifference really! 
It does. They'll cal1 you a beggar and say they don't have i& which they do, you 
know? ..A rnight be even fi@ cents! And they cal1 you a beggar (Shama, May 
20: 14) 

As with the material and academic dimensions of class, the cultural meaning of 

class is wt a b e d  notion. It is a fluid dimension that simultaneously provides space for 

and relies on the active interpretation and engagement of the students themselves. 



Class Dimensions: Gender 

Gender was also present in the girls' d e s c r i p ~  of the rneanings of class. 

Gender emerged as a particularly prominent factor in students' discussions about t!!eir 

ideal fuhire, and how they would obtain their goals and aspirations concerning their 

education and career. 

As rnentioned in Chapter 2, the analyses of young female students f o m d e d  by 

Christine Griffin and Jane Gaskell revealed that the possible roles in marnage and fmily 

life shape working class girls' career decisions and aspirations. Griffin's analysis of 

White working class girls pointed to the need to consider the influence of domestic 

commitments, such as mairiage and motherhocd, on weer choices. The pressure to "get 

a man" and M u e  domestic responsibilities influenced their occupational choices 

(Grifin, 1985: 35, 5 1, 82; Gaskell, 1992: 50; Davies, 1994: 93). Those girls considered 

office work to be most appropriate and desirable because it provided for the opportunity 

to meet potential husbands, and was flexible enough to rnaintain domestic 

responsibilities (Griffin, 1985: 187, 1 89; Gaskell, 1992: 50). 

ui con- several of the girls who parttcipated in this study have negative 

images of family and rnarriage to deal with bat can be viewed as influencing the steps 

taken in pursuing domestic commitments in relation to their career. Within the narratives, 

there is a distinctly negative image attached to woiking class girls and their s e d  

behaviour. The girls articulated how working class females are perceived a d o r  labelled 

by others (by teachers, and more affluent or "miàdle class" students) as girls who "sleep 

arouad" (Shauna, May 20: 16; Heather, May 26: 7; Sharon, May 26: 5). Again, similar to 



the perceived reputation of the school for violence, this image of proMscuity is both 

fwled and substantiated by the fact that a startling number of young girls in the 

community are indeed single rnothers (Sharon, May 26: 5). in fact, day-care facilities arc: 

a normal feature of school life. These facilities were developed to cater to the young 

rnothers that continue to attend classes. Several of the girls inte~ewed know of at least 

one girl who is pregnant or who recently gave birth. ui Amy's words, 

... there is never a month that goes by that you don't see someone pregnant (Amy, 
March 10: 9). 

Sharon and Amy both explained that in their view, it mis because of their childcare 

commitments that many of the single mothers are on student welfare and are not able to 

work or finish school (Amy, March 10: 8; Sharon, May 26: 5).  

Significantly, the negative image associated witb working class girls and single 

motherhood can be seen to influence the girls' educational and career choices. For 

instance, Shauna talks about how a woman's chil&are commitments make a difference 

in whether or not she cm achieve a successful education or career in society: 

Cuz they [employers, college/university representatives] say "Oh, this woman 
breed [has many children] and everything, so she must look after her pitney 
[children] and everythtngy' and so on, but if you've got, if you're middle class, and 
everything, [they'd say] "Oh, we'll help her", you know? Me, 1 am not middle 
class (Shauna, May 20: 20). 

What was most sûiking was that in discussions of funne career and life goals, the girls 

interviewed here mentioned only very briefly the desire to marry and have a family. F h t  

and foremost in their narratives was the desire to achieve a career and economic 

mobility. Ml of the girk want to attend universiîy or college, and plan to do so 

independent of extemal support, througb obtaining student loans andor working 



Several of the girls mentioned starting their own small business. If unable to secure the 

desired ernployment immedietely, one student indicated she would go back to school to 

get more education (Jessica, March 23: 17). 

The two students who did mention marriage and/or fmily did so iii the context of 

f b t  achieving their own economic success, on their own (Amy, March 26: 15; Shauna, - 
May 1 9: 1 1 ). Unlike the girls in Gtiffin's study, having a family and/or a husband was 

merely incidental, rather than integral to reaching their goals. The girls see themselves as 

the income earner, rather than dependent upon a husband for economic support. 

Here we see a dimension of class that emphasizes a different gender role as it 

relates to eçonomic mobility and fùture careers. The narratives suggest a strong desire 

for economic independence as opposed to the more family- and rnarriage-orieated class 

imaginings characterizhg Griffin's and Gaskell' s analysis. in efTect, their perception of 

the gender dimension of class allows the girls more power in (re)structuring their own 

social class position, as it relates to their educational and career choices. 

Class Dimensions: Race 

Throughout the namitives, it is clear that race is intricately related to class 

definitions. Students both implicitly and explicitly made the connection to race when 

discwing the material, academic, and cultural dimensions of class. 

Race was particuiarly prominent in discussions regarding the differences between 

schools within and outside of the commmity. When asked to describe the differences 

between schools in the city, the immediate response of many of the girls was simply 



"race". According to theu m t i v e s ,  working class schools are more '4miU5cultural" and 

have much higher populatious of new ibnmigrants or ESL (English ES a Second 

Language) students (Parnela, May 21: 5; Aisha, May 25: 3; Fiona, M q  25: 6; Natalie, 

May 25: 5 ) .  In turn, the more affluent neighbourhoods and schools are described as 

consisting of rnostly White individuals, as in Sharon's and Shauna's comments: 

~orkview'~, thcre's not that many Black people that live around there. I'm not 
trying to say that it's only Black people that make schools bad..but, let's be 
honest, moud Yorkview, it's not really that bad (Sharon, May 26: 4) 

1 hardly ever see some White kids living in townhouses, they live in their nice 
houses ... where you see Black kids, now 1 am seeing some Somalian kids living in 
townhouses, or they living in them [ghetto] places, that's why they label, classi@ 
people as no-good (Shauna, May 19: 9). 

In tum, the students who are from White backgrounds are "well-behaved" and are not 

perceived as king involved in crime, violence or gangs (Natalie, May 25: 6). 

The academic dimension of class described by the girls is also merged with issues 

of race. The students' comments often described the complex relationship between race 

and academic ability and outcomes. The students who attended the academically 

stronger schmls were consistentiy descnbed by the girls interviewed as king White. in 

a discussion about academic differences between those from working class and middle 

class backgrounds, Jasmine had this to Say: 

I think if I wouid live in a White neighbourhood, and 1 was around smart people, 1 
would become smarter (Notes, April29: 1 1). 

In addition, the pro- and recreational events that enhance the academic aspect of 

schooling ("prep or spirit things") are perceived to be orgariued by the White midents, to 

benefit White students (Sharon, May 26: 4). 



The labels used to describe working class d e n t s  (gangster, ghetto, hallway) and 

middle or üpper class stuclents (skater, hippie) are both implicitiy and explicitly 

chmcterized as being either predominantf y individuals of  colour or White (respective [y). 

For instance, the way that middle or upper class students talk is described as "proper 

English" or ''Valley Girl" talk is typically associated with White culture. In contra* the 

slang and Patois used by working class students is directly linked to Black culture. 

Further emphasizing the relationship between race and cultural dimensions of social 

class, Jennifer makes an interesting observation. She poids out that although there is a 

White population in her working class community, they are different from the Whites 

that live in the more affluent neighbourtioods: 

... there is a lot of White people that go to those schools. And they are different 
fiom the White people that go here, because the White people that go here, they 
are like used to, they are like middle or lower class too, so they are used to being 
around people, so we act like the same. But 1 hear dl the time that the midents 
that go to Yorkview or ~ a r k w a ~ , ' ~  they are the snobs (Jennifer, May 26: 3) .  

As these comments illustrate, student understandings of the meaning of social class are 

intricately comected to race issues. In fact, none of these dimensions of socid dass can 

lx coasidered in isolation from each other. The matenai, academic, cultural and racial 

aspects of social class are interrelated ingredients that together form a fluid definition of 

class that speaks to the lived experience of the girls in this study. 

Conclusion: The Shifting Meanine of Clam 

In order to build a fhework that foregrounds class in the anafysis of racialized 

and gendered schooling experiences of xtarpinaiized students, this chapter sought to 



explore the specific ways in which class is understood and explained by working class 

girls of colout. 

With the varied spproaches to the definition of social ciass prmiding a theoretical 

background, this chapter has reveaied the imprtance of consumption as an vpect of 

class relations. The girls' talk about the differences between youth groups, schools and 

communities suggests that observable marken of consumption, particularly the "levels" 

of clothing and housing that individuals have access to, play an integral role to their 

understanding. Correspondhg to Susan Willis' arguments about the pervasiveness of 

commodity culture, the notion of class that emerges in the girls' talk is centred around 

the relations of consumption rather than paid work or relations of production. 

Also significant is the sense of ambivalence in their views: the girls want the 

material possessions of the ruiing classes, yet they do not want to be & them. The 

narratives suggest that the girls interviewed feel an affection towarâs and want to 

maintain their own class identity, and the values, beliefs and attitudes that represents, 

while at the same time have access to the material things and lifestyles of the middle 

class. 

Finally, this chapter cofinns the need to consider social class as consisting of 

multiple, interrelatecl dimensions. From the perspective of female and working class 

-dents of colour, social class is not limited to material or financial factorsCS Social class 

du> contains academic, cultural, gender and racial dimensions. The multi-faceted 

character of the social class definitions suggests that these girls are involved in actively 

creating space for the negotiation of class systems. 



The dimensions of class outlined by the students, invoiving material, academic, 

cultural, gendered and racial aspects - ail share a common feature. The students' 

narratives indicate that these dimensions of class are not static, fixed conceptions. 

Rather, the class definitions described by the d e n t s  indicate a fluidity, with cless 

operating as a moving, sociocuitural process. As mentioned above, Gibwn-Graham has 

highlighted the concept of class as a process. Avtar Brah's description of culture as a 

process is also illutrative here: 

... cultute is conceptualized as a process; a nemis of intersecting significations; a 
terrain on which social meanings are produceci, appropriated, disrupted and 
contested. Cultural specificities remain important but they are constnied as fluid 
modalities, as shifting boudaries that mediate structures and relations of power 
(Brah, 1994: 153). 

The dimensions described by the midents indicates that social class consists of 

several overlapping meanings that the students actively create, intempt, and change over 

time and space. Withùl this process, the students create space to interpret and mediate 

systems of power, and to actively fom their class identity in relation to these meanings. 

While structural, economic and racial factors continue to be significant, they are also 

subject to change and interpretation. It is worth citing again an earlier comment made by 

Jasmine regarding the comection between the classed notions of race and academic 

strength. In her interpretation of the comection bmeen race and the acadernic aspect of  

class, the boudaries of social class are stretched, providing possible space for 

wgotiating structures of power: 

1 think if1 would Live in a White neighbowhooâ, and 1 was around smart people, 1 
would becorne smarter (Notes, April29: 11). 



By this account, the academic dimension of social class provides the space for the 

mediation or disniption of one's class statu. Similar comments are made throughout the 

narratives, involving each dimension of social class. These range fiom the type of 

clothing wom, transfemng to academically stronger schools, changmg patterns of ta& 

and behaviour, and reshaping traditional gender roles. in each dimension highlighted, the 

students' interpretation of the meaning of social class provides m m  for their own 

agency in responding to class systems and in turn, in stnicturing their own social class 

identiîy . 

The fact that social class is not limited to fixe& sociwconomic factors creates an 

opening for the active class transcendence of these girls. It is a definition that is based on 

the view that mial  class is a process that can be negotiated by the girls themselves. To 

the extent that these girls actively mediate, produce and disnipt their understandings of 

social class, these class categories allow space for the individual agency of the girls, to 

push the Iimits of and rise above rigi4 traditional social class structures. Citing Giddens, 

Daniel Yon highlights this notion: 

... the work of Giddens (1984) partieulady that on structure and agency, is 
important. A concept of agency enables us to view studmts as active participants 
involveci in produchg and reproducing their daily structures, rather than psively 
having the structures and their identity detefmined for them (Y on, 1 99 1 : 3 1 5).  

In other words, it can be argued that the way class is defhed or undemood determines 

both how class systems cm be negotiated, as well as the social class position that is 

claimed by the individual. 

The way in which the girls students understand and expiain the meaniiig of social 

class has significant implications - these definitions are inextncably linked to the role 



social class plays in k i r  lived experiences. Each is rooted in and impacts the other. To 

illustrate this point, it is usehl to cite Gibson-Graham in her comment about the 

implications on theory and politics of creating new ways of conceptuaiizing class: 

Like class defined as a social grouping, class defined as a m i a l  process 1s 

associated with parhcular ways of theoriPng both society and political 
subjectivity. Through their distinctive treatments of these theoretical objects, the 
two ways of defining class yield very different implications for the nature and 
viabi lity of class politics (Gibson-Graham, 1996: 57). 

Viewing the girls' narratives in a similar rnanner, it cm be argueci that the ways in which 

the midents define class (frorn within the boundaries of their own context and lived 

experience), has signifiant implications for the role that social class plays in the lives of 

the working class girls in this study. Their conceptions of class, which we have seen to 

be Buid and provide space for individual agency, have specific effects on how the 

students actively respond to and negotiate the class process. If social class definitions 

allow for such individual agency, it suggests that the influence of class differences on 

success in school and society cm be actively negotiated, produced, or subverted by 

students. In tum, understanding that process may conaibute to an understanding of the 

material and ideologicai conditions necessary for success in this conte* 

In order to reach a more fiuitfid andysis of the way in which their views on social 

class impact social class transcendence, the discussion must tum to a more detailed 

investigation of social class, in temis of the d e  of class in their schooling and 

community lives. The next chapter will consider how class, as understood and defineci by 

the students themselves, shapes the racialized and gendered schoohg experiences of 

working class girls of colour. The h a l  question remaining is: Given their 



understandings of the meaning and role of class, whst are the material and ideological 

conditions that allow working class fernales of colour to havz successfut and/or 

unsuccessful schooling and cornmunity experiences? 



NOTES 

Chapter 4 

1 This would be closer to some Marxist scholarship which views class as a social 
relationship rather thm as a place in social hierarchy (later associateci with stratification 
theories ). 

The work of Marx in the mid through later nineteenth century, and of Weber in 
Gemany in late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. 

Reprinted from H.H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, translators and editors, From Mau 
Weber: Essavs in Socioloav (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958 Gaiaxy Edition), 
pp. 181-83, 186-188, and 194-195. 

4 There are a number of scholarly works that elaborate on the work of Marx and Weber; 
for a more detailed reading of this work, see Porter, 1965; Weber, 197 1; Giddens, 1981: 
Morrow and Torres, 1 995. 

Anyon's definition relies heavily on her interpretation of the work of E.O. Wright, 
1978; Bordieu and Passeron, 1977; and R. Williams, 1977. For a more detailed 
discussion of this theoretical approach to social class, see Anyon, 1980. Connell et al. 
( 1 982) adopted a rnodi fied version of E. O. Wright's approach to class, in order to keep 
the complexity of theii sample groups in mind. 

6 Gramsci (1 89 1-1937) founded the Italian Communist Party and died in 1937 in a 
Fascist prison (Morrow and Torres, 1995: 249). For a detailed reading of h i s  work, see 
Morrow and Torres, 1995, chapter 9, titled "The Two Gramscis and Edufation: 
Technical Cornpetence versus Political Consciousness". 

7 These schools are located in areas of the city that are ewnomically wealthier, and that 
are considered to be middle and upper class. 

8 Within the narratives, the people who live in the "good" neighbourhoods are perceived 
to be White. 

9 The ternis "sirater" and "hippie" refer to students who maintain outward appeafances in 
line with the 1990's skate-hder culture, or the 1970's hippie culture. Skaters and 
hippies are commonly White students fiom middie or upper class backgrounds. 

1 O Gangster students are commody students of colour from Iower class or poor 
backgrouads. 



" For the purposes of maintainhg confidentiality, this student will not be identified in 
this study. 

'* Fictional name of a school located in a more affluent comrnunity nearby. Yorkview is 
considered to be a "good" school. 

" Parkway is ander  fictional name for a "good" school in an affluent comrnunity. 



THE ROLE OF CLASS IN STUDENTS' LiVES 

The ways in which working class female students of colour understand and 

explain the meaning of social class illuminate the foundation for how class differences 

operate in their lived experiences. When asked how class differences, as defined by the 

girls themselves, impacted on schooling and coxnmunity experiences, the answers often 

came in the form of a story - a pouticuiar moment that sumrnarized how class difference 

"worked" in their lives. Thus, to keep the analysis grounded in the specific lived contexts 

of the gids involved, 1 will use these stories throughout this chapter to capture the ways 

in which class is played out and expenencedl. Significantly, these stories not only reveal 

the role class plays, but also how the girls interpret and respond to these experiences. I 

will argue that their responses to the role of social class can be seen as strategies for 

success, and ultimately, as strategies to transcend their social class. These strategies are 

shaped by the material conditions of their schooling and community context. The first 

part of this chapter will outline the impact social class has on the lives of the girls 

inte~ewed. The second part will consider haw shidents respond to the role class 

difference plays in their lives. 



The Lm~act of Social Class 

Within the narratives, the stuâents articulated the ways in which social class 

affected or influenced schooling and community experiences. These can be summarized 

into four interrelated categories: the burden of negative images, differentiai treatment, 

pressures to secure upward mobility, and deaiing with crime and violence in daily life. 

As with the diverse meanings of social class, the ways in which class differences operate 

cannot be considered in isolation. They are discussed separately here only for descriptive 

and analytical purposes. 

Negative Image 

Throughout the stories that the students told about the effects of social class 

difference, a recurring theme was the negative image attached to king from a low 

socioeconomic stat~cs background. Several of the girls ma& commenu that teachen, 

students, and other memben of the community "look down on" people who are fiom 

poor neighbouhoods, parbcularly those who live in government housing (Notes, April 

29: 1 2; Shauna, May 20: 2, 14, 1 5, 1 8). 

Jasmine grew up in such a neighbourhood, and her descriptions of her 

experiences in school illustrate how negative images work and are understood. For 

Jasmine, teachers tend to view those shidents ftom low inwme or poor housing as 

"trouble maken", evidenced by the fact that thcy are "always looking at you in class, 

malcing sure they know what you are doing". In addition, the poorer students in the class 

were the first to be accused of misbehaving (Mary, Parnela and Stephanie, May 21:4). 

Jasmine notes that "people think you are bad" (involved in crime and dnigs), "scary" 



(intimidating, aggressive), "lazy" and " d m  b" (Notes, April 29: 1 1 ). Correspondhg to 

Jasmine's experiences of dealing with the burden of a negative image, Natalie offers an 

explanation s to why some students from low income neighbourhoods do get involved in 

crime: 

They don't really have enough money to support themselves, they have to steaî 
and shoplift and do other kinds of SM to support themselves. They do what 
they have to do to live, they don? bave a choice (Natalie: May 25: 6). 

In general, the students strongly believe that xniety looks dom on people who occupy a 

working class or poor social clam position, especially those that corne h m  government 

housing projets or who are on government assistance (Shauna, May 20: 15, 16; Natalie, 

May 25: 7). Linked to the burden of negative images faced by poorer students is the 

differential treatment midents are subjected to. 

Differentiai Treatrnent 

Shauna tells a story of her experiences with the differential treatment that resulted 

from an individual's poorer class status. Shauna's younger cousin Danielie [ives in an 

Ontario housing complex with her aunt. The teacher was aware of their housing and 

financial circumstances. Shauna explained that despite the fact that her cousin was 

performing well academically, Danielle f ~ l e d  her grade and was held back by her 

teacher. Shauna notes that Danielle was failed because of her race and her class, and the 

concomitant differential traitment. She a@ly curnrnented that the teacher failed 

because they said the kid.. was h m  [name of government houshg project] ! And 
mostiy al1 the kids fiom [name of govemmeat housing project] are dark, so she 
failed al1 the kids that are dark because they are h m  [government housing 
project] (Shauna, May 19: 2). 



m e r  students oflen spoke of the negative differential treatment that students 

from poorer socioeconomic backgrounds are subjected to. Michelle tells a storj 

conceming the difierential treatment of working class and poor midents which involved 

the school boards. Recently, the high school principal let go of several of its best 

teachers - al1 of whom went to teach at the "better" schoois2. For Michelle, this action 

spoke volumes about how the administrators, school boards, and teachers viewed the 

working class school she was attending: the principal was clearly not concerned about 

the quality of education the students received; the teachers lefi because they didn't care 

about the midents, and preténed to teach in a school aîtended by " g d  midents (in 

other words, those students frorn the higher classes). Michelle interpreted the event as a 

reflection of the working class status of the school (Notes, April22: 8). 

In another example of negative differential treatment, Franca, Jocelyn and 

Brianne tell a story about the events surrounding a recent school trip. The students in the 

school organized a field trip to a public entertainment facility, and hwidreds of students 

from other schools wouid be in attendance. The students later discovered that the 

entertainment facility had "'beefed up" its security staff. In addition, some of the students 

were called to the principal's office to explain the nature of the trip. Franca comrnents 

that the principal was treating hem as though they were "up to something" or that they 

would do something "bad". Franca, Brianne and Jocelyn interpreted these responses by 

the school and the entertainment facility as a consequence of the lower socioeconomic 

position of the school - because students from a "bad" school would be aîtending, the 

secrtrity was augmente& because they are %ad" lçids, they must have been "up to no- 



gooâ" (Notes, April 22: 8). From the students' perspective, because of the negative 

images attached to the low income school, the midents received diffetential treatmen?. If 

it were a "good" school (read: more affluent) the principal would not have been so 

suspicious of their intentions, and the security at the entertainment facility would not 

have been expanded. 

In a sirnilar story, Mary also spoke of the diflerential treatrnent the students of 

working class schools face, as a result of the negative images held by the wider 

cornmunity. In her story, Mary explained that the students in her school were on a field 

trip3. Many other schools located within the city were alm in attendance. When al1 of 

the schools were congregated together, some of the students began causing a scene. 

Because of the large nurnber of hi@ schools in attendance, it was not possible to identiQ 

the students who were responsible. However, it was a s s d  by the authorities that the 

students frorn the working class school were the culprits, and the entire student body was 

subsequently scolded and punished by their principal. Here again, Mary explains how 

students frorn working class schools face di fferential treatment that resul ts fiom the 

negative image attached to working class or poor schools. 

The efects of social class difference are not limited to the schoot cornmunity; 

they are also felt in choices made conceming univenity and college applications. The 

girls are well aware that wider society also "looks d o m  on" poorer people, or people 

fiom working class backgrounds. When discussing Mure career opportunities and 

choices, the girls point out that college and univenity applications are affected by class 

difference. Ln shorî, applications fiom more affluent schools are treated favorwbly, and 



the students from these schools are more likely to be accepted to their school of çhoice. 

Conversely, applications submitted from students graduating From working class or poor 

schools are more likely to be rejected by the college or univenity administrators fi~i;i the 

more prestigious schools. Natalie, Jennifer, and Roxanne each n~ted that even if they 

had grades equivalent to the students from the niling class school, the negative images 

attached to working class schools means that the more amuent student is more likely to 

gain acceptance into the desired college or university (Notes, April 29: 12; Natalie, May 

25: 7; Jennifer, May 26: 3,7). 

Pressures to Secure Mobility 

Al1 of the students expressed a strong desire to achieve upward mobility. It has 

been noted previously that when asked to describe what it means to be successful, the 

answen were consistent: the students aspire to go to college or univenity, obtain a 

career in their desired field, eam a good living, and move out of the area. The girls want 

to live in their own homes, and own their own car. In order to secure such economic 

rnobility, they are hced with the pressure of gettiog into a "good" university or college, 

in order to be able to get a "good'" job. However, the girls also acknowledged the fact 

that they were lacking in the resources that may assist them in achieving nich a goal. 

Their material circumstances act as baniea to achieving the economic mobility they 

aspire to. 

In teUing the story about her own background, Jasmine explains that the students 

in working class or poor backgrounds who are academicaily ~~?~uccessful are not 

"dumb"; they just have other things to deal with in their stniggle for success, in both 



school and in swiety. She says that the main problem for "rich" students is that they 

have "maxed out their credit cards", whereas the working class or poor student is womed 

about "where to get money to eat lunch" (Notes, Apri129: 1 1). 

Sharon's story also reveals the pnssures faced by working class students in their 

stniggle to achieve economic mobility. Sharon lives in low income neighbourhood. Her 

mother is the sole supporter of Sharon's family, which includes several other siblings. 

Because of their financial situation, it was necessary for Sharon to work at a part time 

job. In other words, because of the pressures for economic mobility, Sharon has to rely 

on her own abilities to achieving the upward mobility she desires. Unlike the more 

affluent students, she canot rely on anyone to help her to achieve success and mobility 

in society. Cornparhg herself to more privileged shidents, she says: 

Certain kids might be like "Oh, I have my mother, my father, my sister, my 
brother, they can take care of me", this and that. But when 1 was younger, 1 had 
to leam to take care of myself I had to do things on my own, be very 
independent and everything. 1 work and make my own money (Sharon, May 26: 
5) .  

Thus, what the stories of Sharon and Jasmine reveal is that working class students 

face specific pressures for economic mobility. Frorn their perspective, students fiom the 

middie class "have it easy* (Sennifer, May 26: 4). The students in the working class 

schools feel that the relative wealth of the more affluent snidents gives them a direct 

route to economic mobility. In contra* the material circumstances of working class 

students rneans that in order to achieve their fuhire aspirations and secure economic 

mobility, they m u t  first negotiate and overcome significant obstacles. 



DeaIing With Crime and Violence 

The fact that working class students are routinely faced with crime, violence, 

dmgs, and gangs was first suggested in Chapter 3 in the student descriptiocs of schooi 

and community life. The schwl organization was indicated as king focused around 

containment and protection of its students €rom "intniders". In addition, Chapter 4 

demonstnited that one of the most prominent aspects of the hidents' definition of 

working class involved crime, violence, and gang activity. This section wi ll highlight in 

more detail the ways in which class ciifferences impact schooling and community 

experiences, in relation to crime and violence. 

The girls are subjected to the violent and assaulting behaviour of the boys and 

men in the community. Both within and outside of school, gangster students routinely 

make "siily" or harassing comments towards the girls. For exarnple, they have angrily 

remarked to Amy that she thinks she is "bener than hem" (Amy, March 26: 14). Jessica 

explains that the "jokes" of the gangster crowd "go too fat', and she finds it 

disrespectful : 

. . .a lot of the guys, when you talk up to hem, like you really taik up to them, they 
think they cm disrespect you and they can cal1 you a bitch, you know, SM like 
that You be playing up with hem and they think they can talk to you any way, 
any how, you know, they don? respect you(Jessica, March 23: 12). 

Male teenagers and older men loaf amund the community, parhcularly in the 

fiont lobby of the nearby apartment buildings during aftemoons and evenings. These 

individuais are alsa descn'bed as making rude, aggressive, and offensive comments to the 

girls as they walk pst to get into their homes. 



The students point out the unproductive behaviour and criminal activity of 

community memben, many of whorn are (or were fonnerly) aidents of Woodgrove High 

SchooL Within the student narratives, this behaviour is linked to the violent crime in the 

community and in the school: 

... the people, a lot of guys, they just hang out, they don't go look for jobs, they 
don? do volunteer work or anything, they are just there, hanging out, and there 
was a shooting on my building and a guy got killed A former student of 
Woodgrove (Amy, March 10: 8). 

When speaking about violence in the community, Amy womes for her younger 

sister growing up in the neighbourhood (Amy, March 26: 16). She anxiously expresses 

her concem that "So many things are happening" in the area For instance, one aftemoon 

during their Iwich hour, Amy and her and her younger sister witnesseâ an arrest of a 

young man at the front of Woodgrove school. 

Jessica knows o f  people in Woodgove school who cany gus, and explains that 

accessing guns is relatively easy. She talks about the violence in the cornmunity: 

The building 1 live on, 1 rnoved [recently] but the building 1 used to live on, it 
was like, safer. Then 1 moved into the other building, and it's like, 1 am scared 
there, even to go down the stairs, to the laundry, it's like scary. The other day, too 
we heard that samebody got raped down there. So like, ever since, since then, it's 
like, if we are going, it's like two person. Some of the guys that live down there, 1 
know they're dnig dealers, some of them, I know they have guns (Jessica, March 
23: 15). 

Students must deal with violence on a daily basis at Woodgrove. Students 

explained that conflicts wuld easily arise, even if seemingly unprovoked. For instance, 

violent fights could result between students from giving someone "the wrong look" or for 

"brushing past someone the wrong way". Because of the recurring and spontaneous 



violence between students, ,students have to "watch [their] back al1 the time" (Notes, 

April22: 8; Shauna, March 20: 9). 

Mary recounts a story that depicts the violence she encounters in her daily life. 

The Iow income neighbourhood in which she resides is "very rough". Stabbings, dnig 

deals, and random violence are daily events. She explains that "People get jumped if 

they don't belong" and are loitering in the neighbourhood. In fact, she knows of a male 

individual who was walking through her neighbourhood one day to get to a fiend's 

house. Mary notes that it was clear by his clothing that he wasn't fiom the area. He was 

"jumped", and his expensive designer shoes were stolen from him (Mary, May 2 1 : 5).  

The stories that the students tell about dealing with the pressures of negative 

images, differential treatrnent, pressures for upward mobility, and routine crime and 

violence captures the way in which social class operates in the lives of working class 

female students of colour. In other words, these stories reveal clearly how social class 

difference "works" in their lives. Moreover, the stories told by the girls also reveal the 

ways that the students reswnd to the influence of class. Understanding the students' 

counter-action may throw light on the processes involved and the material and 

ideologicd conditions necessary in overcoming or tninscending their social class status. 

These respnses are considered in the following section 

Student Reswnses to the Impact of Class Dinetences 

Students ernploy three main respoases to deal with class differences: defending 

their school and community, reinterpreting experiences of violence, and concealing class 



status. Ln this discussion, it will become clear that these responses can be seen as 

strategies used ùy the girls in order that they may succeed in society, and transcerid their 

social class statu. 

It should be rernembered that these responses are intricately linked - students may 

rely exclusively on one strategy; alternatively, they may also employ a combination of the 

strategies. Moreover, the reactions are often overlapping and interconnected in nature. 

Defending Their SchooUCommunity 

The most striking theme that emerged in the narratives is the defense of their 

school and community against a negative reputation and/or negative perceptions. Despite 

their seemingly deserved reputation for violence, the students in the stuây persistently 

de fended their schools. 

The stories told often appeared contradictory, with students' wamings and 

perceptions about school violence attached to defensive comments which dismissed 

negative perceptions of the school or community as unfounded. Moreover, these 

comments were consistentiy made dongside remarks that the students were not afiaid, or 

that the violence did not affect them (Notes, April22: 1 1 ). 

Yeah, everywhere 1 go, "Oh, aren't you scarecl, gum and loiives" but 1 don't see 
that, 1 don't know where they get that information Of coune kids are goma 
fight, but you are gonna have that in every school. But 1 am not afraid. It's not a 
bai  school (Amy, March 10: 2). 

Like 1 talk to some people and they say "Oh you go to [ m e  of school]? That's 
so bad!", but I don? think W... like every school's goma have a problem [with 
violence] but overd11 think it's O.K. (Jemifer, May 26: 1) 

The girls clearly acknowledged violence and crime in school, but at the same time 

reporteci feeling safè in their schools, and defend them as king as secure as any other 



typical high school (Jessica, March 5: 4; Sarah, March 6: 2; Amy, March 10: 1-2; Karla, 

M g  25: 3). Almost every student offset their rem& whicti acknowledged the violence 

in the school and/or comnunity by fimly dedaring that they felt safe, + h t  it wam't that 

bad. These students "have been there for years", do not think their school is 2 "bad" 

school, and reported feeling cornfortable and safe there (Jessica, March 5: 3; Notes, April 

22: 9; Pamela, May 2 1 : 1 ). 

These comments are also clear in the discussion of the commmity. Sarah 

recognizes that there is violence in the community, but again she defends the community 

using the sarne argument to defend the school: "You have people dying in the buildings, 

people getting shot, or whatever, but it's not al1 the time. It' s al1 tight" (Sarah, March 6: 

13). Jessica's descriptions of the violence in the area are dotted with comrnents to 

defend her community. For instance, she says "So far, I haven't had any problems, it's 

not like 1 am scared. I am not really scared to walk on the street", and that she feels "safe, 

f mean, a lot of the guys, some of them look kind of scary, but I don't feel any way, I feel 

safe" (Jessics, March 5: 7). When asked if Sarah liked the community, she answered 

"Even though they say it's violent, or whatever, 1 am fine here, it's OK" (Sarah, March 6: 

13). Every student inte~ewed made sirnilar remarks which served to emphasize their 

feeling of security and de-ernphasize the violence in the community. Similady, Mary 

and Stephanie defend the community in spite of the existence of violence. They explain 

that the perception of violence in the cornmunity is not valid, that it is a reputation that is 

undeserved. They point to the media as king instrumental in creating the negative 

image of their community: 



Mary: ... But like, in the W O ~  case scenarios, there have beer? like, bad things îhat 
happeneâ, and I guess, society views it, like the news wews it. 

Lenni: But you don't see it that way? 

Mary: Not really. I have lived here for 18 years. 1 don* t think that much is 
wrong with it. 

Stephanie: You know I think it's like, the media Because if something bad 
happens they are on it. But not when [the community] does something good. 
Like they have a youth centre in the [local] mall, and you don't hear a lot about 
that. Like you hear about that now and then. But when someone gets shot, it's 
like, major (Mary and Stephanie, May 2 1 : 4) 

The narratives demomted that students clearly face violence and conflict in 

their daily schooling experiences. Yet the partxipants in the study would also d-nbe 

the -dent body as frîendly, as in these rernarks: 

The people here are really nice.. ..It 's a really friendly school (Fiona, May 25: 5). 

Everyone just gets dong in this school. Everyone is fiendly, you can just go up 
to them and taik to them (Parnela, May 2 1 : 2). 

The people are not that bad (Karla, May 25: 3). 

They are fkiendly. There are friendly people in this school, if you get to know 
them, they are nice people (Jemifer, May 26: 1). 

Thus, while the students do acknowledge the violence that occurs on a daily bais 

between students, it is clearly important for them to also declare the friendly nature of the 

student body. In addition to these defensive reactions, it will become clear that the 

student responses to the role of ciass difference are integral components to a cornplex 

process of creating a specific image of individual and community ideatity. 



Reinterpreting Violence as Positive 

An interesting pattern emerged in the narratives wben the skdents would actually 

confimi or acknowledge the perceived violence, crime and dnigs in the commwity - the 

girls would reinterprct it in a positive light. In othrr words, rather than viewing the 

violence they encountered as having a negative impact on their lives (what "othen5" 

observe or assume), the girls spoke of the benefits that these experiences have on their 

fritures. For instance, Mary commented that because she grew up and resides in the 

cornmunity, she feels perfectly cornfortable travelling to any other "roughn 

neighbourhood in the city. In other words. the violence she deals with daily was 

reinterpreted as a positive aspect of her experience, in that she is fortunate to have ftiends 

to "watch her back". Mary expfains that they will always be there for her 

To me, because 1 have lived here al1 my life, and like, there are a lot of good 
things. Because like everybody knows you, if something happens to you, you 
know tbat there is somebody who gots your back. You know that there is 
somebody there for you, in times of the worst of the worst, the= is always 
sornebody there for you (Mary, May 2 1 : 4). 

Similarly, Sharon comments that having grown up with violence has also taught her to 

"watch her backn; this Street-Wise knowvledge contributes to her independence and to her 

ability to take care of herself (Sharon, May 26: 5). 

job" (Notes, April 22: 9). In a discussion around the crime that plagues the commudy, 

she explainsi that many of the kids and parents "don't have a choice", and that they get 

involved in theft or dmgs in order to support themselves and to make a living. According 

to Michelle, "even if you are doing illegal stuff it is still work". These examples suggest 



a process in which the girls re-work the negative perceptions and assumptions held by the 

outsiders. media, and school officiais about their community. This process of 

reinterpretation is not simply a reflection of students' views and eirperiences in the 

community; it can be seen as a process which ernpowers the girls to cake control of 

creating their own image. 

Concealing Class Background 

Students oflen react to the negative impact of clsss difference by concealing their 

class background. There are a number of ways in which this is accomplished, hinted at 

in earlier in Chapter 4. A most common means of hiding one's social class position is to 

nos discuss housing or financiai circurnstances. S h a w  does not reveal to her fiends 

that she lives in govement housing; nor does she discuss with her friends the fact that 

she receives financial assistance from the govement She poignantiy explains her 

response to the negative image held by the middle and upper class people conceming 

those of low socioeconomic status backgrounds, and the concomitant differential 

treatment: 

People look down on you like that You know? 1 am a student, I can't work now. 
You think 1 was happy going on student welfate? 1 knew what's gonna happen! i 
was embarras& about i t  1 couldn't tell no one! Cuz 1 knew how people were 
gonna react on me. They g o m  say "Yeah, she's poor, she has nothin', she's just 
trying to use up people's money" you know? That's why 1 don't tell 
people .... Some things you have to keep to yourself sometimes. Because if people 
know, they treat you differently (Shauna, May 20: 12, 16). 

Several muitnts indicated that they dso avoid discussing or revealing the 

negative aspects of their school (crime, gaugs, violence, poverty) with people who are 

non-members of the cornmunity. Rather, the girls said that they would emphasize "the 



positive things" (Notes, April 29: 12). In fact, this response was dernonstrated in the 

initial meetings between myself and the girls, discussed briefly in thc introduction of this 

study (Chapter 1). Until the girls kmw that 1 too was a member of a similar community 

and shared their knowledge, perspectives and experiences to some degree, the narratives 

emphasized the positive aspects of school and community, and what the girls liked about 

it. Here we cleafly see the overlapping relationship between the response of defending 

the comrnunity and concealing one's class background. For instance, as noted above, 

introductory inte~ews featured student comments conceming such things as the 

"niendiy" student body and the sense of belonging and comfort they felt in the 

multicultural community. Al1 introductory interviews were marked by this stress on the 

positive features of school and community life. 

Further manifesting the reaction of concealing their class background from 

"others", the girls point out that they apply for admission to colleges or universities that 

would likely not be aware of the reputation of their school or community6. From their 

perspective, this would provide them with a fair chance at securing admission to the 

desired school. The following comments are illustrative (Notes, April29: 12): 

They [administrators] judge you from where you came nom (Aisha). 

ûthedse  they [teachers] would bring their own kids here. How come none of 
the teachers bring their kick here? (Jasmine) 

1 would go somewhere where they don't know about (this school). 1 wouldn't tell 
people if 1 dida't have to. ûr 1 would apply to a school that didn't know about it, 
about the bad reputation. I wouldn't tell them where 1 corne from (Roxanne). 



Accordhg to the student narratives, applying to colleges and universities that were not 

fmiliar with the inferior image auociated with the school and comrnunity w d d  curb 

the differential treatment resuiting from class differences and the negstive perceptions of 

others. 

Another method that is used to conceal one's class background involves avoiding 

association with "gangster" students. Discussions of their own fiends and social 

groupings were laced with intimations of the girls' active disamiation with the gangster 

crowd Several of the girls mentioned how they avoided these midents, as Amy explains: 

You can keep yourself out of trouble, you just know who to choose as your 
friends, you just have a limited mount of fnends. It doem't mean that you can't 
acknowledge everyone, like you know, stuf f  that they do just doesn't entice you, 
you don't want to talk to them (Amy, March 10: 7). 

The student's comments suggest both implicitly and explicitly that they do not want to be 

associated with the behaviour and characteristics of the gangster students. Sharon and 

Aisha both advise that it is best to ''just keep to yourseif, try not tu look at them [gangster 

midents]" (Aisha: May 25: 3; Sharon, May 26: 4). Similarly, Jennifer also submits that 

gangster related violence or contlict can be avoided by ''ignoRng" the gangster crowd 

(Jemifer, May 26: 1). 

As with the response of defending the community and reinterpreting violence, 

concealing class background indicates a process in which the girls actively aegotiate their 

social class image. Rather than passively accept the images and markea of social class 

that are placed on them fiom extemal f8ctors in wider society, the response of masking or 

obscurhg the features of one's socioeconornic status background cm be mderstood as a 

means by which the girls are attempting ta (re)form their social class position. 



Conclusion: Stratenies of Transceadence 

This chapter has drawn attention to the ways in which the girls respond to the role 

of class in their lives. By now it should be clear that the girls indeed do rccognize how 

tensions of clam differences operate to create barrien to their success in school and in 

wider society. In spite of these pressures. the girls attempt to negotiate and overcome the 

obstacles to their own social class mobility by utilizing three primary and interrelatecl 

responses. 

The students would continually defend the carnmunity and school in spite of a 

negative reputation and the real andior imagined violent circumstances. They 

consistently defended their school and their comrnunity by pointing to several 

explanations - that violence and crime does not occur al1 the time, that the reputation is 

rwted in past events, and that the media exaggemtes the crime and violence in the 

community and school. Related to this contradiction, it was noted that the students would 

commonly describe the routine violence and conflict among students, while almost 

simultaneously asserting that the student body is Fnendly. In addition, the students 

reinterpreted the violence, crime and dmgs they faced in a positive light, emphasizing the 

benefits of Street knowledge, and justifjing criminal activities such as theft and dnig 

dealing as "legitimate" work. Finally, several of the d e n t s  i n t e ~ e w e d  reacted to the 

pressures of class difference by concealing their own class background. This was 

accomplished by evading discussion of their socioeconornic status with "others", as well 

as through isolathg themselves from those students in the gangster crowd. 



In reviewing these responses, 1 situated myself in the analysis, as an individual 

who has always struggled to achieve upward mobility, and to tmuce~id my social clas  

status. Growing up, 1 rememkred also sharing many of the behviours of  the midents 1 

inteMewd 1 defended my violent, crime ridden community, explaining sontinually to 

my middle class peers that "It's not that bad". I isolated myself from "bad" students. For 

me, this was a strategy. If 1 couid convince people that where I came fiom was not poor 

or deviant, then 1 would be in a position to attain my aspirations for social mobility. I did 

not want my middle class pers to consider me to be "differentt' frorn thern. This 

introspection led me to a tentative theory: It is my position that the students' responses 

to the impact of social class can be seen as part of a strategy of transcendence, as a 

mechanism to subvert their social class position. 

AI1 of the responses to the impact of social class difference share a common 

feature: each works to create a positive school and community image, to which their 

identiîy and future aspirations for mobility are tied Philip Wexler's definition of 

"image" as it relates to self-identity is useful here. He explains that images 

... may not capture the Ml reflexive biographical psychoàynamics of a person's 
self, but they make a difkence for how the mident defines herself and is 
reciprocally defined by and defining of friends, teachers and parents. These 
images of self are stereotypes, relatively unrefineâ, aîmost caricatured types of 
social identities (Wexler, 1992: 8-9). 

Identiîy involves definitions of the individual self. The internai and extenial sense of self 

are linked, just as self identities are connected to group identities (Dei & James, 1998: 

94). Furthermore, identities are relational, and always involve the self and others 

(Martin, 1995: 6). Individuals actively take on their identities (GibsonGtaham, 1996: 



59). In effect, this is equivalent to asserting what one is nof and creating a boundary 

between the self and the "othef'. Such images of self-identity cm be seen to be 

emerging fiom the narratives. 

For instance, in discussions about their fiiture plans and aspirations, every student 

interviewed wanted to move from the area as soon as possible. Systematically, the girls 

expressed the desire to achieve social class mobility, and to move to a safer, quieter 

neighbourhood, where there is considerably less violence and crime. Through concealing 

their class background, the girls are actively disassociating themselves from membership 

to the social class stahis of hallway, ghetto, a d o r  gangster students. The girls are 

setting themselves apart fiom what they see as deviant or negative images relating to 

class status in their school and community lives. At the same time, through defending the 

community and reinterpreting daily violence and crime, the girls are also creating 

spzcific images of self-identity based on more positive, more socially accepted class 

images. This identification with positive images can be seen as part of a process 

whereby the students are aligning themselves toward upward mobility. In essence, the 

girls are defining their identity. Their responses to the pressures of social class 

differences, and their creation of positive self-identity images, cm be seen as constituting 

a stnitegy of moving toward upward mobility. 

The responses noted above (defeasive comments, reinterpreting violence, 

concealiog class background) effectively ailowed the girls to place themselves and others 

in a social class hierarchy, and in the process, to create their self-identity. The students 

are actively involved in shaping and reshaping their identity by confinuaîiy creating 



specific images of what they - and what they are not. The students interviewed 

(re)stnictured their social class image or self-identity as it relates to their whool and 

cornmunity wntext by suppressing or denying the negative images associated with lower 

social class statu and instead ernphasizing a positive self-image linked to success and 

social class rnobility in school and society . 1 would argue that this assertion of a positive 

image identity can be seen as an indication of a desire to succeed, or to rise above their 

social class. The smegies employed by the students can be viewed as a manifestation of 

their desire to achieve at least a successfbl image in school and society, and ultimately, as 

an inclination toward aanscending their social class status. 



NOTES 

Chapter S 

It is useFul to rernember that the girls inte~ewed in this study are academically 
aspiring ones (al1 are OAC students, as noted in the first chaptet) - interviews with other 
students might very well have produced different results. 

Although the girls may think it is within the power of a principal to let teachers go, the 
reality is that principals play a big role in hiring and retaining teachers. Moreover, the 
feelings, assumptions and opinions of teachers regarding teaching in working class or 
middle class schools also play a role in both determining where they choose to teach and 
in creating a low status for certain working class schools. 

The nature of the field trip wili not be discussed to protect the identities of the students 
and SC hools involved. 

4 For the girls, a "'good" univenity is one which has a reputaîion for academic excellence; 
a 'bgOOd)7 job is one that does not involve manual, unskilled labour or factory work. 

Those who are not rnemben of the community, and who do not share the knowledge 
and expenence of the girls who live there. 

For instance, pst-secondary schools that are located outside of the city or in other 
provinces. 



CONCLUSION 

The airn of this study has been to create a framework which foregrounds class in 

the anal ysis of raciaiized, cl assecl, and gendered se hooling for marginal ized young 

women. The sample of female, working class students of colour w d  in this research is 

not a representative one; however, the consistency in the narratives ailows some 

conclusions to be drawn, 

This study first reviewed literature to find the development of class analyses 

within sociology of education. Class has k e n  conceptualized in many diverse ways, by 

scholars in Canada, United States, and Europe. During the 1970s and 1980s, 

Reproduction and Resistance theones provided some of the most influential frameworks 

and insights to explain the impact of class difference on schooling. Reproduction theory 

emphasized both the influence of the division of labour and the relationship between 

dominant culture and school knowledge. Resistance theory attempted to integrate 

student agency in the reproduction of the social order. 

Anti-racist and feminia SC holars rej ected the unilinear focus on class 

characterizing the Reproduction and Resistance models, and attempted to fil1 the 

theoretical gaps in the theones. Providing a few exampies, the contemporary research of 

Ogby Dei et al., and Mina demonstrated an emphasis on the salience of race &or 

gender in stnicturing schooling experiences and reproducing social class divisions. in 



these curent midies, race and gender were at the 

important to emphasize race and gender, it winot 

forefiont of the analysis. While it is 

be denied that class continues to be 

relevant in social life. However, in the context of today's "classless" society, n-here race 

and gender often provide the iens through which schooling is âdyzed, it is essential to 

continue to examine and understand the changing role that class plays in reproducing 

social divisions. A number of interrelated questions are raised when attending to class, 

questions which this shidy has aîtempted to begin to answer. Is class relevant in the lives 

of working class female students of colou? How is it defined by these students? How do 

they understand the role of class in their school and community experiences? 

The narratives provided a composite of school life in a working class community, 

from the perspective of gids of colour. School life, including the relationships and actors 

involvexi in daily routines, des,  activities, student groups, teachers, and administrators, 

together form the context from which the girls diaw to fom their meanings and 

understandings of social class. Such a portrait is essential in providing a foundation for 

the development of a contemporary class-focused analysis of school life. An awareness 

of the context of -dent perspectives allows for an analysis that is rooted in the students' 

own historical, political, social, and economic realities. 

The depiction of school and community experiences was revealing. Despite 

c m n t  discourse concerning the movement toward a "classless" society, and despite the 

prevalence and salience of race and gender in contemporary analyses of schooling, class 

is indeed relevant in the dent ' s  lives. Students are categorked and positioned in a 

social hierarchy, according to characteristics, attitudes, expectaîions, and behaviom. 



Class sûuctures are expressed in the oppositional relationships and positions occupied by 

the dominant student groups. According to the student narratives, the deviarii, 

academically unsuccessful "hallway", "ghettot'and "gangster" teck are "lower tiian" the 

"normal" kids - they occupy subordinate positions in the school and community relative 

to the "normal" students. 

Having established the context of school and community life, it was important to 

investigate student defined conceptions of social class. Asking hidents to define such an 

abstract, sensitive notion seemed a daunting, unworkable task. However, the narratives 

indicated that class was a crucial marker dividing the different schools in the community. 

Thus, it was possible to approach issues of class using the social position of schools as a 

starting point. According to their descriptions, class is not limited to rigid socioeconornic 

factors which characterimi earlier theoretical approaches to the concept. Rather, there 

are several dimensions to class: material, academic, cultutal, gendered, and racial. 

Using both classical and contemporary class definitions as a theoretical background, an 

analysis of these dimensions confirms ment studies (Willis, 1991; Mina, 1992; Gibson- 

Graham, 1996) which cal1 for a reappfeisal of class to empbasize it as a fluiâ, moving, 

sociocdtwal process. The girls' dennitions of social class include overlapping meanings 

that are actively considered, negotiated and altered over tirne and space. 1 argued that 

this process allows the midents the space to interpret and mediate systems of power. The 

break between static, fixeci, economic-based conceptions of social class and the girls' 

own inteqmtaîions and negotiations of the concept provides an opening which allows the 

students the agency to (re)shape their own class identities, as well as that of others. The 



ways in which the girls understand and explain social class, and the space provided in 

that sociocdtural process, opens up room for class movement or tmnscendence. In short, 

student understandings of social class determines how it is negotiated, and determines the 

class identity clairned by the individual. Significantly, the student definitions are 

inextncably Iinked to the role played by social class in the girls' lived experiences in 

school and in the school community. 

Chapter 5 attempted to answer the remaining intenelated questions: What is the 

role of social class difference in hidents' mcialized and gendered experiences? What 

are the material and ideological conditions that ailow working class female students of 

colour to have successfÙl schooling experiences ancüor tnuiscend their social class status? 

The girls captured and articdated the ways in which social class difference 

"worked" in their lives through stories about their daily experiences. The impact of 

social class was surnmarized into four interrelated areas: the burden of negative images, 

differential treatment, pressures to secure upward mobility, and dealing with crime and 

violence in daily life. In response, the girls utilize three principal strategies to deal with 

the impact of class difference in their lives. These included defendiog their school and 

cornrnunity, reinterpreting experiences of violence in a positive light, and concealing the 

details of one's socioeconomic status or background In reflecting on my own 

experiences growing up in a similar community, it is my position that these responses can 

be seen as part of a strategy for social class transcendence. 

The common aspect of these strategies is that they seek to create a positive image 

as it relates to school and comrnunity, an image which is comected to the girls' own self- 



identity and future aspirations. The students interviewecf were stnicturing both who they 

are and who they are not. They actively detached themselves frm deviant or negaiive - 
images related to the school and community, and instead aligned themselves with 

positive, more mcially accepted class images linked to success and social class mobility. 

This process of creating positive identity images c m  be seen as a strategy towards 

achieving upward mobiiity. According to the girls' narratives, without these positive 

images, it would be much more difficult, if not impossible, to achieve their academic 

and social goals - to do well in school, to gain acceptance to prestigious colleges or 

universities, to get the "good jobs", and to move into more affluent, safe neighbourhoods. 

In concluding this research, it is usefùl to demonstrate how this work rnay 

contribute to the ongoing task of securing educational and social change. In 

foregrounding class in the analysis of the experiences of working class female students of 

colour, this discussion has revealed the often elusive but important role played by social 

class in shaping racialized and gendered school and comrnunity lives. This study has 

highlighted the ways in which students are active in shaping their own educational 

success and social class mobility. It has demonstnited how students understand and 

explain class ciifference, and in tum the impact of that understanding on their own 

negotiations of social class systems. An awereness of these individuai perspectives is 

integral to understanding what aspects of educational structures should be examined and 

transformed in order to provide students with opportunities for success and economic and 

social mobility. 



This andysis has been grounded in the specific historical, political, economic and 

social context of the subjects king studied, and points to the direction that shodd be 

+&en by M e r  research. The students' perspectives indicate the structures in schooling 

that hinder economic and social mobility. From the girls' viewpoint, the class system 

that positions schools in a hierarchy of power ("good" affluent schools venus the "bad" 

working class or poor schools) affects student-teacher relationships, advancement to 

pst-secondary institutions, and possibilities for fùture career goals. A deeper 

examination of the larger class structures which position different schools vis-à-vis status 

and power may provide more insight into the ways in which class openites in student's 

lives, and in turn, may throw light on how such structures can be transformed for 

emancipatory purposes. 

This research has also highlighted the need to examine the perspectives of 

minority and/or working class students who attend middle class or affluent schools. It 

would be interesting to see how such students see themselves, as well as how they see 

other midents of colour who attend the working class or poor high schools. Resumably, 

the role played by social class would be very different in that context, altering the 

strate@ used to deal with the raciaiized, ciasseci, and gendered schooling and 

community experiences. On the other han4 it would be important to note in what ways 

the social class understandings, explanatioas, and stnitegies are similar between the two 

groups. Nevertheless, investigating the penpectives of minority stuàents in middle class 

schools would certainly provide M e r  insight into how to approach class issues in 

schooling in order to fornulate theory towards effeçting educationai and social change. 



In summary, the implications of this study have been twofold. It has confirmed 

some aspects of existing theory on class and schooling. in addition, this stîïdy bas 

provided new insight into how today's working class female students of colour 

understand and explain social class and the role that it plays in their schooling and 

wmmunity lives. Foregrounding class in the analysis of racialized and gendered 

experiences in a way that is rwted in the historical, social, political, and economic 

realities of contemporary youth provides a direction for new research into class issues as 

it relates to schooling. This process of generating knowledge creates the potential to 

rejuvenate discussions of a class politics, to lead towards social class ernancipation and 

transformation. 



APPENDIX I 

INTERYIEWlFOCUS GROUP GUIDELINE 

These questions were designed to get an idea about how the student understands and 

explains social class status, within the context of their âaily lived experiences in school 

and the school cornmunity. Not al1 of these questions were asked; the interview followed 

the direction of the student. 

If I was a new student to the school, what sorts of things would 1 need to know to get 
through my &y? 

Describe the different student groups in yow school. 

Do you think you can tell if someone is "rich"? How? 

Do you think you can tell if someone is "poor"? How? 

Does it make a difference if you are rich or poor in school? Why or why not? 

What do you like most about your fiiends? (example: appearance, thoughts, beliefs, 
actions, etc.) 

How do people "gain respect" at your school? 

Who are the most 'unpopular' kick in school? (No names, describe the type of student 
that is 'unpopular') 

Do you think it makes a difference in the way you are treated in school depeuding 
upon which kids you hang out with? Why? 

10. Do you t h .  a student's bebaMour will have an effect on their futures? Why or why 
not? 

1 1. What do you think society thinks is successful? What does it mean to be 
~successful? 



12. What are you going to do aAer high school? Why? 

1 3. What do you iikddislike about your community? 
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