Social and Class Issues

Overview

Although the questions on new UCAS form about parental background led to a minor wave of complaints of possible ‘anti-middle class’ bias, the debate about social and class issues currently focuses entirely on the barriers some students face in progressing through the former middle class preserves of higher education and graduate employment. 

No doubt there have been situations where graduates felt they were discriminated on the basis of reverse snobbery, but all the research shows that the opposite is true.

Social class issues are notoriously difficult to define. Broadly speaking, if you come from a working class background (socio-economic groups four to seven), are the first person from your family to attend university or live in an area where hardly anyone goes to university, you may feel that you are affected by some or all of the factors detailed below.

You are far from alone. Recent statistics from the Higher Education Statistics Agency show that 28.7% of young 2004-5 undergraduate entrants came from socio-economic groups four to seven while 21.8% of older undergraduates came from areas of low participation in higher education.

Although some press articles suggest that the proportion of less well-off students at university may now be dropping back, this is because the number of young people in the lower socio-economic groups is falling faster than for the population as a whole.

Why is social class significant?

Research consistently shows that university students from a working-class background are more likely to: 

· study at local institutions with limited course options

· live at home while studying

· study part time

· have family or work commitments

· incur high levels of student debt
· drop out from their initial choice of course. 

They may have less chance to participate in the wider aspects of university life, such as joining student societies or living in a hall of residence, thereby reducing the wider impact of higher education on their degree results, career options and employability skills, and increasing their sense of ‘being different’, both at home and college.

They may also be less able to afford postgraduate study and for various reasons, largely not of their own making, be at risk of performing less well than individuals from other social groupings in the graduate labour market 

As a result you may feel that your whole university life has been a series of hurdles. But hurdles are there to be overcome and the research also shows that, once you have broken through the barriers, you are actually more likely than your middle class co-students to be satisfied with your lifestyle after you graduate
Understanding the law

The legal situation is quite simple. There is no legislation to prevent employers discriminating against applicants on the basis of social class. If you feel you have been discriminated against unfairly, you will need to make a complaint on the basis of a form discrimination that is illegal.

Two areas of illegal discrimination that you may find worth looking into are age and, as it has been shown that female working class graduates progress more slowly into graduate employment than their male counterparts, gender. Age discrimination has only recently been outlawed and it may be some while before there are clear legal precedents as to precisely what may or may not constitute discrimination.
There is however clear evidence of informal or unconscious discrimination by employers against graduate applicants from working class backgrounds.

Few employers overtly set out to recruit students from specific social groups. Some choose to target specific universities when recruiting and may concentrate on universities where working-class students are under-represented. Recent research has shown that only 6% of graduates with first class degrees from ‘low-ranking institutions’ were on elite, fast track graduate training programmes.

One favourite trick is to base selection on UCAS points or degree classification, which is more likely to favour the Eton and Oxford contingent than a graduate single parent who held down a full-time job and looked after a household while studying full-time as well. Many working class students cannot realistically consider anything other than scraping through academically. 

Another reason for inherent bias could be that, while sophisticated recruitment processes (eg psychometric tests, assessment centres) aim to bring out the 'personal' qualities of individuals, they also reveal the social background of the candidate in doing so. 

Company recruitment criteria invariably appear supremely objective but there can often be assumptions about how they should be met So you may be at a disadvantage if, for example, your ‘gap year’ was spent working in a pickle factory rather than sailing round the world, if you played snooker instead of hockey, or if you had no time to join college societies because you had to look after a relative. 

Finding positive employers

It is important to realise right away that the vast majority of employers will not reject your application purely on the basis of class.  Most employers now favour internet adverts more than targeting universities and you can bring yourself to the attention of those who interest you by conducting thorough research and marketing yourself effectively to demonstrate the skills you can offer.

While some sectors of employment (eg law, publishing) have traditionally been accused of bias towards middle class applicants there are many others you can find out about (eg retail, hospitality) that recruit working class applicants in big numbers and some (eg education, social care) where a working class background could be seen as a positive asset. Other sectors (eg IT, construction) are sometimes so short of applicants that their first concern will be finding any graduates who have an appropriate qualification.

Many large private employers and all self-respecting public and voluntary sector employers are likely to have a policy on equal opportunities, inclusion or diversity.  Other employers have ethical or social responsibility policies that often concentrate on environmental issues but may also talk of involvement with local communities. 

In all these cases, the details will seldom refer to class or background specifically, but their existence often suggests a ‘level playing field’ approach to recruitment and you might wish to search for such companies. A good source of information on companies with a record of community involvement is Business in the Community. If big business does not appeal, you could look at the idea of working for a social enterprise.

Watch out for specialist careers fairs targeted at particular segments of the student population or the employment market. Again, they are more likely to focus on other aspects of diversity than class, but by their attendance employers are signalling that they are prepared to consider a wide range of applicants. One good example is the GRADES Graduate Fair.

Fancy graduate training programmes may be easiest found in the South East or in big cities, but small employers are everywhere and are a good target, especially if you are reluctant to move away from home. Many of them may have never thought of taking on a graduate and are unlikely to advertise, but may be open to speculative applications and some will offer quick promotion and role flexibility to employees who succeed in gaining their trust.

Around the country there are a number of placement programmes for graduates, some of which are targeted on areas of economic regeneration, offer training in job search skills or, like the Impact Programme in Yorkshire, actively encourage the recruitment of groups who are under represented in higher education.  Some, such as the Parity Programme in Northern Ireland offer an initial training period before placement that can provide a vital opportunity to hone your business skills.

If you decide to become self employed all the barriers associated with the graduate recruitment process are of course removed instantly - but you will need to know what you are doing and make sure you format a compelling business plan. 

Lastly, not everyone realises that you are allowed to make use of most university careers services for two to three years after graduation. All can provide access to vacancy and employer information in a variety of ways.

Marketing yourself

When you are applying for jobs, it is important to market yourself. Reading employers’ brochures and looking at their websites will help you to identify the key skills they are seeking. You then need to think about how you can demonstrate evidence of the skills and abilities they require.
If you have had outside commitments that have prevented you from getting involved in student life as much as you would have liked, think about the skills that you have gained through those experiences instead. 

The very fact that you may have had to overcome obstacles to get your degree is a positive, as you will almost certainly have demonstrated personal qualities (‘persistence’, ‘determination’) and abilities (‘problem-solving’, ‘time management’) that will hit the right notes with employers. ‘Motivation’, ‘flexibility’, ‘resourcefulness’ and ‘creativity’ are more common recruitment buzzwords that describe requirements you may feel you can readily demonstrate.

When you are reading employer literature, pay particular attention to the language. Language is a key indicator of social class and it helps if you can acquire and re-use some of the terms used by your potential employers.

Applications and CV’s

It is ultimately up to you decide how much of your social class origins you are prepared to reveal.  As a general rule, the quality of the evidence you provide will matter more than where it comes from. One student who spent all her spare time helping to run her parents’ chip shop found she had picked up practical experience of virtually all of the business skills that many employers are so keen to find.

Some applicants still worry unnecessarily that information in Equal Opportunities Monitoring Forms detached from the main application form could be misused. In fact many equal opportunity employers go as far as removing all personal data from the paperwork passed to the interview panel, who may therefore not even know, for example, that you come from a council estate.

Equal opportunities legislation means that it is now no longer normal to disclose your age or marital status in a CV. All application methods will require a full employment history, although it may be possible to run together a series of short-term, irrelevant jobs with phrases like “ February 2003 – August 2006: A series of basic clerical/factory/catering jobs including…” 

‘Hobbies and Interests’ is an area where you may want to exercise some discretion. Concentrate on items that you can use to highlight your positive personal qualities - but without selling your key interests short, or giving the impression that your life outside lectures was a complete void.

‘References’ can be extremely important. Friends of the family may not always have a good grasp of what is required. Even if you are asked for a ‘personality’ reference, make sure you pick someone in a position of responsibility, who can express themselves well and will put forward your good points in detail.

Interviews

A quick look at any TV current affairs programme proves that the days of ‘Pygmalion’ are long since gone. An astoundingly wide variety of jobs are being performed by people with an astoundingly wide variety of regional accents.

There is therefore no reason to be intimidated by the fact that your accent and non-verbal behaviour will inevitably come over when it get close-up and personal. At the same time, using the occasional expression or gesture you did not learn in your own backyard does not necessarily mean you are being false or affected. 

There may be times when you wish to refer directly to your own social background. You might have social skills or knowledge of relevant social problems that can be of use when applying to an employer that is based in a working class area or needs to market to particular class groupings. 

If you feel you are being asked questions that imply a social context alien to you, the ‘No, but…’ technique may be relevant. The technique is to admit that you don’t have exactly what they are looking for, then go on to give the nearest possible equivalent.

For example: ‘No, unfortunately I was unable to apply for an internship in a law firm, but I did gain valuable experience of legal matters whilst doing voluntary work for my local Citizens’ Advice Bureau.’

Asking questions at the end of an interview can help you probe your potential employer’s attitude to social issues.

For example: 

· ‘Have you any initiatives aimed at encouraging diversity/equal opportunities in the workplace?’

· ‘Can you provide any examples of people from my sort of background who have been particularly successful with your company?’

· ‘How important are corporate responsibility issues/community support initiatives in your company?’

Because of its loosely Marxist associations, you might want to consider whether you wish to refer to yourself as ‘working class’ in an interview. The connotations of the term may be positive or negative dependent on interviewers’ own political attitudes. You could choose to use another phrase to use, such as ‘modest background’, ‘deprived area’ or ‘first person from my family to go to university’. 

Top tips

• Never go into an application process believing that the employer may discriminate against you on the basis of class. If you do so, you may well behave in such a way that invites them to reject you. Simply disbelieve the bad news.

• Remember instead that employers need a diverse workforce to help them understand new customers’ needs and increase their capacity for innovation.

• Raise your own expectations. Many working class students underestimate their potential. 

• At the same time, take a look over your shoulder at your middle class colleagues and ask your self honestly whether they have any important attributes you lack. Work on any weaknesses you identify. Consider attending a career development seminar or a course on building your self-confidence.

• Make sure that you mix with as many different kinds of people as possible so that you can ‘communicate with people at all levels’. Avoid ‘chip on the shoulder’ attitudes.

• While still at College, use Student Services for vital advice on study skills, finance and careers.

• Find a mentor with whom you can discuss your ideas, inspirations, passions and

ambitions - preferably a graduate from the same sort of background as yourself.

The Windmills Programme is an excellent source of career development material and is full of more tips like those above.

Case study

Katy is the first graduate from her family. She knew from an early age that she wanted to become a teacher but attaining her career goal required much persistence on her part and a great deal of support from her parents.

Unimpressed by the careers advice at her FE College in Workington, Katy got most of her information about going to university from a guide her mother found in a newspaper.
“We knew nothing about going to university, “ says Katy, “but we found out about it together. My parents were brilliant. They were really supportive and always expected me to go to university.”

To finance her studies, Katy spent a boring year as a data entry clerk before starting the B.A. Primary Education at St Martin’s College, Carlisle (now the University of Cumbria).   

At first she worried that she would not cope with the course and was self-conscious about her West Cumbrian accent. Academic worries eased when she started outperforming better-spoken students, but commuting over 30 miles from home, a tight budget and heavy workload meant that: “ I had no student lifestyle at all. I was doing nothing but eating, sleeping and working.”

Katy could not find a primary teaching post in Cumbria in spite of many applications and, but for constant encouragement from her father, might have stopped applying altogether.  

“I went in person to 30 (approx) schools handing out my CV before I got any work but it was just the job situation. The schools in my area were refreshingly down to earth about class. Their attitude was ‘Let’s see what you can do.’ The only discrimination I experienced was from catholic schools.”

After various short-term, part-time posts she eventually started her induction year as a newly-qualified teacher – six months after getting her initial teaching qualification.
Katy had often thought about moving south for work and, when her partner suggested moving to the home counties, she was keen to give it a try. She now teaches at a school in the Cambridgeshire Fens where she has good prospects of getting her first permanent teaching post. 

Katy’s advice to first-generation students is: “If your qualifications say you are good enough, believe that you are.  It was the hardest three years of my life but I’m really proud of everything I’ve achieved.”
Sources of further advice and information

Contacts

Joseph Rowntree Foundation, The Homestead, 40 Water End, York YO30 6WP.

Tel: 01904 61590, www.jrf.org.uk
Business in the Community, Registered Office, 137 Shepherdess Walk, London N1 7RQ. Tel: 0870 600 2482, www.bitc.org.uk
Scottish Business in the Community, Livingstone House, First Floor (East)
43 Discovery Terrace, Heriott-Watt Research Park, Edinburgh, EH14 4AP. Tel 0131 451 1100, www.sbcscot.com

Pure Potential, 13-14 New Bond Street, London, W1S 3SX. Tel 020 7491 9177, www.purepotential.org 

Social Enterprise Coalition, Southbank House, Black Prince Road, London SE1 7SJ. Tel: 020 7793 2324, www.socialenterprise.org.uk
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