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1

INTRODUCTION

Sonja Ardoin and Georgianna L. Martin

Historically, higher education has not welcomed poor and 
 working-class populations. Colleges and universities in the United 
States were founded for majority groups who had privilege, which 

resulted in student bodies that were almost exclusively White, straight, 
Christian, able, male, and affluent (Hurst 2012; Rudolph, 1990). Creating 
space for minoritized populations in higher education has been a challeng-
ing and ever-evolving road, and even when gains are made, new barriers are 
discovered. This should not be surprising because the system was designed 
for a narrow pool of privileged students and, as such, the U.S. higher educa-
tion system is “highly unequal and disturbingly stratified” (Jack, 2019, p. 4).

Although the federal government has never truly defined or organized 
higher education in the United States, federal legislation has broadened 
access to higher education for People of Color, women, individuals with 
disabilities, and poor and working-class populations. Examples include the 
Morrill Land-Grant Acts of 1862 and 1890, which propelled the found-
ing of public institutions for historically White and historically Black state 
universities, respectively; the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (i.e., the GI 
Bill) of 1944, which provided educational benefits to some (mostly White) 
veterans after World War II; the Higher Education Act of 1965, which 
established the Pell Grant; and the President’s Commission on Higher 
Education (1947), which recommended broader college access and equity 
and expanded the role of community colleges (Rudolph, 1990). Some states, 
particularly in the Southeast, have also developed financial support programs 
to foster  college-going, including Georgia’s HOPE scholarship, Tennessee’s 
Promise program, Florida’s Bright Futures program, and Louisiana’s Taylor 
Opportunity Program for Students (TOPS). Further, individual institutions 
have instituted need-based financial aid and scholarship opportunities and 
summer bridge, or student transition and success, programs to attract and 
support poor and working-class students. These layered efforts have led to 
increased enrollment for poor and working-class students with at least 33% 
of college students now representing the poor and working classes, though it 

Ardoin_Social Class Supports.indb   1 21-06-2021   11:02:19 PM



2  INTRODUCTION

is important to note that this is often an underestimate because social class is 
typically quantified by Pell eligibility, which limits full scope of representa-
tion, because not all students who qualify for financial aid apply (Lumina 
Foundation, 2018). Despite improvements in access, significant disparities 
in degree completion still exist across social classes:

 Only 11% of students living below the poverty level graduate within 
6 years.

 Thirty-eight percent of students with additional work, financial, or 
family obligations leave school in their 1st year.

 Fifty-three percent of student parents leave school with no degree.
 Seventy-seven percent of individuals from high-income families have 

a bachelor’s degree by age 24 compared to only 9% of individuals 
from the lowest income quartile (Lumina Foundation, 2016, 2018, 
p. 3).

Tia Brown McNair et al. (2016) at the AAC&U have offered a framework 
shift for higher education, inviting educators within and across colleges and 
universities to ensure their institutions are prepared for the students who are 
being recruited to and arriving on campus, including poor and working-class 
student populations. They deemed this becoming a student-ready college and 
defined it as “one that strategically and holistically advances student success, 
and works tirelessly to educate all [emphasis in original] students for civic and 
economic participation in a global, interconnected society” (p. 5). They also 
recognized that institutions are embedded within communities and, as such, 
recommended collaborating with local and state governments, businesses, 
and nonprofit organizations to collectively serve and support students. The 
Lumina Foundation (2018) endorsed this shift as well, noting that when an 
institutional commitment to offer comprehensive, intentional, and effective 
supports for poor and working-class students exists, this population retains 
and completes at higher rates. In their Beyond Financial Aid report, they rec-
ommended five strategies to increase success for poor and working-class stu-
dents: (a) know your poor and working-class students; (b) review internal 
processes and organize supports; (c) build internal and external partnerships; 
(d) optimize students’ use of services; and (e) create a culture of support. They 
also offer self-assessment and implementation guides which colleges and uni-
versities can use to explore campus-specific social class issues, assess service 
integration, and discover and enact ways to reduce barriers and advance equity.

This book seeks to align with the calls from the AAC&U and 
Lumina Foundation and offer educators and institutions recommendations 
for implementing this philosophy shift and recommended strategies by 
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INTRODUCTION  3

sharing examples of support programs and services across the field of higher 
 education—at 2-year, 4-year, public, and private institutions—as bench-
marks for determining how their own campus might begin or advance efforts 
to disrupt class privilege within higher education and expand equity for poor 
and working-class students.

Editor Positionality

As with any scholarly work, it is important to name what we bring ourselves 
into this book editing process, including aspects of who we are as people, 
how we have cultivated our pathways as educators, and what we center in 
our work. The two academic terms we use related to this are social location 
and positionality. Social location is “the core of a person’s existence in the 
social and political world [that] places us in particular relationships to others, 
to the dominant culture of the United States, and to the rest of the world” 
( Kirk & Okazawa-Rey, 2018, p. 15). Our social location is often shared 
through a positionality statement to recognize that all scholarship and teach-
ing is  influenced by who facilitates the process (Bourke, 2014; Coghlan & 
Brydon-Miller, 2014; Denzin, 1986). So we offer you a bit about who each 
of us is in order to, hopefully, frame why we sought to write about social class 
identity and how to support poor and working-class students in higher edu-
cation and to be transparent about the identities and experiences we bring to 
the book as editors.

Georgianna L. Martin

I inevitably bring who I am to my work. I am a White, cisgender, southern, 
fat-bodied, bisexual woman, first-generation college student who attended 
on a full Pell Grant. I suppose I’d say my upbringing was lower middle class, 
where we never went without food, clothing, or shelter, but typically never 
had the newest or nicest amenities or experiences, although as a child of 
divorce, our socioeconomic and sociocultural circumstance shifted when my 
mother was left to raise me on not much more than her minimal salary. 
I grew up learning not to ask for much. Garage sale finds were the staple of 
my wardrobe; admittedly, I was embarrassed growing up when we went to 
garage sales, fearful that I would arrive at the home of a classmate and some-
one would know my clothes were mostly secondhand finds from someone 
else’s junk (in a strange twist of fate, as an adult I enjoy going to garage sales 
and consider it a hobby!).

None of my grandparents graduated from high school and my paternal 
grandfather never learned to read. Growing up my mother told me stories 
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4  INTRODUCTION

about her childhood in the desolate Mississippi Delta. Her father was a share-
cropper and they grew up very poor. I have no doubt that, if she had been 
given the opportunity to attend college, she would have excelled. Higher 
education was simply not an option for my mother.

As a child, I recall my father instilling in me the importance of working 
hard in school and in life. His hope was always that I would attend college 
and he was a very encouraging source when I began exploring the possibility 
of college as a high school student. He did not have any experience of his 
own navigating the college search process so he relied on me to get the infor-
mation I needed to be successful. I really cannot recall messages from my 
mother about going to college. I think she was proud of my interest in going 
to college, and when I excelled as a high school student and insisted that 
I was going to college she seemed supportive. She was never as enthusiastic 
or insistent about higher education the way that my father was, but to be fair 
she never discouraged me either.

I attended a small, private liberal arts college on a full Pell Grant, a few 
merit-based scholarships, and about $5,000 in student loans per year. To 
be clear, I struggled as an undergraduate student. At the end of my 1st year 
in college, I had skipped so many classes that I failed calculus and earned 
poor grades in multiple classes. I finished my freshman year with a 1.67 
GPA, a consequence that I spent the rest of my time in college attempting to 
undo. Later, I learned that most students dropped classes when they realized 
they were failing or not doing well; I didn’t even know this was an option! 
I worked multiple jobs in college to pay for the “extra” things like laundry, 
gas, textbooks, school supplies, going out to eat with friends on occasion, 
and sorority dues. My sorority became a very important part of my college 
experience, and I maintain to this day that involvement in the sorority is 
what helped me persist in college. It would have been easy to quit college had 
it not been for the fact that I was actively engaged on campus; my parents 
would not have insisted I stay. The sorority provided the structure, support, 
and positive peer pressure I needed to get my grades up. It also served as a 
constant reminder of how I was different than my peers. Like many students 
with similar experiences, I became fairly good at pretending that I was just 
like everyone else.

No one was really talking about being a first-generation college student 
then and we definitely were not talking about social class. In fact, it wasn’t 
until the 1st year of my doctoral program that I began reflecting and unpack-
ing my experiences growing up, in high school, and through college. Those 
reflections led me to see social class as an important part of who I was and an 
underexplored issue in higher education. I’ve been on this social class journey 
for the last 13 years and I am just getting started.
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INTRODUCTION  5

Sonja Ardoin

Who I am is intrinsically tied to what I do. I grew up in a White,  working-class, 
Cajun, Catholic family in a small, rural, southern community. I attended a 
local, public K–12 school that I adored; it facilitated opportunities to learn and 
grow through academics, sports, and clubs, despite the limited funding, lack 
of arts and music programs, and inability to offer any advanced placement or 
international baccalaureate options. I was lucky to be encouraged in my educa-
tional pursuits, likely because of my identity as a White woman and someone 
who is able-minded and able-bodied, as many men in my town were taught 
that liking school was “girly” and most students with learning or behavioral 
needs, many of whom were Students of Color, were tracked into special educa-
tion. My love of the public library was cultivated by my maternal grandmother 
and books became a common item on any birthday or holiday list. Although 
only one of my four grandparents and one of my parents graduated from high 
school, the overall family ethos was that education would get you a “better 
life,” and I heard that loud and clear (and repeatedly). Though the path to get 
there was hazy and filled with barriers, I was fortunate to receive my state’s tui-
tion opportunity program scholarship and numerous other small scholarships 
and I had a phenomenal group of friends who banded together in our pursuits. 
That is how I became a first-generation college student.

Sometimes, we paint the picture that getting into higher education is 
the end of the story, yet the reality is that is only the beginning. I attended 
orientation alone because my parents were working and trusted me to figure 
out what I needed to do. I struggled to complete the FAFSA because my dad 
was wary of handing over his tax information and my parents did not own a 
computer (or have internet); then I worried that I did the form wrong and 
I would not get the Pell Grant I desperately needed. I was picked on for my 
accent by students from larger cities around the state and people were unfa-
miliar with the Cajun customs that were hallmarks of my life. I had never 
been on a plane (and would not fly until age 21 when a student organization 
sent me to a conference), had not seen a “real” play, and never visited any-
where outside of the southeastern United States. However, I was confident 
in the skills I had been taught and cultivated around work ethic, creativity, 
responsibility, tenacity, and resiliency, and I was resolute that I would make 
my family and hometown proud. I was also supported by a roommate from 
my hometown, my supervisors in my work study position in the College of 
Education Dean’s Office, a group of faculty who welcomed me and explained 
collegiate academic expectations, and several student affairs practitioners 
who were instructive advisers of organizations I joined. But at the time, there 
were no formal programs for me on campus as a first-generation college, 
working-class, rural student.
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6  INTRODUCTION

Once I learned it was an option, I chose to pursue a career in higher 
 education to help cultivate academic and cocurricular learning opportunities 
for students, and along the way I committed to sharing the experiences of 
underserved populations—namely poor and working-class, rural, and first-
generation college students—through research and scholarship. This book 
supports that commitment as it offers educators and institutions scalable 
examples of how colleges and universities are supporting these populations, 
and others, along their college and university pathways. It is my hope that the 
chapters in this book will prompt further discussion of how social class iden-
tity influences students’ higher education experiences and why institutions 
should develop supports to facilitate degree completion. If institutions are 
going to deliberately recruit these populations (and we see that happening), 
institutions must intentionally support poor and working-class students.

The Complexities of Defining and Understanding Social Class

If higher education institutions are going to build supports for poor and 
working-class students, educators should first ensure they grasp the entirety 
of what social class entails. This can certainly be convoluted because of the 
complexities of social class (Barratt, 2011; Hurst, 2010), the challenge with 
defining it (Liu, 2011; McMillian, 2017), the layers to classism (Liu et al., 
2004), and the overall tendency to avoid discussing this oft-deemed “taboo 
topic” (Ardoin & martinez, 2019; Martin et al., 2018). bell hooks (2000) 
observed how “no one wants to talk about class. It is not sexy or cute” (p. 7), 
yet she illustrated how higher education is deeply influenced by and perpetu-
ates middle- and upper-class conformity: “there [is] no place in academe for 
folks from working class backgrounds who [do] not want to leave the past 
behind. It [is] the price of the ticket” (p. 36). Jack (2019) complemented this 
perspective with his viewpoint on campuses, particularly those perceived as 
elite, “still being bastions of wealth, built on customs, traditions, and policies 
that reflect the tastes and habits of the rich” (p. 8). It should not be  surprising, 
then, that when students with a poor or working-class background pursue 
higher education, they face a multitude of barriers that shape their campus 
experiences (see Ardoin & martinez, 2019; Barratt, 2011; Martin, 2015; 
Soria, 2015).

To better understand the holistic nature of social class, educators must 
first contend with terminology (Liu et al., 2004; Stuber, 2006). As a means 
of operationalizing social class, this identity is often reduced to only one of 
its components—namely, finances (e.g., income + wealth), occupation, or 
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INTRODUCTION  7

education level (Ardoin & martinez, 2019; Garrison & Liu, 2018). Terms 
such as low-income, low-socioeconomic status, and Pell-eligible are often used as 
interchangeable with social class; this is problematic because it renders social 
class to a money issue, neglects the broader conceptualization of class, and, 
thus, limits the ability of educators and institutions to comprehend the full 
scope of supports needed and truly advance class equity. We implore individ-
uals who work in and study higher education to stop conflating these terms 
(Liu, 2011). Rather, we encourage educators to review and utilize literature 
and theoretical frameworks to grasp the overall nature of social class identity. 
Two such models are Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model and 
Liu’s social class worldview model (see Liu et al., 2004; Liu, 2011). Brief 
summations are offered here.

Community Cultural Wealth Model

A model born of critical race theory and the experiences of Latinx students, 
Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth model has been applied to social 
class identity as a means of recognizing the various components within the 
identity and shifting the narrative around poor and working-class popula-
tions from deficit-based to asset-focused. Yosso extended Bourdieu’s (1986) 
explanations of cultural and social capital with five additional forms of 
capital. Cultural capital is the knowledge, language, experiences, and cul-
ture that families share with their children (Archer, 2003; MacLeod, 2009; 
McDonough, 1997). Although we all possess cultural capital, society and 
higher education institutions often establish the middle- and upper-class 
forms of cultural capital as normative and valuable. Social capital encompasses 
the relationships and connections one has to various individuals, groups, and 
communities. Students from poor and working-class backgrounds certainly 
have social capital in their home communities; however, that capital may not 
translate to the college and university context. Yosso (2005) conceived addi-
tional forms of capital as aspirational, familial, linguistic, navigational, and 
resistant. Aspirational capital is one’s ambition and determination. By pursu-
ing higher education, poor and working-class students have showcased this 
form of capital—they believe in themselves even when institutions might 
not. Familial capital emphasizes kinship and culture as a resource. Students 
may get their work ethic, creativity, or coping mechanisms from their family. 
Linguistic capital showcases the advantage of fluency in several languages or 
dialects. Although institutions sometimes perceive this as a barrier, it takes 
intelligence to be bi- or multilingual and is a sign of students’ ability to 
code switch. Navigational capital acknowledges one’s ability to act within the 
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8  INTRODUCTION

limitations of their context. Poor and working-class students completing the 
financial aid process without assistance is an example of this. Resistant capital 
is awareness of inequities and action toward equity. When students organ-
ize to create their own student groups focused on social class as a support 
structure, they are exhibiting this form of capital. This compilation of capi-
tals exhibits different aspects of social class and how poor and working-class 
students may employ them in higher education.

Social Class Worldview Model

From the field of counseling psychology, Liu et al.’s (2004) social class 
 worldview model (SCWM) utilizes a capital accumulation paradigm 
(e.g., acquisition of the aforementioned forms of capital) as a lens from which 
to perceive one’s own world and notice differences between social classes. The 
authors frame one’s social class worldview through five interrelated domains: 
(a) consciousness, attitudes, and salience; (b) referent groups; (c) property 
relationships; (d) lifestyle; and (e) behaviors. Distilled down, the first domain 
describes how aware a student is about their social class, how they feel about 
it, and where it falls on level of importance to their sense of self; the second 
domain is who students compare themselves to from their hometowns, at 
their institutions, and as aspirational figures; the third domain is about what 
students own in terms of material goods; the fourth domain is how students 
spend their time, energy, and resources (e.g., working, spending time with 
family); and the fifth domain is how they display, or attempt to hide, their 
social class. The SCWM establishes the complex layers that comprise one’s 
social class worldview, and thus identity, and provides educators with a struc-
ture for how to comprehend the various types of support students from poor 
and working-class backgrounds might need, or benefit from, within their 
higher education institutions.

And for those who need a working definition for social class, Liu offered 
that social class is “one’s identity as a socially classed being” (as cited in 
Garrison & Liu, 2018, p. 20), whereas Martin et al. (2018) described social 
class as “a network of values and beliefs an individual uses to understand their 
socioeconomic and sociocultural experiences, best understood by acknowl-
edging the larger systemic structures of classism and the influence it exerts 
on one’s class based experiences” (p. 12). Despite this definitional vagueness, 
research shows that children as young as age 6 can distinguish social class 
cues and differences (Ramsey, 1991). So even if we cannot precisely define 
social class, we sure can feel it and notice how it impacts our life experiences, 
which means poor and working-class college students can certainly detect 
that social class is affecting their higher education pursuits.
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INTRODUCTION  9

How Social Class Intersects With Other Social Identities

Although we center social class in this book, it is critical to note that social 
class is not experienced in isolation. Rather, students experience social class 
alongside their race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability, age, and religion. We 
know that in the United States more People of Color are poor or working 
class, more women are poor and working class, more LGBQ and transgender 
individuals are poor and working class, and more people with disabilities 
and veterans are poor and working class. This is a result of the interlocking 
systems of racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, and classism. This can, and 
does, result in limited access to employment, basic needs (e.g., food, hous-
ing), health care, childcare, eldercare, and education, among other aspects of 
life, strengthening the cycle of intergenerational poverty.

A focus on class cannot, and should not, supersede or be substituted 
for race or another social identity. Park (2018) urged educators to recog-
nize that the “idea that race-conscious and class-conscious approaches are 
mutually exclusive is false” and called institutions to “address both race and 
class to boost opportunities for low-income Students of Color” (p. 53). We 
must understand students’ experiences holistically and support them in their 
whole humanity. As Ijeoma Oluo pointed out in her book So You Want to 
Talk About Race (2019):

Our class system is oppressive and violent and harms a lot of people of all 
races. It should be addressed. It should be torn down. But the same  hammer 
won’t tear down all of the walls. What keeps a poor child in  Appalachia poor 
is not what keeps a poor child in Chicago poor—even if from a  distance, 
the outcomes look the same. And what keeps an  able-boded Black woman 
poor is not what keeps a disabled white man poor, even if the outcomes 
look the same. (p. 13)

Knowing all of this, readers will find that many chapters describe supports 
that serve students at the intersection of minoritized identities, centering 
social class but also recognizing student needs based on race, ethnicity, sexu-
ality, gender, first-generation college student status, immigration status, rural 
background, and more. Part Five in particular highlights identity intersec-
tions and how campuses have cultivated supports for students who hold 
 multiple minoritized identities. We implore educators and institutions to not 
do (more) harm by replacing existing programs focused on other social iden-
tities with social class supports, but rather encourage the addition of social 
class components to existing programs and consideration of implementing 
new programs to address social class–related barriers.
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10  INTRODUCTION

Why Supports Are Necessary, but Not Always Sufficient

With an increasing and intentional focus on recruiting poor and working-
class students to higher education (Jack, 2019), it is critical that educators 
and institutions provide a myriad of support programs and services for this 
population. Otherwise, the institution will be damaging poor and working-
class students’ futures because colleges and universities will have sold them a 
pipe dream. They will have expected to come to campus, earn a degree, and 
have access to better employment options and life opportunities, and if they 
leave without that degree and with student loan debt, they will be facing 
harsher circumstances than they would have if they had not attended at all.

But let’s not believe it is enough to build supports. Supports are neces-
sary but not always sufficient. We must also work to reduce, and ultimately 
eliminate, the significant barriers created by the past and present of higher 
education in the United States that uphold access and attainment gaps for 
poor and working-class students. This requires an examination of existing 
policies and practices (Lumina Foundation, 2018), unlearning the deficit 
perceptions and stereotypes we have about poor and working-class popula-
tions, listening to and believing the individualized experiences of poor and 
working-class students (and alumni and employees) (Ardoin & martinez, 
2019), and doing the complicated, personal, collective, and sometimes 
 arduous work of reducing classism and advancing class equity.

Overview of the Book

There are many reasons educators might read this book. Some might be from 
a poor or working-class background and seek to aid students who share that 
identity. Some could be motivated by values or altruism and want to do what 
they can within their sphere of influence. Some might be required by their 
role at an institution to serve this population and trying to find new ideas. 
Others could be motivated by the institutional bottom line (e.g., budget) 
and pursuing supports to increase retention as a means of sustaining tuition 
dollars. Whatever the reason for reading, we hope that you find this book to 
offer realistic, scalable examples of how different types of institutions across 
the United States are currently supporting poor and working-class students.

The book is divided into sections that represent the holistic ways institutions 
can, and should be, supporting poor and working-class students. Part One offers 
access supports, featuring examples of both institutionally embedded, funded, 
and administrator-managed programs and grassroots student- organized-and-
implemented programs. These three chapters provide recommendations for 
how institutions can assist students as they make  decisions about applications 
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INTRODUCTION  11

and admission. Part Two describes basic needs supports that enable students 
to ensure housing security, food security, necessary clothing, sense of belong-
ing through cocurricular engagement, and mental health resources. These six 
chapters highlight how institutions can help poor and working-class students 
sustain daily, essential needs as a foundational element to retention and com-
pletion. Part Three focuses on academic and learning supports which foster 
students’ knowledge acquisition and skill development, including experiences 
that cultivate conversations on social class through academic courses or inter-
group dialogue programs and methods to reduce costs of academic materials, 
encourage student research, and embed industry exposure and certification. 
These five chapters address how institutions can get creative in designing both 
courses and academic programs to allow for full engagement from poor and 
working-class students. Part Four concentrates on advising supports as a means 
of preparing faculty and staff members on campus to recognize the influence of 
social class on students’ experiences and more effectively serve this population. 
These three chapters present institutions with approaches to advising which 
acknowledge students’ identities, offer proactive strategies, and recommend 
continued training for advisers. Part Five honors the intersections of social 
class with other components of identity and life experiences, including race, 
ethnicity, sexuality, immigration status, first-generation college student status, 
experiences of former foster youth, and graduate student experiences. These six 
chapters emphasize how institutions can layer supports for students who hold 
multiple minoritized identities through both collective center structures and 
customized programs and services. Part Six recommends collaborative efforts 
with external partners to support poor and working-class students. These four 
chapters portray ways institutions can utilize donors, research centers, com-
munity-based organizations, and professional associations to increase funding 
for social class supports, study and champion their effectiveness, establish ties 
to the community, and offer outlets for learning and connection. Finally, the 
conclusion coalesces the six sections (and 27 chapters!) into overarching areas 
of consideration for all educators and institutions invested in the success of 
poor and working-class students.
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