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Class Of 2007, Students And Social Class In Modern Britain

This presentation aims to provoke discussion of the social class composition of students in Britain today by raising in the new circumstances of mass higher education that staple of sociology seminars ‘whether HE makes you middle class’ - still. It reviews in logical order the various class schemas that can be applied to students beginning with the possibility that class no longer exists. This claim certainly meets with the individualised perceptions of many students although reasons for this will be suggested. The next logical possibility of two class theories will then be examined to see how students might fit into them, particularly in relation to new divisions of knowledge and labour in employment. Three classes matched post-war divisions between non-manual and skilled and unskilled manual labour associated with heavy industry and 1944 tripartite state secondary schooling. The paradox is noted that, whilst a new economy as well as new arrangements of schooling and other changes in post-industrial if not post-modern society have allegedly superceded this Platonic Trinity of first, second and third class minds, a new tertiary tripartism is emerging in HE between international researching and selecting, national teaching and recruiting and local training and clearing universities. The possibility is also entertained that the traditional upper, middle and working class pyramid has morphed into an Americanised new ‘respectable’ middle-working class as the new ‘universal class’ (Savage 2000) sandwiched ‘between the snobs and the yobs’ with a ‘rough’ section of the former-manually working class relegated to so-called ‘underclass’ status beneath it. This relates to the government’s goal of giving ‘half of all 18-30 year olds some experience of higher education’ which begs Newsom’s 1963 question of the other Half Our Future. However, if the ‘underclass’ is added to upper, middle and working, this makes 4. Skipping advertisers’ ABC(1&2)D&E, the 8 class scheme of the Office of Population and Census Statistics (strangely revised in 1997 without mentioning ’skill’ despite its current ubiquity) is next considered, as presented for instance in Ken Roberts’ (2001) Class in Modern Britain. In this model, the long-term decline of those officially classified as ‘working class’ is noted in relation to widening participation and to the changed gender balance of students. In connection with the latter, ‘process’ notions of class are instanced in Reay et al (2005) but because of their reluctance to define measures of class, this approach is  unable to answer the question it raises whether widening participation in presenting itself as a professionalisation of the proletariat actually masks an ongoing proletarianisation of the professions. Lastly Wright’s 1988 notion of a ‘moratorium’ during which students are in a ‘contradictory class location’ before being ‘reinserted’ into the class structure is briefly dismissed.
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