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The need to succeed: the placed experiences and tactics of working class students in Higher Education

Drawn from our current ESRC/TLRP project investigating the socio-cultural and learning experiences of working class undergraduates in four different types of HE institution (ESRC grant ref: RES-139-25-0208), this paper focuses upon the learner identities and social experiences of working class students in one of the institutions, a pre-1992 civic university located in the English Midlands. The paper focuses on three of the seven case study students at Midlands University who were interviewed at key moments across two academic years. In so doing the paper shows how HE experiences are routed through the cultural milieu of specific types of HE institution, focussing upon the academic and social tensions working class students encounter and deal with as they move through a white, middle class environment, but also one which allows students to engage differentially on both academic and social terms.
This paper examines the progress of three selected working class case study students across two academic years in three different subject areas, with reference to a series of semi-structured interviews, highlighting the tactics (de Certeau, 1998) employed in overcoming challenges related to their classed, gendered and raced positionings in their engagement with their subject, the HE institution and other students.  This paper particularly highlights the importance of the motivations driving these students’ continuation in HE and how this may influence their engagement with their subject area, their learning practices and their engagement with the non-academic aspects of university life.  Motivations, which continue to inform the university experience throughout the life of the degree programme draw upon the class and familial backgrounds of these students and can be contrasted with ideas of university as a natural right of passage expressed by middle class students. Although not all of the working class students in question have fully engaged with their studies and are progressing as they would have wished it is clear that their continued commitment to their respective courses is based upon a requirement to seize the opportunity presented to them and to gain access to employment.  Other distinctions are also clear in terms of the social behaviours of these students. While the institution does work to draw all students into a social, if not academic, collective, the case study students only enter into this in those ways with which they feel comfortable.  With the recruitment and retention of working class students continuing to remain a significant and problematic issue in HE, this paper shows how working class students take unique trajectories through university, overcoming a distinct set of challenges in order to achieve.  While in the case of the students presented here this has been done relatively successfully, the fragile yet often quite determined position of these students is clear.
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