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Abstract

Previous researches on class reproduction tend to presume the continuation of
class inequality across generations, but less often consider the process of inheriting and
forging class from a "class as career" perspective, that is, how do individuals from
different backgrounds construe their situations and make different choices at different
stages of life (e.g., from elementary school to college) ? What positive changes or
unanticipated costs will these choices bring, which in turn affect the self-orientation and
understanding of individuals ? This study attempts to examine the differences in the
careers of students from different backgrounds, from childhood to adulthood, in order
to outline the complex mechanisms and processes of class functioning.

By interviewing seven elite university students who grew up in different classes
(three from the working class and four from the middle class) to understand their
upbringing and educational experiences, this study identified and summarized the
following four different educational trajectories. the educational mobility (i.e., entry
into an elite university) of working-class students is either highly dependent on
individual effort and talent or relied on strong family involvement to compensate for
their innate deficiencies. Those working-class students who take an independent
approach, growing up on their own, tend to have stronger self-esteem and resilience
even when they face the predicament of not fitting in at university (e.g., difficulty being
included into the elite group, not knowing how to deal with institutional rules). The
working-class students, who are forced by their parents were tend to express sense of
constraint, as they not only suffer from family disadvantages, but also lack opportunities
to develop themselves under parental coercion. Compared with students from the
working class, students from the middle class have a much smoother educational path.
However, differences in parenting styles (elite education vs. holistic development) also
lead to different attitudes toward education. Unlike traditional elite students who lack

self-awareness and follow the advice of adults, students who take a holistic approach

II



not only have a stronger sense of entitlement, but also know how to utilize their
strengths. Because of this, the former tend to be anxious and unsettled in college without
parental guidance and fail to keep up with the pace and rhythm of diversified learning,
while the latter tend to feel confident and have a clear career goal and direction.

The above findings reveal the complexity of how the social class affects an
individual's career. While the structural inequality of class remains a factor in shaping
an individual's educational trajectory, the differences in upbringing may also lead to a
developmental trajectory that does not align with the social class of the family at the

individual level.

Keywords: family and school education, capital, habitus, elite university
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