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Introduction

Taylor and Emma started college at Midwest University dur-
ing the fall of 2004." They had a lot in common. They lived on the same
residence hall floor and planned to pursue careers in dentistry.? Like virtu-
ally all of their floormates, they were white, American-born, heterosexual,
unmarried with no children, and roughly eighteen years old.* Both had
strong high school records: Emma had earned “straight A’s and was in all
of the advanced placement classes” (Y1).% Taylor reported a 3.78 high school
grade point average (GPA). Although Taylor’s family was more affluent than
Emma’s, both were from middle- or upper-middle-class families. The two
women majored in biology and took advantage of opportunities to further
their career goals.

Their circumstances one year after graduation differed dramatically. Taylor
left with a 3.6 GPA and was enrolled in dental school. She was thrilled:

I decided on [Top 15 Dental School], and I'm really happy. I like it here. . . .
Everyone I've talked to who's graduated has had [job] offers. . . . Starting
salary’s like $90,000, and then I think it can go pretty high from there. (Y5)

Emma graduated with a 3.0 GPA and was working as a dental assistant—
making $11 an hour in a job that did not require a bachelor’s degree. She,
not surprisingly, was disappointed:

When I first started working, I felt ridiculous. I felt like I was wasting all of
my schooling and I just felt that I didn’t belong there with those people
because [ should be doing something else with people who have college
degrees. (Y5)

Disparity in career prospects does not fully capture differences in th.elr
i i
class trajectories at college exit. Emma was forced to return home and live
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2 Introduction

with her parents in a small Rust Belt cily: further constraining her job op-
portunities. Her $10,000 student loan bill, though small compared with
those of others, loomed large given her income. Graduate sc'h(ml was not
possible as she was in competition with science majors who did not get into
medical school. Emma explained:

1 applied to a clinical laboratory scientist program. I didn’t get in. . . . They
only pick four students a year. A lot of kids . . . if they don’t get into medical
school then they apply to this program. . . . It was based off your GPA and a
lot of these kids were coming in with extremely, extremely, high GPAs. (Y5)

Emma’s lack of direction tied her closer to her boyfriend, Joe, a working-
class man. She noted:

The other option if I didn’t get into the program was to move . . . and be
with Joc. So this August, 1 will be moving. . . . Right now, it’s like I have
no choice. .

.. It doesn’t make any sense for me to stay in [my hometown]
and do a job that I don't really like and I can‘t progress in. (Y5)

As Joe was in the military, the move would take her far fr.

somewhere where she
marrie

om her family, to
had no social ties. Living on base required being
d and living off was more expensive, putting pressure on Emma to
Marry young. Joe's position offered health and educational benefits she
could access as his wife, but his entry-level military pay was low

cn]rrr:r;?:\li:?/?l("-::z‘”r:;n dental school, was enmeshed in a vibrant campus
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Inside the Black Box of Higher Education

In this book we argue that student experiences during college, and class
trajectories at exit, are fundamentally shaped by the structure of academic
and social life on campus. That is, in different institutional contexts, we
might expect the same student to leave with better—or worse—chances for
class reproduction or mobility. We argue that how Midwest University and
many other large state schools currently organize the college experience
systematically disadvantages all but the most affluent—and even some of
these students.

Practically speaking, as college tuition has skyrocketed, students, parents,
scholars, administrators, and policy makers have become worried about
what students are getting out of college. The shelves of bookstores are lined
with overwrought accounts of the decline of higher education, with titles
such as Higher Education? How Colleges Are Wasting Our Money and Failing Our
Kids—and What We Can Do about It.> As the example of Emma suggests, such
concerns are well founded, although there is currently little consensus
about what exactly the problems are and what to do.

Economists and sociologists of stratification have informed the discussion
by offering sophisticated analysis of the returns to college.® As a result, we
know that college graduates have higher incomes, employment rates, am:
chances of getting married than those who do not graduate from collegf:.
There is strong evidence that parental resources (for example, money, social
connections, cultural understandings, and educational aspirations) advan-
tage affluent students in college access. admission, performance, and grad-
uation.® We are learning more about who can expect the greatest returr?s
from college—that is, science, math, and engineering majors—and.theire is
an ongoing debate about whether those who are least or mgst likely to
obtain a college education have the most 10 gain by artending. . .

Based on large data sets and complex statistical mo‘.icl?. lfns researc
tradition does not delve inside the university. This is a limitation, because
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ethnographic and longitudinal a.pproa.ch = develo}? a T.iCh under.
i a'n f students’ college experiences Il a tiny slice of university |jfe and
:i‘:u':c":ii‘: dlice in the context of Midwest University’s camp‘u§, MU'’s campus
within the larger postsecondary system, and the system as it is today within
history. By adopting a qualitative approach to th'e study of class and stratifica-
tion, we build on the work of a small but growing group of scholars_13 Mov.
ing between the micro and macro allows us to see the ways in which o
participants’ experiences were shaped by structures internal to the univer-
sity, and to identify organizational processes that exacerbate or ameliorate
class differences. We are influenced by Michael Burawoy’s extended case
method, in which particularity can be used to offer analytical leverage. 14
Our project is part of a growing body of research on the “experientia
core of college life"—the time between college entry and exit.!® Work in
this vein includes Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campu ses, in
which Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa measure college learning.'s This
scholarship s part of a gencral move in the sociology of education to place
quamitfat.ive stratification research in dialogue with organizational, histori-
cal. political, and cultural scholarship.”” These approaches promise to shed

light on th'e Causes and consequences of the dramatic changes currently
under way in the American postsecondary sector,
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that “As the Ivy Islands drift further from the mainland, we need to turn
our sights more intensely on public universities; what happens in them will
become more central to the future of American society.”2°

A third of American high school graduates matriculate at four-year public
universities, founded with the intent of helping those who aspire to improve
their circumstances.' Historically, taxpayers have funded these schools with
the understanding that they serve the public, and public institutions have
offered stepping-stones for many low-income, immigrant, and minority
individuals.?? It is an open question at this historical moment whether they
are still serving this function or will continue to do so in the future.??

Public research universities are complex organizations. It is not easy to

discern what they are doing, how well they are doing it, or for whom. Clark
Kerr, former chancellor of the University of California at Berkeley, described
post—-World War II American universities as “multiversities,” as these orga-
nizations attempt to satisfy a broad range of constituencies.2* Trustees and
legislatures want public universities to provide measurably high-quality
education at low cost while at the same time generating world-class research.
Faculty at state flagships—even middle-tier flagships—generally hail from
elite doctoral programs. They seek resources to facilitate their research, in-
cluding a light teaching load and minimal expectations of interaction with
undergraduates.

Undergraduates arrive with a wide range of orientations and levels of
preparation. More selective schools recruit many of the most accomplished
students from privileged families. A far greater number of the brightest and
most ambitious from less privileged families land at four-year public univer-
sities in their state, given class differences in willingness to move far from
home.?* Average (or less than average) students from affluent families flock
to schools like MU, from both in and out of state. Similar students from
lower-income families are more likely to be absorbed by community col-
leges, regional commuter colleges, and for-profit schools, although some find
their way to four-year, residential public universities—at least for a time.

Our arguments are based on a five-year ethnographic and interview study
of a cohort of women who lived on the same residence hall floor on MU’s
campus during the 2004-2005 academic year. Our research team occupied a

room on the floor the initial year of the study.?® We met the womctn as they
moved onto campus and, over the course of the year, observed m‘f on the
floor. We interacted with them as they did with each other—hanging out,
watching television, eating pizza, studying, and providing company as they
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are at the center of the pathway analyses in Chapters 5-8.%7 All together,
the data set consists of 202 interviews conducted over five years and over
2,000 pages of field notes.

The analytical power of our study derives not from the size of the sam.-
ple but from the depth of the observations.?® Because we got to know the
women in an informal context and built our relationships over time, we
heard accounts of college life not often captured by education researchers,
We made no a priori assumptions about the centrality of academics to their
lives. We listened and probed, trying to understand their experiences from
their point of view. Our in-depth longitudinal approach, following women
as they moved through college, is rare.?? It allowed us to develop theories
in one set of interviews that we could investigate in the next—to shift between
inductive and deductive modes of research and analysis. We were able to
move deeper into our investigation of campus life, arriving at an understand-
ing of the university’s role in shaping different women’s trajectories.
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riences of the women on our floor who did not do so were stil] shaped by the
dominant culture of the floor. The experiences of other students on cam-
pus are similarly influenced by the large, visible party pathway—although
how much depends largely on their distance from it socially, spatially, and
academically. Alternative subcultures—such as lesbian and gay students,
students of color, international students, or those devoted to the arts, music,
sports, religion, or academics—survived through what we came to refer to
as “protective segregation.”

This is a study of college women. Women’s experiences in higher educa-
tion are paradoxical and thus worthy of close scrutiny. On the one hand,
women today attend college in greater numbers than men, even leading
some to consider “affirmative action for boys.”*> Women achieve higher
GPAs and are more likely than men to graduate.>® They also receive more
parental aid for higher education.’® On the other hand, women still shy
away from math and science and experience high rates of sexual violence
and other forms of sexual disrespect.” These contradictory experiences are,
as we will argue, in part organizationally produced. Women are also inter-
esting because their sexual and romantic strategies vary by social class and
have consequences for future class position.

We use the word “trajectory” instead of “outcome” to assess women’s cir-
cumstances at the end of college because the women were still quite young
when we left them. Trajectories are also more encompassing than discrete
outcomes—incorporating a number of dimensions. We anticipate adult
class location on the basis of the last interview but do not foreclose the pos-
sibility of change in direction.

Overview of the Argument

Our rich data allowed us to develop a theoretical model explaining why
some students, in certain higher education contexts, may fare better than
others. Below we discuss this model in general terms, and throughout
the book illustrate it with our data. However, as we have only one case,
there are limits, and the model is indelibly imprinted by where in the
sector we were located. We offer concepts to think with and invite others
to extend and revise our model through application to different institu-
tional environments and other types of students.

We argue that college experiences and class trajectories out of collegF are
shaped by the fit between individual characteristics (resources associated
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d Taylor mattered so much. Emma s. ailure to persist in her pur-
cuit of a dental career had everything to do with the' structure of the path-
ways available to her. As we will see in Chapter 7, without highly educated
and well-informed parents like Taylor’s, it was hard for‘Emma to entirely
avoid the lure of the robust party pathway at MU. That this pathway reigned
supreme was in part a consequence of MU'’s pursuit of solvency in the face
of declining state support and the solution it found in supporting the class
project of affluent, socially oriented students.

In Table I.1 we provide a concrete summary of the ways in which class
projects, college pathways, and organizational imperatives intersect to shape
the flow of students through the university. Along with Figure 1.1, this table
should help the reader follow the discussion below. As class projects form
an important link between the interests of individuals and the structure of
postsecondary organizations, we start there. We then look at the university
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as an organization, examining three main pathways and the organi
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them as of a certain class. Classes, grades, and professors factor in out of
necessity butare relegated to the background.?

Key to 1}?15 form of' social. reproduction is isolation from less privileged
others during years in which cultural tastes, social styles, friendships,
and marital relationships are formed and solidified. This is ensured in part
by the sheer expense of the college social whirl—as it involves sorority
and fraternity fees, late-model cars, booze, dining at restaurants, spring
break vacations, study abroad, fashionable clothing and accessories, and
the grooming necessary to achieve the right personal style. High levels of
parental funding are required, as full immersion allows little time for paid
employment.”®

This orientation to college is not new. In fact, it originated with wealthy
young men who relied on family background, social connections, and per-
sonal charisma to build careers in business and politics after college.”” Elite
institutions played a central role in this process. As Jerome Karabel detailed

¢ Chosen: The Hidden History of Admission and Exclusion at Harvard, Yale,
n the early twentieth century
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come from such affluence that they will be wealthy irrespective of how they
spend their time in college. Others may seek to capitalize on social skills,
connections, and looks—which matter more in some arenas than others.
These students can take familial support after college graduation for granted,
considerably reducing the stakes of academic performance.

If these individuals do not apply themselves in college, why do they bother
to attend? College provides a necessary labor market credential and is a.lso
the only place to engage in four years of intensive interaction with similar
peers.*! Friendships that link people to job opportunities and potential mates
are generated. Young men and women are able to refine classed., raced, and
(hetero)sexualized forms of masculinity and femininity, allowing them. to
fit smoothly into elite social and professional contexts—without appearing

to work too hard at it.*?
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at being a “girl” has social value and can be exchanged for certain typeg of
career success and—most importantly—a well-heeled male breadwinner, In
the past, many affluent women went to college to acquire the so-calleq
MRS degree. Today, they may still meet their mates in college, but most wait
until the earning potential of a future mate is certain before committing
Eventual marriage within social class is thus pivotal to this approach.

Class Mobility

Many members of the working and middle classes view higher education
as a primary avenue to social mobility. This view has its roots in the Ameri-
can Dream, according to which anyone can make it to the top—if they just
work hard enough to get on and stay on what essayist Calvin Trillin de-
scribed as a “special, reservations-only escalator to success.”*4

The educational investments of this group come at a great cost—they dig
deep into sparse family resources, take out loans, and work long hours to
make college a possibility.*> Pragmatic and vocationally oriented, these stu-
dents seek practical majors and prioritize securing a credential leading to
gainful employment. Their approach is defined by hard work and dedication
to studies. Motivation, lack of time, and limited funds help them to ignore
the siren song of the party scene. Even if inclined to participate, they are
often excluded.

Individuals seeking to improve their lot in life have long been present on
campus and are captured in the popular image of the “nerd” or the “grind.”*¢
This is particularly true at public universities, where social origins have
played a far less important role in admissions than at elite, private schools.
The composition of this group has shifted over time, at various points includ-
ing children of immigrants (first Eastern European, later Asian, and then
Central American), sons and daughters of rural farmers, blacks, Jews, and
women of all classes.”’

Today, less privileged women are more likely than their male counter-
parts to look to higher education as a route to mobility. They seek access t0
jobs that pay more and offer greater security than the childcare, cashiering,
or waitressing jobs that would otherwise be their lot.*® These women are
often tough and self-reliant, with insufficient time or money to cultivate
the femininity characteristic of affluent partiers. However, in other ways
they are gender traditional. Most are unlikely to leave behind realms of work
coded as feminine, turning to pink-collar vocational majors that promise
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an immediate “step up.”*” They also see benefits in a relatively early mar-
riage. For those without parental assistance, there are “economies of scale”
in combining resources and efforts, rather than maintaining an independent
household.>®

The problem these women face is access to potential mates that can
contribute to, rather than drain, the resources of the couple. It can be a chal-
lenge to locate them—few men who share their social origins (and a more
rapid timeline for marriage) can be found at college.”' Research has illus-
trated that the marital benefits of college—a higher likelihood of marrying
and of marrying well to a similarly educated individual—do not extend to
the least advantaged of college-goers.’? The fate of these women'’s mobility
projects oftentimes rests on their ability to avoid or end relationships with
less ambitious men.

Class Reproduction through Achievement

Students from a range of class backgrounds arrive on campus intending to
embark upon well-compensated and high-status professional careers. Those
who win might be referred to as “the elite”—or perhaps “Super People,” as
the New York Times dubbed them.>® They are the accomplished young, with
stellar SAT scores, near-perfect high school GPAs, and Advanced Placement
(AP) credits. The educational and economic resources required to produce
individuals with such outstanding profiles sharply restricts access to these
positions.>* In this “inherited meritocracy,” the means to do well are typically
handed down from one generation to the next.>

Evidence suggests that these families are engaged in a parenting arms
race—spending more time and money longer into the life course to guaran-
tee their children’s success.>® Admission to the “right” college is a defining
moment. However, privileged parents also pay careful attention to their
children during college, monitoring choice of majors, class selection, the
quality of advice given by advisors, choice of romantic partners, and time
spent socializing. They help their offspring craft the most appealing array
of extracurricular activities and scout for beneficial internships.>’ For these
parents, the nest is not empty; it has just been relocated.

Changes in the organization of higher education have increased the cost
and likelihood of mistakes. Skyrocketing tuition has intensified parental
attention to the quality and payoff of their investments.’® There has been an
explosion of different types of postsecondary organizations and curricular
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also aspire to beauty, fitness, and femininity.®® As a 2003 report on the sta-
tus of women at Duke University described, these women strive for “effort-
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[The] expectation that [they] should excel in everything. They should be
great students, with exciting summer jobs and internship opportunities;
they should join high-status sororities and be popular with their peers; they
should be campus leaders; and they should have physically fit bodies and
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College Pathways

When the university structures the interests of a constituency into its or-
ganizational edifice, we say that it has created a “pathway.” Pathways are

simultaneously social and academic and coordinate all aspects of the uni

versity experience.®” Just as roads are built for types of vehicles, pathways

are built for types of students. The party pathway is provisioned to support
the affluent and socially oriented; the mobility pathway is designed for the

pragmatic and vocationally oriented; and the professional pathway fits
ambitious students from privileged families.

The Party Pathway

The party pathway is built around an implicit agreement between the uni-
versity and students to demand little of each other.” Extremely affluent
students with middling academic credentials are the ideal candidates. They
cost the university the least, as they are not eligible for need-based aid, are
less competitive for merit scholarships, do not demand much time with
faculty, and do not require remedial assistance. Legacy policies (some-
times referred to as “affirmative action for the rich”) and comparatively
low academic standards make it easier for universities to admit more of
these students.”!

Murray Sperber, in his 2000 book, Beer and Circus: How Big-Time College
Sports Is Crippling Undergraduate Education, suggests that students are, in es-
sence, bribed with “beer and circus” in exchange for minimal contact with
faculty and low academic demands.”? Yet, “beer and circus” is exactly what
some affluent students seek. Building the social side of the party pathway
involves creating big-time sports teams and facilities, as well as other “rec-
reational” aspects of student life (for example, fitness and student cen-
ters).”? It means establishing ways of policing student revelry that protect
life, property, and reputation without putting 100 much of a damper on
student socializing. Most centrally, it requires solving the puzzle of how to
systematically, and in large-scale fashion, generate “fun.”

Sororities and fraternities are often part of the solution: umbrella orga-
nizations at both local and national levels ease the planning c?I cempus-
wide social events. Universities can further support these organizations by
allowing them to operate on campus, facilitating purchaSCrOf. proyer;:;iin
university grounds, and exempting them from n-goliovu:ri‘:(r’n‘:ldnft‘u:ents tf)
so0, schools provide a way for affluent, white, soCially
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isolate themselves from their less privileged peers.”* They also ensure that
such students have the organizational infrastructure necessary for theiy
sexual and romantic projects—fraternities sponsor an erotic marketplace
in which students gain status and make connections through "hooking
up.””* By pairing opposite-sex houses for events, Greek organizations engi-
neer this process, effectively creating what demographers call “endoga my”
or “homogamy”—pairing like with like or, in this case, affluent white women,
with affluent white men.”

Regardless of how much students value fun and socializing, few of theijr
parents would pay tuition without at least the promise of some academic
edification. Classes and grades legitimate the college experience. Yet seri-
ous scholarship is time-consuming. This produces a conundrum: How
can students have a primarily social experience without failing academi-
cally? Universities have solved the problem by allowing easy majors to
develop.

In his contribution to The Future of the City of Intellect: The Changing Ameri-
can University, Steven Brint refers to these majors as “the practical arts” or
“occupational and professional programs often housed in their own schools
and colleges.””” They include business, public administration, communica-
tions, tourism, recreation studies, education, human development, fitness,
and fashion, among others. Easy majors contrast with the more challeng-
ing sciences and humanities that are generally part of colleges of arts and
sciences. They are associated with higher overall GPAs and less measurable
learning.” In many—although not all—easy majors, career success depends
on personal characteristics developed outside of the classroom, even prior
to college. For example, appearance, personality, and social ties matter at
least as much—if not more—than GPA for media, sports, or fashion careers.

A developed party pathway requires that easy majors be richly varie-
gated, with many possible sub-subspecialties, ways to opt out of challenging
requirements (for example, language, science, and math classes), and sched-
ules compatible with partying (that is, no Friday classes). When a party path-
way is robust, these majors are well advertised, recommended by advisors.
and generally supported by the school.

The Mobility Pathway

The mobility pathway provides vocational training to anyone who is willing
to work hard to acquire it. It is explicitly inclusive and pragmatic in natu s
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A central feature of the mobility pathway is the leveling of the playing field
for those who do not have the advantages necessary to sail through college
on their own.

Compensation starts with access. Less privileged students benefit when
tuition costs are low, financial aid is adequate, and it takes the form of grants
rather than loans; thus, these students are vulnerable to downturns in fed-
eral and state financing for higher education. Institutions can offer a buffer
via need-based aid or sliding-scale tuition.”” Many students from disadvan-
taged backgrounds also fail to meet admission guidelines, due to poor aca-
demic preparation.® Class-based affirmative action is one remedy; however,
affirmative action policies, to the extent that they exist, have been mainly
based on race. Research indicates that programs admitting all students
above a certain high school class rank (regardless of GPA or test scores) are
also not sufficient.?!

Mobility and professional pathways overlap. However, the mobility path-
way is built primarily around majors that do not require family interven-
tion for eventual success. There is no question as to what jobs they feed
directly into, and students are trained for a particular profession (for exam-
ple, nursing, accounting, or teaching). Classes need to be as substantive
as possible—not an aid for heavy socializing—as students on this pathway
will rely on what they learn in the classroom, rather than family ties or
money, to get them a job. Opportunity for late entry to programs with
more challenging requirements is necessary, so that students who arrive
with less than stellar records or take a while to get adjusted to college are
not left behind.

The mobility pathway builds academic and social guidance and financial
support into the function of the university—rather than outsourcing it to
individuals and their families.®? To determine exactly what is needed, pro-
grams must assess the whole student—his or her class background, prior
academic record, work and family obligations, and educational and career
aspirations. The burden of locating help cannot be placed on students them-
selves, as many are ill-equipped to find it and unaware they need it. Special
programming works best when offered to all first-generation and less privi-
leged students or is made mandatory.®* Active advising, to the point of being
intrusive, must accompany all interventions so that students are aware of
where they stand, what services are available to them, what they need to
do, and how they might change course.* Ideally. students see the same pri-
mary advisor from the time they step foot on campus until graduation.
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Social integration is also key for the educational performance and persis-
tence of less privileged students.®* Integration is often treated as assimilation
into the dominant current of (privileged) student life. However, on many
campuses this would require pulling less privileged students off the mobility
pathway and onto the party pathway—defeating the whole purpose. A bet-
ter solution is to increase the proportion of less privileged, nontraditional,
and first-generation students already on campus, so that newcomers will
more easily find a place. “Protective segregation,” or social spaces where stu-
dents can avoid the party scene, may serve as a stopgap measure—assuming
all students who need such protection can find it.

The Professional Pathway

At the heart of the professional pathway is competition—for admission,
merit-based financial awards, entry to top programs, internships, and atten-
tion from professors. Class resources (for example, private SAT preparation,
tutors and coaches, freedom from paid employment, attendance at top high
schools, and parental connections) give some students an edge in these
contests. The professional pathway facilitates the conversion of class advan-
tage into academic merit—a process Mitchell Stevens refers to as “launder-
ing privilege” in Creating a Class: College Admissions and the Education of Elites.%
For example, SAT scores play an important role in admissions, even though
they are poor predictors of college performance.®’ This benefits affluent
students, who are far more likely to enroll in private test preparation and
take the test multiple times to boost scores.?8

Unforgiving tracking systems, early high-stakes sorting, and no tolerance
for educational deficits ensure that access to the best training and opportu-
nities are restricted to a small group of well-prepared students. For instance,
students with AP credits leapfrog over much basic college coursework,
moving rapidly into small, intensive seminars taught by committed faculty.
Heavy math, science, and language requirements “weed out” all but the most
select students from the most lucrative professional tracks.

Chances to demonstrate excellence extend beyond the classroom. A vari-
ety of student organizations, leadership positions, and philanthropic oppor-
tunities are available, and policies are in place that allow for the proliferation
of more, Here the professional and party pathways share some organiza-
tional infrastructure, Participation in Greek organizations and other elite
social clubs can offer (measured) release from the grind of academic work
and provide access to valuable student and alumni networks.
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The professional pathway does not compensate for individual or family
“deficits” in navigating the academic and social challenges of college. In-
stead, it explicitly employs parents in the task of creating successful grad-
uates. Universities handle parents carefully, arranging special parental
orientations and establishing channels for parents to have contact with
residence life staff and other administrators.®® Their children are, after all,
desirable admits precisely because of heavily invested parents. Schools
need parents to keep up the good work—and to keep their pocketbooks
open. Students on the professional pathway are heavily subsidized by
parental funds—for tuition, living expenses, study abroad, and unpaid
summer internships—reducing the financial contributions needed from the
university.

Organizational Imperatives

Pathways require considerable university resources (time, energy, and funds)
to create and maintain. Supporting one pathway often comes at the cost of
another, and some do not easily coexist. Universities have their own inter-
ests that guide investment in the infrastructure necessary for pathways.
These interests vary across time, among schools, and even internally. Which
constituencies are best served depends on how university administrators
define the current goals of the organization.

In order to survive and situate themselves in relationship to other post-
secondary organizations, universities must balance three competing imper-
atives. The first is solvency. As economist Gordon C. Winston observes, if
universities—even nonprofit schools—do not take in as much as they spend,
they, like other organizations, face potential extinction.?® University reve-
nues come from two sources: tuition and “charitable donations,” which
include legislative appropriations, gifts, and asset earnings. Charitable do-
nations heavily subsidize students’ educations so that most do not pay the
full cost. When charitable donations fall—for example, when legislatures
withdraw support from public universities—the result is hikes in tuition
and increased pursuit of students who do not need financial aid.*!

“Equity” is also valued across the American higher education sector but
is especially central to the missions of public research universities. As John
A. Douglass explains in The Conditions for Admission: Access, Equity, and the
Social Contract of Public Universities, public universities “were conceived,
funded, and developed as tools of socioeconomic engineering . . . open . . .
to the farmer and the laborer as well as the more well to do—to all that
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demonstrated academic and civic talent.”? It is important for universities
to signal their commitment to meritocracy and mobility—even if this is
more a matter of perception than reality. Failing to do so may not jeopardize
survival as quickly as an immediate lack of revenue; however, it will damage
the legitimacy of an institution and the likelihood of securing donations.

At the same time, universities engage in “prestige maximization.”®® Sta-
tus is, by definition, relative. Colleges and universities jockey with each
other for position. They compete, for instance, over the perceived quality
of undergraduate education, generally measured through the percentage of
applicants turned away and the quality of those accepted. Yet undergradu-
ate education is only one of many dimensions on which universities are
ranked, and it is typically not the most central one. Universities can—and
do—redirect revenues from low-status to high-status activities, say from
undergraduate tuition to graduate education or faculty research. Sources
of prestige are also historically variable. For example, Karabel and Stevens,
read together, describe how student body diversity moved from a threat to
university prestige to a source of it.**

Just as individuals look to schools to improve their life chances, univer-
sities look to students to help solve universities” problems. The ideal solu-
tion is to matriculate students who simultaneously solve multiple organi-
zational problems. Admissions committees love students who can pay full
tuition but also have high SAT scores, perfect high school grades, and other
accomplishments that bring status to the university. Even better are stu-
dents who also add to diversity, contributing to the perception of the uni-
versity as inclusive and meritocratic. Admissions committees at elite colleges
flag these applications. Stevens even quotes an admissions officer justify-
ing an admit decision on the grounds that “He helps us in every way that'’s
quantifiable.”*®

Happily for admissions committees, many students who bring the most to
the table in terms of status can also pay full tuition. In this way, the affluent
professional class and elite schools bless each other—these families deliver
precisely the students schools need, and in exchange, schools provide the
admission, education, and credentials such families seek. That schools offer
a professional pathway to service well-paying, high-achieving students is
obvious. However, these students are in limited supply. In Creating a Class,
Stevens chronicles the anxieties of admissions officers at a selective liberal
arts college, whose job it is to identify and matriculate this small, valuable
constituency.”® Most public universities cannot compete for these students.
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Admitting and educating talented low-income students fulfills the uni-
versity’s commitment to equity. Educating such students is, however, costly,
as they can afford little in the way of tuition. In the mid-twentieth century,
generous state support of higher education and federal programs such as
the GI Bill, Pell Grants, and work-study allowed for the education of low-
income students to be heavily subsidized.”” As these sources of revenue have
diminished—and public commitment to equity has waned—universities
are sometimes forced to choose between admitting qualified students who
cannot pay and less qualified students who can.

For many public universities, the “typical student” who provides the
“sustenance that the College relie[s] upon most heavily to maintain its finan-
cial prosperity” is affluent, socially oriented, and academically unexcep-
tional.” Most are unremarkable except in their family’s ability to pay. These
schools profit from local elites’ reliance on college life at big state schools to
solidify political and economic networks.® For example, The New York Times
profiled one of the University of Mississippi’s weekend-long football tail-
gating parties. The paper quoted Doug Hederman, “whose family not only
owns a commercial printing company but also dominated newspaper pub-
lishing in the state for over 50 years,” about the tradition:

It is a tremendous network, that works. What you’ll find here on a regular
basis is presidents, C.E.O.’s of Fortune 500 companies. It's a great oppor-
tunity to meet somebody you're not doing business with. Plus you start
thinking of the political influence here. Homecoming of last year, Sena-
tors Lott and Cochran were both here, and Governor Barbour. It’s pretty
powerful.!0°

In recent years, children of affluent urban and coastal families have also
landed at public universities as these schools have intensified their efforts
to recruit and competition for the small number of slots at elite colleges has
increased.!®!

In the context of most big state universities—particularly outside of the
most elite—the party pathway is a main artery through the university,
much like a well-paved, eight-lane highway directing traffic into a major
city: on-ramps are numerous and well marked, and avoiding it completely
requires intent, effort, and intricate knowledge of alternative routes. Pro-
viding this pathway attracts those whose dollars fuel the university. The
professional pathway—catering as it does to another wealthy (but difficult
to secure) set of clientele—still exists, but it is narrow, harder to spot, and
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fast moving—like an express lane where cars continually pick up speed.
Those who got on the highway early are heavily advantaged, although they
may just be going with the flow. The later that one tries to enter, the more
difficult the task of merging into fast traffic. The mobility pathway suffers
the most; over time, neglect and lack of support stymie development and lead
to disrepair. This pathway is like a side road riddled with potholes and major
obstacles; often it simply goes nowhere.

The Flow of Students through the University

For decades scholars have studied how primary and secondary school stu-
dents are “tracked” into different courses of study.'°? Yet there has been
little formal research on how students are channeled within four-year
residential colleges.'® The absence of such research is likely due to an in-
tertwined set of assumptions: Students freely choose their paths through
college; the diversity of majors, extracurricular activities, and available
social worlds thwart the possibility of hierarchies; and the variety of paths
through higher education are so numerous as to make the finding of general
patterns impossible. This assumption is not true, as at most schools there is
an elaborate process of sorting that moves people onto distinct pathways.

Self-selection is one sorting mechanism. At the aggregate level, class back-
ground and orientations to college are sufficiently linked so that universities
can take into account class projects in constructing organizational arrange-
ments. At the individual level, however, the relationship between class back-
ground and orientation to college is messy. Students sometimes develop
educational expectations and goals inconsistent with the class resources
available to them.

A common misfit occurs when students who cannot afford a primarily
social college experience still aspire to it. The idea that college is about hav-
ing “the best time of one’s life” has diffused far beyond its historical origins
in the upper class. Not a hard sell, this notion is celebrated in popular cul-
ture and actively promoted by the leisure and alcohol industries. A number
of observers have suggested that a social orientation is now the mainstream
American approach to college—crossing all classes and social groups.'?*

Self-selection is only half the story, though. Both the university infra-
structure and student peer cultures play a role in sorting students. Students
who arrive at college with vague or contradictory agendas are most affected
by the configuration of pathways at a particular university and tend to

Introduction 23

gravitate toward the most visible and accessible option. Some sorting is
dependent on chance (for example, unexpected success in sorority recruit-
ment or an early connection with an invested professor) and where in the
university students land. For instance, although some of the women we
studied knowingly requested assignment to a party dorm, others arrived
there unwittingly. These individuals were, in effect, dumped onto the party
pathway on-ramp, irrespective of whether they had the resources to suc-
ceed on it.

How students were sorted onto pathways matters, as students have better
experiences when they land on a pathway for which they have appropriate
resources—that is, when there is a good fit between the individual and the
pathway. We classify women in our study by pathway and fit.'”

women whose primary—although not necessarily exclusive—approach
to college was social are socialites or wannabes.'%¢ Thirty-four percent of women
interviewed fell into one of these groups, including those who started college
“primed to party” and those who were swept up into this world. Socialites
had the necessary resources for full participation in the party pathway,
whereas wannabes participated even though they did not. Wannabes ex-
emplify the consequences of misfit between an individual and a pathway.
Without parental resources to compensate for poor achievement and lim-
ited skill acquisition, a number left college at risk of downward mobility. In
contrast, socialites suffered few or no negative consequences as they moved
into life after college.

We call those in search of the mobility pathway strivers.!®” Many (although
not all) arrived “motivated for mobility.” They worked long hours to support
themselves in the hope of completing a degree that would translate into
secure employment. Twenty-eight percent—the most economically disad-
vantaged women—fell into this group. One was pulled into a tiny program
designed to cultivate the brightest of the less privileged. Everyone else
encountered a mobility pathway in disrepair. Around half transferred, typi-
cally to regional four-year campuses, where they had greater success. Com-
pared with their peers in the small towns they came from. most of those
who left MU were upwardly mobile. Those who stayed at MU, however,
tended to face grimmer prospects.

We refer to the 38% of women who pursued the professional pathway
(with varying degrees of intent and success) as achievers and underachievers.
None of these women were entirely consumed by the party scene or came
from extremely difficult economic circumstances. Roughly 40% of women
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Structure of the Book

Chapter 1 introduces the women who lived on the floor, describing their class
backgrounds and individual orientations to college. Chapter 2 focuses on the
organizational infrastructure of “the party pathway”—the most accessible,
visible, and organizationally resourced pathway available at MU and many
other schools. In Chapter 3, “Rush and the Party Scene,” we examine the
hierarchical peer cultures created by the intersection of socially oriented stu-
dents and a resource rich party pathway. In Chapter 4, “The Floor,” we use
our year of ethnographic observation to describe how a minority of affluent
partiers came to dominate the floor and examine the long-term consequences
of z(;cial isolation for those who were not included,
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In the final two chapters, we survey our empirical findings and discuss
their implications. Chapter 8, “College Pathways and Post-College Prospects,”
concludes that college did not close the gap between more and less priv;-
leged women in our study. We examine the role that the organizational
environment at MU plays in contributing to class and gender inequities. In
Chapter 9, “Politics and Pathways,” we argue that schools like MU need to
be reengineered with attention to the needs of most students, identify
changes that move in this direction, and highlight potential obstacles.



