
  

 

Abstract—This paper examines the tertiary education 

experiences of a white, working-class, baby-boomer, male. The 

investigation addresses how the individual’s classed subjectivity 

has influenced his personal interactions within a university 

context. Being a practicing academic might suggest that he has 

undergone a class metamorphosis however characteristics of his 

working-class identity remain and continue to position the 

individual as a university educator. The paper looks at the 

affective influences of class on the man’s teaching rather than 

adopting a traditional approach to understanding the class 

phenomenon. The individual remains cynical about aspects of 

tertiary education that he believes do not really represent the 

interests of working-class people. The focus of the paper is 

educational alienation; specifically from a white, working-class 

baby-boomer male’s point of view. The investigation is 

restricted to masculine, class-based learning identities that have 

contributed to the way in which the individual personally thinks 

and feels about education and learning. 

 
Index Terms—Agency, masculinities, structure, teaching.  

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

This paper is a case analysis developed from a wider 

phenomenological narrative study concerning the 

educational experiences of white baby-boomer males. The 

individual in this specific case analysis was chosen because 

of his atypical educational experiences when compared with 

the wider sample group. Unlike the other working-class 

participants Billy has not only been a tertiary student but he 

has continued his relationship with the university culture by 

taking up a tertiary teaching role. The case study is 

significant because it reveals the voice of a baby-boomer man 

from a working-class family. Reference [1] argued that 

studies of working-class people are predominantly written 

from the vantage point of those who are in the position of 

regulating the lives of others. As a consequence the 

experiences of working-class people given from their own 

perspective are often neglected. The result is a lack of 

knowledge of the personal experiences of working-class 

people. Reference [2] says that some characteristics of social 

reality remain unknown because they are discordant with the 

conceptions of reality held by people in positions of power 

and respect. Research has a duty to uncover reality from the 

perspectives of all groups rather than accepting just one 

particular side‟s point of view [2]. Apart from occasional 

involvement in radical political movements, working men‟s 

 

 

 

lives are often perceived as culturally uninteresting and 

limited in relation to what they provide as far as insights into 

the workings of society [3]. This study hopefully challenges 

the assumption that white, working-class men‟s culture is 

mundane and of little interest to the world of academia [3]. 

The views expressed by the individual in this research 

demonstrate the significance of subjectivity; its importance in 

understanding individual agency and the social processes 

involved in shaping one‟s identity [4].  

 

II. METHODOLOGY 

The study specifically examined the role of personal 

relationships in the educational experiences of the participant. 

Data gathered from a focus group and a qualitative in-depth 

interview were analyzed and interpreted to identify the 

individual‟s significant educational experiences. The 

interpretive paradigm underpinned the way in which the data 

were collected and defined. A hypothesis was not formulated 

and there was no intention to either prove or disprove a 

proposition. Data were collected and synthesized inductively 

to develop generalizations about the working-class 

phenomenon being investigated [5]. Criteria for participation 

in the broader research were that individuals should be: male, 

white, a baby-boomer with at least a minimum level of 

secondary education and at some point in their lives 

identified themselves as working class. The data were 

third-person narratives constructed from text-based interview 

transcripts. The unstructured responses were organized into 

individual biographies which were read and interpreted using 

a thematic approach [6]. Reference [7]‟s theory of 

explanation, understanding and interpretation informed the 

analytical process.  

A. Defining Class 

Reference [8] suggests that the idea of social classes, 

defined for the most part in terms of social relations within 

economic production, has lost its authoritativeness when it 

comes to shaping social identities and differences. An 

individual‟s level of consumption, while still relevant in class 

analysis, is not the only influence on one‟s class identity. An 

affinity with a specific social class can also be lived at both a 

conscious and unconscious level and involves the emotional 

as well as the psychic [9]. Class is in one‟s blood; an inherited 

way of growing, thinking, believing and feeling [10], [11]. 

Identities, such as those related to class, are formed when 

social groups interact within communities. In categorizations 

like class and gender there are other networks that do not 

necessarily depend on consumption. These networks such as 

friends, families and acquaintances also help to meld an 

individual‟s sense of self [12], [13]. From an analytical 
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perspective it is logical to accept the existence of social-class 

subcultures that are founded on cultural, geographical and 

historical difference [14]. Communities of Practice and the 

construction of social identity introduced by [15] and 

developed by [16] show the complexities involved in being 

part of a social group. The way individuals behave both 

linguistically and non-linguistically in specific groups for 

example distinguishes them from people in other groups. 

Reference [16] uses the term Communities of Practice to 

identify subcategories of broader social groups such as class 

and gender. The activities, attitudes and objectives shared by 

group members in their work, clubs and families are some of 

the many, Communities of Practice in which individuals 

participate. Reference [16]‟s approach recognizes that as a 

consequence of interacting within sub-contexts there are 

variants of a generic working-class identity. These different 

sub-contexts influence individuals to construct very specific 

and individualized social-class identities. Reference [17] 

similarly identifies the culture of subgroups, within and 

outside educational institutions, as contexts that significantly 

affect the socialization of individuals at the interpersonal 

level.  Work on individual identity owes much of its 

development to [18] who defined identity as „the ability to 

experience one‟s self as something that has continuity and 

sameness and to act accordingly‟ (p. 42). Sameness however 

does not adequately help in understanding identity because 

an individual‟s awareness of his/her difference also has 

importance for a person knowing who they are [19], [20]. 

Reference [21] points out that, individuals do not 

necessarily need to identify themselves with discrete class 

groups for the effects of class to operate. How individuals 

position themselves against others in a diversity of contexts 

enables those individuals to see their difference and feel their 

inequality [22]. Reference [23] acknowledges that the 

refashioning of class analysis involves a greater emphasis on 

the processes of culture, lifestyle and taste. Class is a term 

that extends to a range of different social and psychological 

processes. 

How an individual understands and identifies their „self‟ is 

not necessarily lost even when his/her social circumstances 

change [24]. A person‟s individual identity is shaped by 

his/her ties with others and who an individual perceives their 

„self‟ to be is both contemporary as well as chronological and 

always subject to change. Identity is not fixed but rather 

something one uses. It is the means by which an individual 

positions and explains himself in relation to others [25], [26]. 

While people might be classified socially and culturally by 

others it is how individuals personally identify themselves 

that is the most important aspect for those individuals in 

knowing who they are [27]. 

B. The Participant 

Billy is fifty nine and from a family of eight children. The 

family migrated to western Sydney from England under the 

Assisted Passage Migration Scheme in 1959. Billy attended 

local state schools and after matriculating was awarded a 

NSW Teachers‟ Education Scholarship in 1974. Before 

starting his teaching career he worked for a couple of years in 

the building industry mainly with his father who was a 

bricklayer. Prior to completing his PhD Billy was a 

classroom teacher both in Australia and overseas at various 

age levels and in a number of disciplines. In addition to 

developing himself academically Billy has also attained 

formal TAFE qualifications in both bricklaying and 

carpentry. Billy was the only one from his family to go 

beyond Year 10 at high school. His four brothers and three 

sisters have worked in skilled trades and unskilled 

occupations for most of their lives. Billy has taught casually 

for the last eight years in education at a provincial Australian 

university. 

 

III. ANALYSIS 

Billy was the only one from his family who went to 

university. Enrolling in tertiary studies was a consequence of: 

Billy being able to take advantage of the compensatory 

education policies adopted by the Whitlam Labor 

Government during the mid-seventies, and unlike a number 

of his siblings, having a mentor, a previous school teacher 

and friend, who encouraged him to finish Year Twelve and 

become a teacher. Receiving a scholarship to teachers‟ 

college was the main reason Billy saw tertiary education as 

an option. Gough removed the financial restrictions for 

people like Billy. Most of Billy‟s mates at the time were 

working in trades: something Billy had also been considering. 

Urged on by his former teacher and mentor Billy accepted the 

scholarship. Deciding on tertiary studies however is 

something he has always regretted. Going to teachers‟ 

college was a bit of a culture shock. Many of the students 

Billy interacted with were geographically and, therefore, 

socially different from his family and previous mates. He felt 

social distance between himself and many of the people who 

were involved in teaching. This feeling of difference has 

remained with Billy throughout his career and is even more 

prevalent now that he works at university. Except for one uni 

colleague he hasn‟t established a genuine rapport with 

anyone during his time teaching at university. Even though 

Billy‟s colleague identifies himself as middle class Billy feels 

they share similar views in relation to social justice and 

unlike other individuals Billy has encountered at university 

this bloke isn‟t pretentious. Billy considers most of the 

„boffins‟ he interacts with as arseholes and feels 

uncomfortable in their presence. 

A. The Emotional Effects of  Class  

It is evident that emotions have played a significant role in 

Billy‟s working life. Reference [28] suggests that visceral 

feelings are an important aspect of class identity. Reference 

[29] also advocates a need to understand how feelings of 

class shape our inner selves because our life chances are 

ultimately determined by who we think we are. Billy‟s 

internalization of the perceptions made about him on the 

basis of his class has contributed to his sense of alienation 

within an academic culture. In a similar way to the 

working-class participants in [30]‟s study Billy feels like the 

odd one out among his university peers. Billy‟s sense of 

difference is not only felt during his interactions with others 

at university. He also believes that academic success has 

developed social distance between himself and his family and 

friends [30].  

Reference [31] identified the ambivalence working-class 

individuals experience in relation to the predominantly 
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middle-class educational institutions they attend. Billy‟s 

experience reflects the incongruence he feels between his 

working-class roots and the higher-class environment of 

university. According to [31] the difference in the 

social-class environment of university to that from which 

individuals like Billy come creates perceptions of being out 

of place. It is obvious that his feeling of unnaturalness within 

a university culture has negatively impacted on Billy‟s 

educational experience. Although his educational success has 

contributed to his social mobility he has a sense of 

detachment from not only his working-class origins but also 

the university context to which that success has enabled him 

to gravitate [32], [33].

Billy feels he’s stuck between cultures. Whenever he 

catches up with his brothers and sisters he rarely talks about 

what it is he does not that he’s ever asked anyway. He has a 

sense that his mum and dad, had they still been alive, might 

have been proud of his academic achievement. But then 

again they’d probably never have mentioned it. It was an 

unwritten rule at Billy’s place, when he was growing up, that 

you didn’t talk about your successes academic, sporting etc. 

That would have been considered big noting yourself. Billy 

still finds it difficult to talk about or acknowledge what he 

considers others might identify as achievements. University 

staff members are continually asked to advise the university 

community of recent publications, presentations and the like. 

Billy thinks it’s all bullshit and part of their try-hard culture. 

He never refers to himself as ‘doctor’ and, unlike many of the 

people he works with, wouldn’t think of advertising his 

‘credentials’ by concluding correspondence with his list of 

qualifications.

Reference [34] addresses the effects of emotions on social 

experiences and believes macro social processes such as 

social class can be identified with specific emotions. This 

research would suggest that Billy‟s resentment of university 

colleagues is a response to his sense of inferiority; something 

that many working-class individuals experience within a 

university environment [35]. Reference [36] says that 

discourses of meritocracy imply a working-class identity is 

something from which one needs to break free. This point 

however seems to be less evident in relation to Billy. 

Negative university experiences appear to have contributed 

to him ruing his decision to pursue a university career. 

Cultural and social groups whose frames of reference are 

counter to those of the mainstream find it difficult to contend 

with the cultural boundaries they are required to cross in 

order to do well [37]-[39]. From a sociological point of view 

Billy‟s response to university culture reflects an interpersonal 

conflict perspective rather than the more conformist organic 

or normative social perspective [40].

B. Class and Masculinity 

The notion of social class; specifically working class, as 

already mentioned, remains complex and is mediated through 

multiple discourses including those of gender. Research into 

class, prior to the 1970s for example, did not give enough 

regard to the way in which race, ethnicity and class are 

interconnected within gendered identities [41]-[43]. An 

understanding of class is best achieved when studied in 

conjunction with other social identities like race and gender 

[44], [45].

Working-class males‟ resistance to mainstream education 

was the subject of sociological research in education for a 

great part of the last century and concern for males‟ attitudes 

to, and their problems associated with, education continues to 

intensify [46]. A lot of Billy’s resistance to university 

practices relates to the feminized culture it has become; 

particularly in education. Men at all levels of teaching are in 

decline. The working-class background Billy comes from is 

very blokey and far removed from the middle-class 

environment of the university in which he works. On 

occasions he has ruffled the feathers of female colleagues 

just for being what he considers is himself. Most of the time 

he’s walking on eggshells to avoid offending the sensibilities 

of the predominantly female students he teaches and the 

majority of women he works with. This makes being a regular 

bloke difficult because he feels like he’s forever putting on a 

front in an effort not to tread on anyone’s toes.

Reference [47] suggests that certain educational practices 

contribute to the way in which males struggle with discourses 

of masculinity. Specific working-class discourses of 

hegemonic masculinity have obviously helped shape Billy‟s 

resistance to aspects of his educational experience; 

particularly in relation to women. According to [48] the 

detrimental effects of hegemonic masculinity are often 

experienced within working-class communities. The 

influence of class-based gender discourses on an individual‟s 

educational experiences should not be underestimated. An 

institutionalized gender regime that perpetuates certain 

masculinities and femininities continues to affect Australian 

educational processes [49]. Billy‟s attitude to a feminized 

university culture corresponds with research by [50] and [51] 

that indicate men often choose not to take up careers in 

teaching to avoid challenging socially-constructed notions of 

masculinity.

IV. SUMMARY

Rather than focus on macro structural influences the study 

has looked at the effect of micro or personal relationships on 

the participant‟s tertiary education experiences. The 

working-class focus of the paper is important because it 

identifies the often neglected personal circumstances of the 

working-class within an academic culture. Billy‟s story 

contributes to understanding the affective influences of class 

on an individual‟s higher education experience and 

demonstrates how a sense of social difference can trigger 

emotional responses that have the potential to generate 

resentment and a sense of alienation. The way in which 

masculinity is lived depends on the discursive contexts in 

which individuals such as Billy are located. It was revealed 

that the detrimental effects of Billy‟s university experience 

can be attributed to the hegemonic masculinity that is often 

prevalent within a working-class culture.
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