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Class system in Britain remains live and well, new research says
 

 

The class system in Britain remains alive and well despite increasing numbers of working class students going to university and a rise in living standards since the War, a new study has found.

 

Research presented to the British Sociological Association’s annual conference in Cardiff, UK, today (Friday, April 17) shows that although the classes have changed in Britain, strong differences remain between them.

 

The research counters recent academic work that suggested that social mobility, an expanding university sector, greater life choices and increasing job flexibility had all made class less relevant in 21st century Britain.

 

Dr Will Atkinson, of the University of Bristol, who carried out the new study, interviewed in-depth 55 people aged 18 to 56 in Bristol who were a cross-section of society. He found that those whose parents had a limited amount of money, education and social connections had had a much narrower choice during their lives.

 

Dr Atkinson found that the working-class people he interviewed were disadvantaged in getting into higher education because their parents had had less money to spend on private education or supplementary tutoring for them, and were less able to cover their university fees. 

 

This was consistent with the fact that although the expansion in university places over the past 20 years had allowed the number of working-class people at university to rise, they were under-represented as a proportion of those attending. 

 

Dr Atkinson’s study also found that those with working-class parents missed out on the help and guidance with schoolwork provided by the well-educated middle-class parents, and therefore tended to value more practical skills such as woodwork and sports, and did not do so well at school.

 

Those people whose parents were middle-class were more likely to develop a love of learning and ability to handle abstract academic learning because of the extra time and money their parents devoted to their education. They tended to do better at school. 

 

A few of the working-class interviewees were upwardly mobile, but they tended to have parents who were from the more privileged sections of the working class or family members who had already gone to university and could pass on guidance.

 

The differences between the classes persisted after education. In society generally over the past 20 years there has been more flexibility in the labour market with people changing jobs more often, and with more chance to work abroad. 

 

But Dr Atkinson found that the classes were divided in the way they took advantage of these new opportunities. People from middle-class backgrounds were more likely to consider and pursue jobs abroad and they found it easier to retrain into new careers because they were better off and better educated.

 

Those from working-class backgrounds tended to live close to where they grew up, with little interest in living elsewhere, and work in manual occupation such as lorry driving and plumbing. When they chose to, or were forced to, leave a job they tended to find another of the same type and not retrain for new careers, because of lack of money and skills.

 

“The precise characteristics of the classes in terms of occupations, educational experiences and work life experiences has shifted with the social changes of the late 20th century,” said Dr Atkinson.

 

“But the fact that some are better educated, with more choice in their lives and with more money still persists, and this maintains class differences that are as wide as they were in the 1970s.”

 

Dr Atkinson claims that his findings help explain why only 13 per cent of those from working-class backgrounds go to university, whereas 44 per cent of those from middle-class backgrounds do. 

 

They also help explain why 40 per cent of people leaving the UK to live abroad are in managerial and professional jobs while the rest of the working population account for only 25 per cent of emigrants.

 

Dr Atkinson’s paper, entitled,  ‘In Search of the Individualized Worker’, was one of 400 papers presented at the British Sociological Association’s annual conference in Cardiff City Hall from April 16-18

 

 

Quotes:  (from middle-class people)

 

Abby (on her private education): “There was no need, everyone wanted to do well cos they knew their parents were paying a lot of money for it and they all knew – my best friend wanted to be a doctor – they all knew they had these great expectations, there was no doubt.”
 

Mark: “‘my parents have never been short of money. Always say, they’ve always been there to help out with the university and, when in Bristol [doing low-pay jobs] they’ve always been there as a fall back.”
 

  

(from working-class people)

 

Yvonne: [her parents’ attitude to her finishing at comprehensive school was] “I was to finish school and become a secretary cos that’s what girls did. That’s what my sister was told to do and that’s what I was.” 
 
Tina: “I don’t wanna learn, I can’t be bothered. I don’t see the point in spending a long time doing something you’re not going to do ever again, which is what 99 percent of people do. Yeah, it’s a waste of time.”
 

Gary who, lost his job as a manager: “I was strapped for – I didn’t know what to do. The problem is I left school not very articulate, and I didn't do many exams, I didn’t enjoy school so therefore I suffered on exams, and I regret that because obviously it’s made life harder for me. But yeah it was just a case of ‘yeah right let’s go down the job centre, let’s see what’s on advert.’ And I didn't wanna work in a shop, I didn't wanna work in a, mechanically or engineering [job] cos I didn’t have the qualifications for that anyway, so it really limited what I was able to do anyway.”
 
  
(from upwardly mobile people)

 

Zack: “it’s bizarre going back home and talking to people you knew and just seeing how much of a divide’s in place even though it shouldn’t be [...] it’s like having done A levels distances you from a lot of the people you knew at school, because at that point a lot of people have diverted and gone for like vocational courses and kind of – well I say vocational, most of them were business studies which doesn’t end up being too vocational I think, in practice. But they’ve gone more that way than A levels say, and you differentiate at that point, people have different things to talk about and start to have different attitudes I think. “
 

Samuel notes that his parents: “were always supportive and always really keen that we stayed at school cos they saw it as a means to a better end and the opportunities they hadn’t had […] They valued it and thought it was important cos they saw it as a way for us to better ourselves and that we had opportunities they didn’t have.”
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