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Class in Session: Discussing social class in the university classroom

This piece explores the benefits and challenges of discussing social class in
university classroom settings. It emphasises the importance of recognising social
class as a form of lived experience, which significantly influences both students
and educators. The paper highlights how education systems can perpetuate social
inequalities, favouring those from privileged backgrounds. By drawing on their
own lived experiences, educators can promote empathy and inclusivity in their
teaching practice. The discussion of social class can enhance critical thinking,
awareness, and empathy among students, preparing them for careers in diverse
fields. However, the paper acknowledges that the complexity of the topic can make
it difficult to cover comprehensively within educational settings and staff may
experience feelings of vulnerability in drawing on their own lived experience.
Classed discussions can also lead to discomfort for students, potentially leading to
feelings of alienation and conflict, irrespective of class background. Ultimately the
paper aims to encourage higher education practitioners to reflect on their own
classed experiences, to advocate for incremental changes in practice and
emphasises the importance of thoughtful facilitation to create respectful and

inclusive environments.
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Introduction

While the education system ostensibly rewards the most capable individuals, research
suggests that it can reproduce, magnify and legitimate social inequality, favouring those
from privileged backgrounds (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990; Goudeau and Croizet, 2017;
Goldstone, 2021; McCaig, 2022), awarding them the “prize of meritocracy” (Goldstone,
2021, no page). This paper explores the benefits and challenges of discussing social class
in university classroom settings, asking how educators can use their own lived
experiences of social class to foster inclusive, empathetic, and critically engaged learning

environments. It aims to encourage colleagues across the sector to consider their own



classed experiences as a pedagogical resource, and to act as a springboard for changes in

teaching practice, however incremental these might be.

Social class as lived experience

Before exploring the benefits and challenges of discussing social class in university
educational settings, it is important to contextualise social class as a form of lived
experience.

The very existence of social class in modern society is often brought into question
(Van Bueren, 2022) and even where it is accepted as a real fact of everyday life, some
question the existence of working-class academics (see e.g., Wakeling, 2010). In some
cases, colleagues make use of Carole Binns’ (2019) term ‘academics of working-class
heritage’! (e.g., Davis et al, 2024), as a way of acknowledging their change in
circumstances, from growing up working-class, to residing in the middle and upper-class
spaces associated with academia. Even for those academics who no longer feel working-
class, many acknowledge that “the material conditions in which [they] grow up may have
a lasting impact on one’s identity” (Crew, 2020, p.22). This definitional complexity and
the ways that academics of working-class heritage may experience class liminality — a
sense of cultural dissonance, where they might feel disconnected from both the
communities they grew up in and from the academic environments they now occupy
(Francis, 2022) - may impact to what extent they feel able to draw on their lived

experience (Crew, 2024).

! The participants in Binns’ study (2019, p.40) describe their working-class heritage as encompassing the social and
cultural dimensions of their upbringing, including parental occupation and the frequent experience of being the first
in the family to attend university. This suggests that ‘class heritage’ refers to our own lived experiences and those of

our immediate family, rather than distant ancestors with whom we share little connection.



Despite the complexity of social class, academics from working-class
backgrounds suggest that social class has been an important and influential aspect of their
lived experience and their professional identity (Crew, 2024). It goes beyond
socioeconomic status to include cultural identifiers, such as “language, leisure activities
and community [...] values and beliefs” (Crew, 2024, p.16). So even where (arguably
flawed) socioeconomic metrics suggest they are no longer working-class, academics can
still feel/ working-class (Beswick, 2020). It influences their perspectives, interactions, and
their approaches to teaching and research (Crew, 2022; 2024). Working-class
practitioners can bring a unique understanding of the challenges faced by students from
similar backgrounds (Crew; 2020; 2024a), with their lived experience fostering a “strong
sense of empathy” for working-class students (Binns, 2019, p.100). Through this shared
heritage, they might be more attuned to the financial, social, and academic barriers that
working-class students encounter, and thus advocate for more inclusive policies and
practices. The social class background of higher education practitioners is a critical aspect
of their lived experience, informing their course content and teaching methods (Crew,
2020), their approach to student engagement, and their advocacy for institutional and
sector-wide changes.

Conversely, practitioners from higher socioeconomic backgrounds might have
had access to more opportunities and resources, shaping their expectations and
assumptions about student capabilities and needs. Their lived experiences might not
include the same struggles, potentially leading to a gap in understanding. However,
irrespective of class background, all staff have the ability to develop a more nuanced
perspective that appreciates the varied backgrounds of diverse student groups (Cavigioli,

Mottershaw and O’Connor, 2025, p.183).



The benefits of discussing social class

There are a range of benefits to discussing social class in university classroom settings,

which are explored below.

Promoting awareness and empathy

Conversations about social class might help students to understand the diverse
backgrounds and experiences of their peers, reducing the impact of disadvantage
(Goudeau and Croizet, 2016). By discussing social class, students can gain insights into
the challenges and privileges associated with different socioeconomic and cultural
statuses. This understanding fosters empathy, as students learn to appreciate the
complexities of their peers’ lives. Additionally, such conversations can help to dismantle
lazy and problematic stereotypes related to social class (Cavigioli, Mottershaw and
O’Connor, 2025, p.13). Openly discussing classed experiences can offer a form of
counter-narrative to dominant homogenising demographic-based stereotypes,
challenging preconceived notions of social class and promoting a more inclusive
environment (Davis et al, 2024). Ultimately, such conversations can contribute to a more
empathetic and socially aware student community, where diversity is understood, valued

and respected.

Encouraging critical thinking

By discussing complex societal issues and reflecting on their own role within classed
structures, students can develop critical thinking skills. This process helps them
understand how societal norms and power relations shape individual experiences and
perspectives. Moreover, class discussions may help to foster a sense of community and
collaboration, as students share diverse viewpoints and learn from each other, leading to
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a more informed and socially conscious student body, better equipped to navigate and

contribute to the world around them.

Enhancing inclusivity

Openly addressing social class in teaching and curricula can help to create a more
inclusive environment, avoiding what Van Bueren describes as the “devaluation of
working-class culture” (2022, p.225). Goudeau and Croizet (2017) found that making all
students aware of where others have an advantage has no detrimental effect on those with
the advantage but has a tangible and positive effect on the outcomes of those who
experience disadvantage in the classroom. Such discussions might help to mitigate the
impact of microaggressions, imposterism and stereotype threat (Nadal et al, 2021) and
may even help to initiate or consolidate friendships, something which Rubin (2012) notes

working-class students desperately need.

Preparing students for the future

Understanding the dynamics and impact of social class can be crucial in many fields,
including healthcare, education and politics. Just 5% of UK medical school entrants are
from the lowest socioeconomic background (Latham et al, 2025, p.5), showing how even
at this early stage, the profession is not representative of the population it serves.
Similarly, Ramlackhan et al (2021) acknowledge how the increasing diversity of students
in public schools in the United States is at odds with the demographics of the relatively
stable teaching workforce. Correspondingly, Devine et al (2025) note that UK politicians
are “substantially different to the rest of the population on almost every metric” and that
this is the case across “most or all established democracies” (p. 1). By providing students

with the space to reflexively discuss and understand social class and its impact, we can



equip them with the knowledge to manage, address and help to dismantle real-world

inequalities in their careers.

The challenges of discussing social class

Whilst there are significant benefits to discussing social class in higher education settings,

there are also challenges to doing this, for both staff and students.

Complexity and relevance of the topic

Social class is a complex concept that encompasses multiple and layered dimensions of
society (Davis et al, 2024), which can make it challenging to cover comprehensively in a
classroom setting. It is not merely about economic status or income levels; it also involves
cultural, social, and political factors (Crew, 2024; Binns, 2019).

This complexity is further compounded by the dynamic nature of class. Social
mobility - the ability to move between classes - can be influenced by factors such as
education, economic policies, and networks (Sutton Trust, 2025). Successful social
mobility can also be an alienating experience, where beneficiaries of social mobility feel
distanced from their communities, both old and new (Crew, 2024, p.20). Understanding
social class requires a holistic approach that considers all these interrelated factors,
making it a deeply complex and nuanced topic.

Social class influences every discipline by shaping access to knowledge,
resources, opportunities, and power. For example, just 4% of doctors are from working-
class backgrounds (The Sutton Trust, 2024). In the legal sector, the number of working-
class lawyers is continually decreasing (Solicitors Regulation Authority, 2025, no page)
and those from privately educated backgrounds are over-represented in media and

broadcasting (Bradshaw and Merryfield, 2025, p.6). Thus, exploring and understanding



the ways that class is represented within their discipline is an important and relevant
activity for all students, providing them with a critical lens to understand the social and

genetic makeup of their discipline.

Vulnerability, discomfort and alienation

Working-class staff may feel vulnerable discussing their lived experiences of social class
in higher education settings. Many educators, myself included, might fear judgment or
stigmatisation from colleagues and students who come from more privileged
backgrounds. This fear can stem from concerns about being perceived as less credible
(Brookfield, 2015), tying in with the imposterism that working-class academics often
report feeling when navigating higher education (Crew, 2021, p.53; Kilby, 2022).
Academia often values credentials, qualifications and theoretical knowledge over
personal experience. As such, working-class staff might worry that their classed insights,
rooted in lived experience, will be undervalued or dismissed as anecdotal rather than
being sufficiently scholarly in nature, which can in turn lead to feelings of inadequacy

and self-doubt.

It is equally likely that staff from middle or upper-class backgrounds might feel
vulnerable sharing details of their upbringing and may be too embarrassed to share the
structural privileges that they have enjoyed in accessing and succeeding in higher
education. This might go some way to explaining why some privileged individuals
misidentify their origins as working-class, to deflect privilege, and to instead position
their stories as ones of heroic meritocratic efforts (Friedman et al, 2021). However, there
should be no shame in acknowledging privilege, and those who have arbitrarily benefited
from societal structures because of their class background must own this journey and

proactively choose to facilitate equitable and inclusive educational environments,



modelling this as a form of activism for privileged others (Cavigioli, Mottershaw and

O’Connor, 2025).

Staff will not be the only people who may feel uncomfortable discussing social
class in higher education settings. Students may also struggle to connect with the topic,
particularly if they feel that their own experiences are being scrutinised, dismissed or
demonised. If not handled carefully, such conversations can inadvertently alienate or
stigmatise students from different social backgrounds. As such, it is the role of staff from

all class backgrounds to facilitate and manage such discussions sensitively.

Potential for conflict

Building on the discussion around vulnerability, discomfort and alienation, differing
opinions and experiences may lead to conflict, which needs to be carefully managed and
facilitated, to maintain a respectful and productive learning environment. Students come
from diverse backgrounds, and their personal experiences with social class can vary
greatly. Those from more privileged backgrounds might not fully understand the
experiences of those from working-class backgrounds, leading to misunderstandings and
tension. Similarly, those from less privileged backgrounds may believe that others have
“had an easy ride the whole way through” (Friedman et al, 2021, p.727). Individuals may
have preconceived notions or stereotypes about different social classes, and these biases
can surface during discussions, causing friction and discomfort among students. Social
class is a deeply personal and often sensitive topic, and anecdotally, these discussions can
evoke strong emotional responses, such as anger, frustration, or defensiveness, especially

if students feel their experiences are being invalidated or misunderstood.



Conclusion

Balancing the benefits and challenges of discussing class in higher education settings

requires thoughtful facilitation and an intentional commitment to creating respectful and

inclusive classroom environments. This paper has argued that recognising and discussing

social class as a lived experience in university classrooms can promote empathy,

inclusivity and critical thinking. Drawing on educators’ own classed experience — whether

of privilege or marginalisation — can enrich teaching practices and foster more equitable

learning environments.

Suggestions for how to do this may include:

Set ground rules: Establish clear guidelines for respectful discussion and uphold

these with compassion and understanding.

Encourage empathy: Promote understanding and empathy among students by
encouraging them to listen to and validate each other's experiences. Model this in

how you listen to and validate the discussion.

Facilitate open dialogue: Create opportunities for open and honest dialogue,
where students feel safe to share their perspectives without fear of judgment.
Consider sharing aspects of your own lived experience, where you feel able to do

SO.

Provide support: Offer support and resources for students who may feel
overwhelmed or distressed by the discussions. Consider giving them opportunities
to pause or leave the class; sending follow up emails with links to institutional or
sector-wide resources; making office hours available for students to discuss any
concerns with you.
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By carefully managing discussions of social class in university settings, educators can use
their lived experience to help students navigate the complexities of social class in a way
that fosters empathy, inclusivity and mutual respect, whilst simultaneously giving them

the tools needed to realise a more equitable society via their future careers.

Future research might explore how students respond to class-based discussion across
different disciplines, or how institutional policies can better support educators in drawing
on lived experience. There is also scope for policy development that acknowledges the
emotional labour involved in such teaching and provides frameworks for support and

recognition.
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