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the top-status groups, compared with only 10% to gradu-
ates coming from the bottom half of income levels. If U.S. 
society were truly a meritocracy, positions would be allo-
cated in a social group or organization according to individ-
uals’ abilities and credentials. One would expect cognitive 
ability to be the most important variable (Gilbert 2011). 

Even when a young person is admitted to a college 
or university, she or he may be at a disadvantage in the 
classroom and alienated from past social ties. The cul-
ture of four-year colleges is typically the culture of the 
well-educated upper-middle class, and may be dif-
ferent and uncomfortable for those from other class 
backgrounds (Dews and Law 1995). The alienation 
many poor and working-class students experience 
at four-year colleges is explored in more detail in the 
next “Engaging Sociology.”

hear at home and illustrate the difference family 
background and socialization can make in educa-
tion and future opportunities. A University of Chicago 
study recommends a “3-Ts” approach—tune in, talk 
more, take turns—to increase vocabulary (Hart and 
Risley 2003; NPR 2013). Because language usage at 
home impacts school success, that in turn plays a 
role in a child’s chances of getting into college and 
climbing the stratification ladder. 

Thinking Sociologically
How might your vocabulary affect your success in 
school? How might an expanded vocabulary affect 
your opportunities in life (for example, impress a po-
tential employer)? What can you do to increase your 
vocabulary?

A college degree helps those at the bottom of the 
stratification system move up and helps those in the 
middle and upper classes to remain in those higher 
positions. This positive impact on social class position 
relates to the fact that, as Figure 7.3 reveals, employ-
ment rates and earnings tend to go up dramatically 
with a college degree. For example, in 2012, the unem-
ployment rate was 7.5% for those with a high school 
degree, but just 4.0% for those with a degree from a 
four-year college. The median weekly earnings were 
$1,108 for those with a four-year degree but just $651 
for those with only a high school diploma (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2014a; Pew Charitable Trusts 2012).

As Table 7.2 indicates, most people who go to college 
are already in the middle and upper classes. When we 
look at actual college degrees, however, the pattern is 
more extreme; 50% of college diplomas go to students in 
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FIGURE 7.3  Earnings and Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment

TABLE 7.2  College Attendance by  
Social Class and Cognitive Ability  
(percent in college) 

Cognitive 
Ability 

Quartile

Family Socioeconomic  
Status Quartile

Top Third Second Lowest

Top 83 74 63 51

Second 69 51 42 33

Third 57 40 24 23

Lowest 35 20 13 13

Source: Gilbert 2011:149.




