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earn less than $20,000 a year is 1324; for those 

whose families earn over $200,000, the aver-

age is 1722 (National Center for Fair and Open 

Testing, 2014).

But social class is not just about differences 

in access to technological, educational, or eco-

nomic opportunities. People create and main-

tain class boundaries through their perceptions 

of moral, cultural, and lifestyle distinctions 

(Lamont, 1992). For example, some commu-

nities forbid residents to dry their clothes 

outdoors on clotheslines because it gives the 

neighborhood a shabby appearance. Several 

years ago, the town of Wilson, North Carolina, 

voted to prohibit people from keeping old sofas 

on their front porches (Bragg, 1998). For gener-

ations, poor people in the area—unable to pur-

chase expensive outdoor furniture—had kept 

their worn-out sofas and chairs on the porch, 

where they could still be used. But more afflu-

ent residents saw the practice as low class and 

approved the ban to make neighborhoods more 

presentable.

Class Distinctions
Although the boundaries between classes tend 

to be fuzzy and subjective, distinct class desig-

nations based on typical occupational patterns 

and incomes remain a part of everyday think-

ing, political initiatives, and social research. 

When we think of social classes, we usually 

talk about the upper class, the middle class, 

the working class, the near-poor, and the poor 

(see Exhibit 10.2).

The Upper Class  The upper class in the 

United States is a small, exclusive group that 

occupies the highest levels of status and pres-

tige. For some, membership in the upper class 

is relatively recent, acquired through personal 

financial achievement. These families are usu-

ally headed by high-level executives in large 

corporations and highly compensated lawyers, 

doctors, scientists, entertainers, and profes-

sional athletes. Such individuals may have been 

born into poor, working-class, or middle-class 

families, but they have been able to climb the 
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SOURCE: National Center for Fair and Open Testing, 2014.

Exhibit 10.1 The Effect of Family Income on SAT Scores 


