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in, talk more, and 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, impressing a 
potential employer)? What can you do to increase 
your vocabulary?

A college degree potentially 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 7.5 reveals, employment 
rates and earnings tend to go up dramatically with a  
college degree. For example, in 2014, the unemployment 
rate for adults over 25 years old was 6% for those with a 
high school degree, but just 3.5% for those with a degree 
from a 4-year college. The median weekly earnings were 
$1,101 for those with a four-year degree but just $668 for 
those with only a high school diploma (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2015).

However, as Figure 7.6 indicates, there is a huge dif-
ference in access to higher education. In 2014, among all 
bachelor’s degrees awarded by age 24, 54% went to chil-
dren from families in the top quartile of income earning, 
as opposed to 10% of the bottom quartile (Cahalan et al. 
2016). Further, this is not just a matter of more capable 

FIGURE 7.4  Location and Social Mobility for a Child in the  
Bottom Fifth of Income in the United States
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Note: Commuting zones are geographic areas that help define local economies and labor markets—where people live and work, independent 
of political boundaries.
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