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students succeeding in college. As Figure 7.7 demon-
strates, a high-income student with just mediocre math 
scores has the same chances of earning a BA as a low-
income student with the highest test scores. If U.S. soci-
ety were truly a meritocracy,  positions would be 
allocated in a social group or organization according to 
individuals’ abilities and credentials. One would expect 
cognitive ability to be the most important variable 
(Gilbert 2011).

Even when a young person from a low-income back-
ground is admitted to a college or university, she or he 
may be at a disadvantage in the classroom and feel alien-
ated from past social ties. The culture of 4-year colleges, 
particularly elite ones, is typically the culture of the well-
educated upper middle class and may be different and 
uncomfortable for those from other class backgrounds 
(Dews and Law 1995; Foster 2015). The alienation many 
first-generation poor and working-class students experi-
ence at 4-year colleges is explored in more detail in the 
next “Engaging Sociology.”

FIGURE 7.5  Earnings and Employment Rates by Educational Attainment
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015).

FIGURE 7.6  Differences in Bachelor’s 
Degree (by age 24) by Family Income
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Figure reads: of those dependent family members reporting
attaining a bachelor’s degree by age 24 in 2014, 54
percent were in the top quartile of family income and
10 percent were in the bottom quartile.
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Source: Cahalan et al. (2016).

FIGURE 7.7  Advantage of Wealth in College Success

Sources: Dynarski (2015); National Center for Educational Statistics (2015).
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B.A. completion rate in three socioeconomic groups, ranked in four groups of math test scores

A low-income college student with top math scores has the same chance of graduating with a bachelor’s degree 
(41%) as a rich student with mediocre scores.




