CHAPTER $1X

Social Class and the Transition to Adulthood
Differences in Parents’ Interactions with Institutions

Annette Lareau and Amanda Cox

Although the importance of social class in family life has preoccupied social
scientists, it has failed ro capture the atzention of the general public (New
Yark Times 2005). A body of research on social class and the family finds
thar middle-class individuals, defined either by education (i.c., having a col-
lege degree) or by occupation, typically have different family histories thas
working-class individuals {(Kohn and Schooler 1983). More specifically, a=
Carlson and England, Cherlin, McLanahan, and others in this volume show.
researchers have found class-based differences in the likelihood of marriage,
divorce rates, household structures, lifespan, and health outcomes. In addi-
tion, social class has been found o be a factor in the character of childrearing
{see Crosnoe and Cavanaugh 2010 for a review). While the importance of
social class in family life has been documented since the classic studies by
Robert and Helen Lynd (1929, 1937) in Middletowon, Americans generally
lack an awareness of social class {New York Times 2005).

As researchers have documented social-class differences in family life,
increasing attention has been given to the transition to adulthood, as youth
move from adolescence into the world of work | Furstenberg 2010). There
are social-class differences in the timing and nature of the era nsition, partic-
ulaely in terms of residential independence from family of origin, marriags.
work, childbearing, and other signs of adulthood (Settersten, Furstenbers,
and Rumbaut 2005). Many studies focus on class differences as the reason
youth achieve (or don't achieve) key outcomes in adulthood. However, we
have less insighr into the crucial social processes theough which chese our-
comes are produced. Indeed, social scientists have also developed a truncarec
understanding of how social class shapes the life chances of youth, There
a tendency among researchers o focus on the characteristics of youth. Thss
individualistic approach discounts the degree to which youth are embedded
n a social context. Notably, it fails 1o recognize sufficiently the role thas
parents play in situating their children, interacting with institutions, and
transforming the circumstances that their children experience. Hence, it »
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important to study variations in the role thar parents play in facilitaring their
children's development, particularly in helping them deal with institutions,
such as high schools and colleges. In addition, there has been disproportion-
ate artention to the material transfer of resources. Some studies, including
one by Schoeni and Ross (2005), show thar middle-class parents transfer
more material resources to their young adult children than do working-class
parents. Others show that class differences affect savings rates for college
{Conley 2001}, Beyond material resources, however, there are signs of dif-
ferences in class-based cultural resources, such as the amount of informa-
tion that parents have abourt institutions (Lubrano 2004}, These cultural
resources, however, have received less attention from social scientists.,

In this chapter we draw on a qualitative study of white and African
American familics to suggest that the social class of parents has an important
impact on the lives of young adults by affecting how parents manage their
sons’ and daughters’ institutional experiences. In che first part of the chaprer,
we highlight three key class-based resources that surfaced in the study. First,
middle-class parents and youth had much deeper and more detailed knowl-
edge of the inner workings of key institutional structures, especially those
related 1o getting into and succeeding in college, than did working-class
and poor parents and youth, Second, middle-class parents and yourh had a
more detailed understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of their own
“cases” and unique options. Third, while all parents helped their children
in many ways, middle-class parents intervened in institutions on behalf of
theirs. Some of the working-class and poor parents also sought to intervene,
but their efforts were less frequent and less successful, We see these three
factors [i.e., global knowledge, case-specific knowledge, and a propensity to
intervene) as constituting class-based cultural resources thar parents drew
on in their interactions with institutions such as schools. In the second part
of the chapter, we suggest that parents drew on these class-based resources
as they helped their children in two key ways: to foresee and forestall prob-
lems and to solve problems, which we refer to as unrying knots. Thus, in
addition to focusing on youths' individual characteristics and parenc-child
interaction within the home, we believe it is important to study the ways
in which parents differ in how they work with insttutions to foresee and
forestall problems and to solve problems that surface,

Afrer discussing our research methodology, we present two detailed case
studies of a white middle-class young man, Garrert Tallinger, and a white
working-class young woman, Wendy Driver, to show how their parents dif-
fered in their global knowledge, case-specific knowledge, and propensity to
intervene in their children’s institunional lives, We draw on the case studies
of these two young people, as well as on the experiences of the other youth
in the study, to suggest that these class-based cultural resources made a dif-
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ference as the youths tansitioned into adulthood, In particular, while all
parents were able to foresee problems, middleclass parents were able 1o
forestall problems much more effectively than were waorking-class and poor
parenss. In addition, all of the youth encountered problems in institutions
during their transition to adulthood. However, middle-class parents had
more resources for trying to solve these problems than did working-class
and poar parents, In the conclusion we stress the importance of embedding
the family in a broader social context, as well as the drawbacks of middle-
class parents' childreaning strategies.

METHODOLOGY

To capture the social processes thar family members experience, as well as
the meaning of the processes, it is essential to use qualitative methods of
participant-observation and in-depth interviewing, This chapter draws on
re-interviews with rwelve voung adules and their families approximately ten
years after the young people's parricipation in an cthnographic study, *Un-
equal Childhoods,” abour variations in family life and children’s activities
(Lareaw 2003). This unique data ser has a number of important advantages.
The original ethnographic study provided a rich porerait of the chythm of
family life. The interviews, a decade later, build on the onginal observarions
while providing a chance ro assess the situarion in the families a decade later
as the youth were in the process of transitioning to adulthood. Figure 6.1
provides an overview of the original study. The families were white and
African American and lived in a large Northeastern city or the suburbs of
the city (see Table 6.1 for a breakdown of the race and class of the partici-
pants in the study, as well as the definition of social class). A more intensive
observational phase was then completed with twelve of these families; there
was an cffort to select families that were roughly comparable across race and
class (i.e., one poor girl from a deeply religious family and one middle-class
girl from a similar family). (For more discussion of the criteria for selection
and the methodology, see Lareau 2003.) Each family was observed for about
three weeks, usually on a daily basis.

Over the years, Annette Lareau kepe in touch with the families through
annual holiday cards and small gifts, A decade after the oniginal study, she
located all twelve families, interviewed all of the target children, and con-
ducted separate interviews with the youths' mathers, fathers, and siblings.’
The interviews of the target young people took place in their parents’ homes.
except for one (Garree Tallinger's), which took place in his dorm room. Fam-
ily members were paid {sec Figure 6.1). The interviews were rape-recorded
and transcribed. For data analysis we created codes for key themes (eg.
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Original stady

* Classtoom observations m three public schools (one predominantly white suburban school
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* In-deprh inrerviews with educazors and morhers and fathers of 88 children who were % and
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Inter.
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Figure 6.1, Methodological details of study for “Unequal Childhoods™ and
tollow-up study.

educarion decisions, work, perceptions of parent role, disappointments, col-
lege applications, independence) and coded the interviews accordingly. We
also read and recead the interviews in order to understand the context of
the coded matenial. Amanda Cox, who was not involved in data collection,
worked on the coding with a researcher who was involved in the original
research project. All names are pseudonyms, and we have substituted names
of comparable colleges and have removed identifying information about the
colleges attended by the youth.?
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TASLE 6.1
Distribution of the 12 youth in the follow-up study, by social class and race
Socaal class White African American
Melame Handlon Sracey Marshall
Dids ot Garrest Tallinger Alexander Williams
! Wendy Driver Tyrec Taylor
Warking ciass Billy Yanelli Jessica bewin®
Poor Karie Brindle Tara Carroll
Karl Groeley Harold McAllster

XOTes: Inthe origmal study, 3 total of BB leendics were inteeviewed; 12 of these families wese abo
. Since the 200305 follow-up only focused om the families that were observed, we have caly in-
cludod dara on these 12 families. For addiional infarmarion see Larezs 2003.

Moddle-class childeen mdm-hollwmmhddl in which at leass une parone 1 empdored in &
posinen thar exher enuails sub y or fy draws upos hghly comples, ede-
catwaally certified (e, college-level] akill

Wiirkirg-clans childres are those wha e in houschalds i which oeither pares s employed in »
middle<lan :ndnhumpnu-a-pb;«lmnpuhmhlmlmkumwml
authority that does not tequire highly P fiesd akills. This caszgoey inclodes
lower-devel whire<collar workers,

Pooe children are those whu live o bouscholds in which parents receive public assistaoce and do not
participate in the labor force on 2 eegulas, continooms: base.

* Baracial girk black farher and whise mather.

Longitudinal studies using qualitanive methods are rare (Burawoy
2003). It 1s useful that Lareau was able to reach all twelve of the youth
in the intensive phase of the original study, as well as to trianguiate their
informarion with separate interviews with other family members.? Of
course, the labor-intensive nature of qualitative research means that re-
searchers must make hard choices. Depth of research almost always comes
at the expense of breadth of the sample, The longitudinal nature of the
research further compounds this problem. This study has a small sample,
twelve families, and focuses on the transition to adulthood within those
families, Nevertheless, the study's value is apparent in thar the partterns
we found are highly consistent with findings from studies using narion-
ally representanive data {Settersten, Furstenberg, and Rumbaut 2005); but
the findings offer much more depth and insight into social processes than
nationally representative dara sets can provide. In addition, both qualita-
tive and quantitative studies tend to focus on the actions of youth alone.
Yet, since families operate in social contexts, it s important 1o consider
how parents and youth negotiate with institutions outside the home, Also,
we show that the strategies that parents adopted when their youth were
in the transition to adulthood were highly consistent with scrategies they
followed when their children were 10 years old. This kind of longitudinal
insight is rare. We sce the results as helping to improve our conceptual
maodels about the ways in which social class has an impact on family life,
particularly in terms of the largely hidden advantages thar many middle-
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class parents provide for their children by negotiating their expeniences in
mstitutions,

CLASS AND THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD!:
A TALE OF TWO FAMILIES

Research in the sociology of the family has largely been devoted to the lite
outcomes of individual youth, but there has been less attention paid to the
institutions surrounding family life and the interactions berween families
and these institutions. In this chapter, we show rhar the strategies parents
adopred mattered,* Class differences in the global and specific informartion
possessed by parents, and how they intervened in institutions, had con-
sequences. Working-class parents were able to foresee and forestall some
key problems and untie important knots in their childeen’s lives. However,
there was a striking pattern of more aggressive intervention by middle<class
parents in predicting and greventing peoblems and solving prablewms chan
among working-class and poor parents. In our follow-ups with these fami-
lies, the middle-class youth (although over the age of 18) seemed younger,
maore dependent, and more child-like than working-class vouth,

Turning Pownts and Interventions: Garrett Tallinger

When Garrete Tallinger was in fourth grade, his family lived in a large sub-
urban home on a leafy cal-de-sa¢ in the predominantly white suburb of
a large Northeastern city, Both of his parents had graduated from an Ivy
League college (where they were both athletes). As Garrete was getring ready
to enter high school, his parents, Garrett, and his two younger brothers
moved o a much larger new home in an elite development to be closer to
Mr. Tallinger's workplace. Their income placed them in the top 10 percent
oY American famiies, Yn ZO0D, Me Tallinger had o high-leve) managerial
job; he frequently traveled for work. Ms. Tallinger worked in fundraising,

Garrere Tallinger, now a basketball player on a top-ranked baskerball
team at a private university, has been a talented athlete since he was a young
child. When Garrert was 10 years old, his parents spent a great deal of
ume and cffort helping him pursue his interests and skills and providing
him with a wide range of activities and experiences. Garrert’s schedule of
activities often dictated the daily and weekly rhythm of the Tallinger family,
including Garrett's two younger brothers. Backed by their own educational
and work-related experiences within largely middle-class contexts, Garrert's
parents possessed valuable knowledge of the ways m which “gatekeeping”
institutions such as high schools and colleges work. Their understanding of
these and other institutions played an important role in their ability ro guide
Garrert through high school and into college.
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When Garretr entesed high school after he and his family relocated o a
state nearly 1,000 miles from where Garrert had lived as a young child, Ms,
Tallinger was quick to learn about the local high school and its curriculum.
When she visited Garrert’s furure public high school, Ms, Tallinger sought
detailed informarion about the colleges attended by the school’s graduares:

I was appalled [when | visied the local public high schooll, It's ugly. It's far
away. | asked how many kids go 1o , ., get recruited for Division | [athleric
programs). . . . they probably thought . . . they probably were wondering,
“Whao is this Northern hussy commg in here and asking these questions?”
[laughs| But they couldn't tell me where kids wenr o school, ., | they all went
mostly to [in-state] schools. So, [1 asked], *How muny would go to the Ivies,
to the Stanfords or the MITs2”

As Garrert began high school, Ms, Tallinger encouraged him ro take
the “most rigorous” courses, and she shared her desire and her sense of her
son's academic capabilities with Garrert's high school guidance counselors:

In talking 10 the guidance people, [ said, “1 think be's capable of honors fic.,
enrolling in the honors courses). But, obviously you-all need o decide thar, . ..~

Ms. Tallinger was well informed about the global standards in higher
education:

One of the things 1.did know was that the more competitive colleges look at
what is available in a high school, and if you're not raking the most ngoraus
of what's available, that's a strike against you in terms of their evaluating yoor
transcript. And so | wanted Garrett, as 1s true with all my kids, 1 wane them to
take the most rigorous {course] that they're possibly capable of raking.

His jumior year Garrett took Advanced Placement {AP) economics, AP cal-
culus, and AP English literature, as well as the highest levels of physics and
tustory offered by his high school,

Jusr as Ms. Tallinger oversaw and shepherded Garrett through various
academic transitions and decisions, Garrert’s father guided his son through
the complicated (and highly strategic) process of being recruited by a top-
tier collegiate baskerball program, As Mr. Tallinger reports, his guidance re-
quired a complex understanding of the inner workings of what he describes
as the “very political™ recruiting process:

We sent markening packers to a lot of schools. There are a lot of recruiting
websites out there. So those guys come and see kids play, and [ got 1o know a
lot of those guys, so having them write sbour your kid is important. Ger his
name out there, chey do all these rankings, it's very political nesworking kind
of deal, And then the coaches go to all of these tournaments and these camps
and they warch him,
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Me. Tallinger descnbed his understanding of the strategy involved on both
sides of the recruiting process, the universities’ and the achlere's:

All these schools send you letters. So the fiest thing they look for: did you
respond to the lerrer quickly, “cause they're all trying 1o measure interest. So,
what happens is both sides are playing the game: the schools tell you they
have a priority list of kids they want. They do their best not to rell you where
you are on that hist. They want every kid to think he or she is number one,
and we do the same thing on this end. | mean our strategy was to never [rell]
a school he wasn'e interested ‘cause they starr talking to each othec So if vou
rell a school of a certain kind, “1 don't want 1o go there,” they say [0 other
schools], “Well, don't bother to recruit him."

In addition 1o his quickly learned knowledge about the recruinng process,
Mr. Tallinger was also knowledgeable about the likelihood of Garrett's re-
ceiving financial aid from an Ivy League university that was recruiting Gar-
retr “very hard.” Mz Tallinger knew that Ivy League universities do not
offer athletic scholarships and thar his family’s income of $175,000 placed
them above the school’s financial aid cut-off. With theee children, he knew
an Ivy League school was unaffordable.

The involvement of the Tallinger parents is similar to the role that they
had played in Garretr’s academic and athlenc affairs when he wasa 10-year-
old. For example, when Garretr was in early elementary school, he missed the
1Q cut-off for his school’s gifted program by just a few points. Upon receiving
the news that Garreet would not be able to join the program, the Tallingers
insisted that Garrerr be retested ar what they felr would be a more appropri-
ate time for him to perform at his best. Garrerr was retested, but his score
was again not high enough to qualify him for his school's gifted program.

Like their knowledge of how institutions work, Ms. and Mr. Tallinger’s
knowledge abour Garrerr in particular was valuable as they helped him navi-
gate the transition from high school to college. They had a nuanced under-
standing of how Garrett might fare when compared with other students and
athletes. Ms. Tallinger reported:

He never cracked 1200 on the SATs. So, that was tough—familuas. "Cause |
didn't test well either, and did well in school. Obviously [1] felt for him. He
didn't . . . what did he get on the ACT . ., I think be got a 27 or a 28, so that
was a lirtle bit berrer.

Mr, Tallinger was also aware thar Garrert would not have shined ar Princ-
eton in the way that he did ar Villanova:

While I think Garrett would have done okay academically {ar Princeton], 1
think Villanova is a berter fir. Garrett is a good student, but he's nor a bril-
liant kid. S0 he would have gotten by at Po L wh [az] Vill you
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know he was, he got the academic award on the basketball team. He was the
highest GPA on the basketball 1eam, and he’s been selecred [to be on the| stu-
dent athlete academic commirtee. . . . He was selected 1o represent Villanova,
not just the basketball team, the whole university. So, those kinds of oppoe-
runities he wouldn't have gotten at Princeton. Now obviously Princeton's got
ocher academic opportunities that Villanova doesn't by far, but | think it's [ie.,
Villanova's| probably acrually a berrer fir,

M. Tallinger also thought thar after graduation the booster club networks
at Villanova would help Garrett land an attracuve job in business.

Garrett himself also had a sense of how his SAT scores would help or
hinder his chances of acceptance into various celleges and universities and
how their standards differed:

1 was real worried about it [ie., his SAT score] 'cause | was trying to get mto
Stanfoed at the nme, And 1190 50’ . ., [ mean, they did accepe a kid with an
1140, bue sill ics only . . . if you’re trying to get into Stanford, you need | . .
that's why | wanted to ger 1200 real bad. I mean, and then coming here [to
Villanoval, their standard’s not as hugh.

In addition to their academic knowledge, Garrett’s parents also knew thesr
son'’s baskerball shooting percentage {56 percent for hiscareer," Mr, Tallinger
reported) and how he compared with ocher high school athletes being re-
cruited by the same universities. For example, Me. Tallinger saw some schools
as “a streech™:

1 think U, Conn, would have been a strerch ability-wise for Garrett, but they
were recruiting him. And they came to see him play, and the coach called me
afterwards and he goes, “You know, we know you told us he was 6°4*, We
were hoping he was 6'6". But we have three 6'4" kids, and we don't need an-
acher one.” | had no problem with that, So you move on,

Garrett’s parents had both general knowledge of how institutions worked
and an ability—with a cold and critical eye—to assess the weaknesses of
their son’s situation. They also had detailed information abour institutions
not confined to college. This can be seen in how the Tallingers weighed Gar-
rett’s post-college baskethall oprions. Although Garrert was currently play-
ing on a basketball team that was ranked among the top twenty-five in the
nation, Mr. Tallinger felt that Garrett would not be “good enough™ to play
professionally in the NBA upon graduanion from college:

Well, realissically, if it went very well for him, he'd probably be trying ro make
an NBA ream . . . [bur] playing in Evrope. [I'm] not sure if he’s quite good
enough to play in the NBA. | mean, hopefully be'll get berter. He'll prob-

ably be one of those guys that's not drafted by the NBA, but gets him what
are called *frec-agenc tryouts,” probably ends up playing in Europe or South
America for a tew years or something.
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Garrett also harbored doubts about his chances of making it to the NBA.
When asked about his post-college plans, Garrete said, “Probably still
playing basketball somewhere. In the NBA hopefully. But if not, overseas
somewhere.”

As Ms. and Mr. Tallinger guided Garrertt through the various academic
and athletic institutions that he encountered from early childhood and into
college, their informal knowledge about how the institutions worked and
how their son “measured up™ in the face of these institutions played a key
role in shaping Garrett's experiences and outcomes. Boch their knowledge
of the institutional workings in general and of Garrect's “case™ in particular
often led to the third mechanism that contributed to the transmission of
advantages within the middle-class families in this study: parents” (often
successful) interventions in institurions in which their children participate.

In addition to encouraging Garrert to rake the “most rigorous” courses
his high school had to offer and talking to Garrett’s high school guidance
counselors about her son being “capable of honors,” Ms. Tallinger was
quick to intervene when a scheduling conflict would have prevented Garret
from entolling in both AP English literature and AP calculus:

1 did have to go fight about his schedule because they went info this new
scheduling system, and if he wanted ta take the AP English and AP calculus,
they were given at the same nme. 1 was like, “C'mon, this is npot—you SO
figure something aut. | mean, 1 can't believe Garrett's the only person this is
impacting, You have to figure a way for these kids to maximize thesr opportu-
niries, and they have to switch things around.” So that | did fight for,

Sitnilar to the way in which Ms. Tallinger intervened to maximize Gar
rert’s chances for academic success, Mr. Tallinger played an acuve role in
shaping Garrett's experiences on the basketball court. The summer after
Garreet’s junior year of high school, Mr. Tallinger negoriated 1o get Garress
onto a summer-league traveling ream that would “give him the visibili™

so he would "get the exposure™ 10 cecruiters from top-tiee collegiate bas-

kerhall programs. Sponsored by a well-known athletic company, Garrents
new team included a rising young star who was evenrually drafred into the
NBA directly after complering high school. Me. Tallinger was grateful for
the opportunity for Garrett 1o play on sucha successful team—"1 have noth-
ing but thanks and respect for the Memphis Warriors,” he satd—ut he fgie
thar Garrett was nor receiving enough playing tme 1o “get the exposure”
he needed. When asked if he had ever done anything to increase Garrerts
playing time, he replied:
1 did, which 1 hing | don't lly do. But { did only because . . . they
were playing a lot of juniors-to-be. 1 was saying (o |the coach], “Well, that™s
fine, but you have kids."—and Garrett wasn't the only one—{where] “this
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like cheir kast shoe. If they don't get seen this summer, then its over.” . ., These
juniors-to-be didn't seem remarkably betrer than the sensors-to-be. The whole
point in the AAU [summer league] reams is to get kids seen by college coaches,
-+ S0 that 1 didn't understand: why you would play these young kids when
vou got kids who wanted and needed scholarships sitting on the bench. . . . 1
guess they kind of listened, His playing time went up some.

Thus, Mx. Tallinger's intervention appeared 1o increase by “some” Garrett's
playing time in front of college recruiters.

Larer thar year, when Garrerr was being actively recruited to play Divi-
sion | college baskerball, Mr. Tallinger again used his knowledge of the inner
workings of the recruiting process to intervene when he felt that the process
had raken a turn that was not to Garrert’s advantage:

University of Kansas was recruiting him at one point, and then we didn't hear
from them for a while. And [I] called the coach and pust—I was getting boldee
as the thing went on—and saxd, like, *What's up?™ [The coach said,] “Oh, we
were told that the recruiting on him was closed. ™ | was like, “Who told you
that?" . . . and Kansas—not to say they would have vlamately offered him

a scholarship—they stopped recruiting [Garrett] because someone told them
that they didn’t have a shot.

The Tallingers™ parental interventions did not end when Garrert was ac-
cepred to play basketball for a highly ranked collegiate team. His parents
both conrinued to offer him valuable guidance as they shepherded him
through the process of choosing a college major. Ms. Tallinger reported one
such instance:

I guess it was some point in freshman year, [Garrett] wasn't sure he wanted 1o
continue o major in business or stay in the business school, He's thinking he
wanted to be a math teacher and wanted to . , . major in education. We said,
“Okay, that's fine.” Don, of course, again being the more pragmatic, said, “If
that’s all you want ro earn for the rest of your life . . . as a teacher. . . . Bur give
yourself the most opoons when you come out of school,™ , ., Anyway, so on
his own he came to the decisson that he's gonna seay in the business school
and sort of shift emphasis 1o marketing.

In the end Garrert Tallinger did not miss the opportunity to be recruited by
several top-ranked college basketball programs, nor did he fail to “give him-
self the most options™ a few years larer when choosing a college major and
a potential career path. His parents’ knowledge and understanding of insi-
tutions and of their son’s strengths and weaknesses in relation to the stan-
dards and expectations of these institutions eased Garrert's negotiations and
transitions at school, within his elite basketball ¢lub, and throughour the
college recrusting process. When they felt that Garrere's experience within an
institution was not what it should be, Ms. and M. Tallinger did not hesitate
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to intervene on their son’s behalf, As we explain below after discussing the
case of Wendy Driver, these three factors consttuted class-based cultural
resources that helped the Tallingers foresee and forestall problems and untie
knots in their son’s life.

“Awesome"” Parents: Wendy Driver

Wendy Driver, a cheerful and friendly 10-year-old, grew up in a whire work-
ing-class family where her daily life centered on visiting with family, playing
with her cousins, and attending family events. Afrer Wendy's pacents sepa-
rated, dne Vived with et maternal grandparents, het mother, and her older
brother. By the time Wendy was in fourth grade, fier facher had died and
her mother and Mack moved in together before the birth of their daughter,
Valerie. Ms. Driver and Mack marned, and Wendy grew up living in a small
rented townhouse in a large Northeastern city, Ms, Driver worked as an
administrative assistant while Mack worked in a unionized position, Wendy
way involved in a few organized activities, but unlike Garrerr Tallinger's,
Wendy’s activities did not dominate family life, and Wendy's mother and
Mack saw her activities not as a way for Wendy to develop skills bur as
things to “give her something to do™ and “keep her off the street,”

A decade later Wendy is a rall, thin, fresh-faced young wife wha, at the
age of 20, has an 18-month-old daughter and another child on the way.
When Wendy's older brother went into the Navy, he introduced her to Ryan,
who is also in the Navy and is out on a submarine six months at a time.
Wendy had learned in November after her high school graduwation thar she
was pregnant, just before Ryan’s {already planned) marriage proposal. Her
parents were supportive, Wendy had had her heart set on a big wedding, bus
Wendy and Ryan “wanted to get marnied for the baby.” Her parents helped
fher work out a plan for two weddings: a small wedding took place when
Wendy was three months pregnant, and chen there was a large, formal, and
elaborate wedding when the baby, Clara, was 1 year old. Wendy lives abour
four hours away from her parents, but when Ryan is our at sea, Wendy and
Clara visit Wendy's parents for long stretches of time,

Throughout Wendy's life, Mz. and Ms. Driver have intervened in her
life. Wendy sees her mother as having been particularly helpful in “fighs-
ing" for her in school-related matters and in giving her 2 model she hopes o
emulate with her own children:

1 have to go to school and fight for my child, If my mom can do i, then 1 can 3o
it. I remember my mom going to school and fighting for me all the time, Thes
103d me T had 1o go to a special school and my Mom is fike, “No, she’s fine.”

As they are today, Mr. and Ms. Driver were devoted parents when Wends
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was a child. They assessed the specifics of their daughter’s situation, and
they frequeatly intervened ta help her. For example, at the end of eighth
grade Wendy was not admitted to the magner high school of her choice.
She was redirected to the neighborhood school which, with meral detec-
tors, a high dropourt rate, and occasional fights, was widely characrerized
3s @ “bad” school, Ms. Driver was extremely concerned, Wendy's “Pop
Pop™ (i.c., her paternal grandfather) paid the 83,000 annual tuition to
send her o the Catholic high school that Wendy’s mother and sisters had
attended, Wendy reported that her eighth-grade counselors were nor sup-
portive of the idea:

The eighth-grade counselor told my mom thar they woald be wasting thesr
money. Because [ wouldn't make it. And when [ got down there [ struggled
freshman year, That's when the counselor started coming . . . and [ had differ-
ent people coming and giving me tests and ralking about it, telling the school,
“This 1s what you have to do to cope with my disabilicy.” And it just like made
it 50 much easier. But even my freshman year in high school, had teachers el
me to quiT now, just to drop out and to tey to ger my GED by myself, And thar
just made me and my mom push even harder.

The high school arranged for tests to be read to Wendy and allowed her to
provide verbal answers, With this system in place, Wendy earned a place on
the honor roll. Later in her high school years, when multiple knee surgeries
kept Wendy out of school, Ms. Driver coordinated with the school to have
rutors work with Wendy so she would not fall behind in her seudies. Wendy
graduared.

Wendy's parents also helped hee in her personal lite, When Wendy and
Ryan hegan daring during her senior year in high school, after she and Ryan
became clase, Ms, Driver senr Wendy to the doctor 1o get birth control, In
November after she graduated from high school, Wendy (unexpectedly) be-
came pregnant, Wendy did not believe in abortion. Her mother was firm on
this point as well: “We don't believe in abortion, and chere's no issue about
giving the baby up for adoption. If it came down to it, me and Mack would
have taken it,” Ms. Driver said definitively.

Ms. Driver intervened and had a frank conversation with her future son-
in-law before he married Wendy to determine if he was willing to accept the
responsibility of being a facher:

{'m not one to hide my feelings. And [ said to Ryan—we were sicting on the
couch—and 1said, "I want to ask you something, . . . The first thing a lot of
young guys say is. ‘Ir's not mine, and they take off, and you never see them
again.'™ Esaid, “Don't.” 1said, “If you have any doubs in your mind [and if
you think thae| this child s not yours, there’s the doos. You can walk out now,
and you de not have 10 come back.”
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Ms. Driver's intervention was an effort to avert a disaster in the furure, She
spoke 10 Ryan directly:

1said, “T do not want two months from now, five months from now, six
months from now you [ta] say to her [that] this is not your child, If there is
any doubt in your mind ar all, or if vou have second thoughts that vou don't
want this child. . . .~

Contributing $5,000 (more than Wendy had wanted them to contribute) to
the big wedding, Ms, and M. Driver also assisted in the planning and prepa-
rations for it, Both parents like their son-in-law, Ryan’s troubled past, which
includes heavy drinking and arrests for possession of a pipe bomb, as well
as Wendy’s difficult relations with Ryan's mother (who refused to attend
cither of the weddings) do not seem to trouble Mr. and Ms, Driver. They are
very optimistic abour the future. When asked directly what would happen
if Wendy and Ryan separated or divorced, they are quick to indicate thar
Wendy always has a home with them, As Mack, Wendy's stepfather, says:

Oh, she’s more than welcome o come home. . . . We'd just have to make ar
rangements and make the house bigger probably. [Laughs] Bur we'd discuss it
and everything would be fine,

Since Wendy moved away from home, Mack has been an invaluable source
of transpareation. Like her mother, Wendy does not drive. Wendy lives four
hours from her childhood home, and although public transportation be-
tween the two cities exists, it is 5ot convenient and, with the baby, not ideal.
At least once a month, and sometimes more often, Mack makes the eighe-
hour roundrrip drive o ferch Wendy and Clara. Thus, Ms. Driver and Mack
continue to help Wendy and Ryan by providing child care, transportation,
and emotional support, Al in all, Wendy characterizes her family as “awe-
some.” She says, “They are what [ would want. If 1 need anything, I can ¢zl
them,”

Wendy has warm relations with her parents and, like Garretr, sees her
parents as very helpful to her. However, we found differences in the kind
of help provided by middle-class parents in relation to institutions and thae
provided by working-class and poor parents, We found thar working-clas
and poor parents possessed important kinds of informarion about instire-
tions, bur middle-class parents had even more, including informarion thae
was often highly specialized and customized to the specific case of thes
child. This parcern also was present, in a different fashion, among the yourg
adults themselves. Specifically, compared 1o Garrerr, Wendy had limited
global informartion about key matters involving institutions, and her infor
mation was much more general, For example, throughout high school and
then during the college admission process, there were many moments whe=
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Wendy's learning disability was discussed. Wendy was admirted to a college
hat offered a program for students with learning disabilities and m¢luded
e provision of a note taker, additional time on tests, and other learning
supports. There are many different types of learning disabilities, but Wendy
5ad only a vague understanding of the nature of her own:

AL: Did you learn the name of what vour disability was?
Wendy: No, they call it LD,

AL: Do you know what LD stands for?

Wendy: Learning Disabelity.

1n high school Wendy's learning disability made it difficult for her to com-
plete her school work. She reported, “And then finally | got the nerve up to
tell my good friends, ‘Look, 1 am retarded. T can’t do this.” The term “re-
rarded” is rarely, if ever, used by professionals today 1o describe a learning
disability. While on the one hand Wendy understood that she had a learning
disability, she was not fluent in the categories and terms used by educatars.

A similar pattern existed for Wendy’s parenss. Unlike the Tallingers,
who possessed decper and more detailed global knowledge of institutional
seructures and specific knowledge of their son's relative place and options
within those structures, Ms. Driver often had incomplete information about
the inner workings of key institutions, and her knowledge about the specif-
ics of Wendy's educational trajectory was vague and partial. Therefore the
Drivers relied on professionals who had specialized training in such areas.
The Drivers’ lack of detailed knowledge abour key institutional structures
and their reliance on school personnel were evident when Wendy applied ta
colleges. With the assiseance of her friends and an accommodation for her
learning disability, Wendy had been able to graduate from high school. Her
mother very much wanted her to go to college, and the high school coun-
selor guided the family through the college application process:

Ms. Driver: She had to go to a particular college chat would help her with her
disahility. Because she couldn't get into another college. They [the high school]
wanted] a college that would have other children with disabilities who need
belp. She wene up o . - . where'd she go? Brockport maybe?

AL: Brockport?

Ms. Driver: Yeah, She didn't ger accepted there.

Ms, Driver passionately wanted her daughter to go to college. Her global
knowledge of higher education systems was limited; for her, a wide vari-
ety of institutions were included under the term “college.” The differences
among colleges that preoccupied the Tallingers did not preoccupy her. Nor
did she fixate on Wendy's relative chances of acceptance at various schools
or in relation 1o other students. The Drivers were guided by Wendy's high
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school counselor, who selected the schools 1o which Wendy would apply and
then helped Wendy with the applications. Wendy's parents were powerful
emotional supports for her, bur since she was being guided by the counselor,
they did not become involved with the application process. Hence it is not
surprising thar Ms, Driver did nor know Wendy's SAT scores or her high
school grade-point average,

Other steps in the college apphcarion process that were extremely im-
portant to middle-class parents such as the Tallingers were less salient o
the Driver parents. For example, neither Me. nor Ms. Driver could recall
the names of the colleges to which Wendy had applied. They could only
remember the names of the towns in which the colleges were located. Simi-
larly, although Ms. Driver and Mack had driven Wendy to the college she
planned ro attend, had filled our a financial aid form for the school, and had
had numerous conversations ahout the school, Ms. Driver could remember
the name of the town (Reading) but not the name of the college (Alvernia)
to which Wendy had been admitred:

Ms. Driver: She got accepred up in West . . . West Reading. I can’ think of the
name of [the college]. It had an “A” like thas.

AL: West Reading?

Ms. Driver: Up in West Reading. And they accepted her there,

Unlike the Tallingers, who memonzed a great deal of ancillary informarion,
including exact ruition coses, financial aid awards, and the gap between the
two at the various colleges to which Garrert had applied, whar the Drivers
focused on was what they would be required to pay, which amounted o
$1,000 per month {i.e., $12,000 per vear),

Neither Ms. Driver nor Mack had ever been to college, nor had anyone
in their immediate families, Thus it is reasonable that their understanding of
the general structure of the college application process would be minimal,
For example, Mack had been surprised 1o learn that colleges do not return
application fees, and Ms. Driver misunderstood a key communication dur-
ing a fall visit to the college to which Wendy was later admitted:

It was really shocking because of the interview. The peeson we met with was
very nice and Jooked ar her grades and SATS and all that stoff . . and when
we left they said, “Well, we will see you in a couple months for [the} recep-
tion." And we were ecstatic!

Having thought thar Wendy had been accepted, Ms. Driver continued:

When we left we had ro go down to the front desk. And they said, “We'll be
calling you.™ And | said, “Whar do you mean you'll be calling me?" [They
said, | “Well, we'll give you a call or  lerrer to let you know if you're accepted.”
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And I'm like, “She's accepted.” They're like, “What?!™ 1 said, “They said she
was accepeed.™ They said, “You know rhat's noc a progmise.”

Ms. Driver and Wendy had not known that there is 2 “season™ to the college
application process, wherein students apply in the fall and are notified of
accepeances and rejections in the spring.

In the end, however, Wendy did not 80 to college. She reported being
very “stressed” during the summer following her high school graduation,
and in Junc she told her parents that she was “not going™:

Teouldn't see myself. . . _ | applied to make my mom happy. I did everything
to make her happy. . . [ had 2 scholarship. That made it into a bigger deal
because | had a scholarship. . . . I'said, *1 am not going.” My mom) said,
"What?" [1said,] “I do not want to go."

Wendy was concerned that she did not have the academic skills to succeed
in college:

Every day 1 would tell her, “Mom, it is not thar [1.e., that Wendy did nor want
to leave her boyfriend Ryan]. [ don't wane to £0 away." | tried to explain ro
her 1 wasn't going because 1 didn't want to fail, Because if I failed, 1 didn't
know how 1 would personally take ic. | , , My friends were in honors classes
n high school, and they were having problems [in college). My friend went to
[SUNY Genesea] and she dropped out, and then she went to communiry col-
lege in January and dropped out of there, and now she is suppased 10 go to
Rutgers. . .. 1 didn't wane to fail, which I knew would happen.

Wendy had worked in two different part-nme jobs all the way through high
school. After she decided not to go to Alvernia, she continued working, She
explored the option of attending the local communirty college in Januvary. She
reported speaking with someone in a learning disability progeam:

[ even applied to community. | was BoIng to community in January, | had ap-
pled. [ went down, They wanted me to 80 to night school: it was a whole free
(learning disability] program, and I had to 80 for six months,

When Wendy ran into some difficulties with the program, she saw these
complications as her own to overcome. Unlike many of the middle-class
youth when faced with similar issues, Wendy did not involve her parents;
nor did she request their help in solving her problem. Wendy's placement tese
did not put her in a class for which she would receive college credit. Instead
she was rold that she had to take remedial {non-credit) courses. This decision
seemed unreasonable to her given her honors in high schoal:

| want 10 go 10 a class to get credir fisse. They said, “No.” They wouldn't do
it IE 1 paid for the [learning disability| program then | could do it . . . 1 tried
to talk 10 the guy . . . and they didn't want 1o hear ir!
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Wendy felt that the program did not understand the nature of her disability:

They wanted me to live with a bunch of kids with ADMD or [who were| bad,
I'm not bad—1"m a good student. T have a leaming disability. | can't read or
write, | can wrate. | can't spell. [ can write a word down and he doesn't under-
stand it, but | do. Basically he told me “No, this is what [vou|] have to do." |

just gor upser.’

Wendy wanted to enroll in a program at the community college similar ro
the one that she had been offered at Alvermia:

|At Alvernia] I would have been in a regular class, [There would have been a)
note taker and testing accommodation: [for a] theee-hour test | would have six
hours, The teacher could read the test to me. {1 would] have chances 1o retake
the test to get 2 betrer grade, Alvernma was goang to have thar plan.

The lack of flexibility at the communiry college bothered Wendy. She did not
g0 back, Unlike Garrett Tallinger, she did not even consider involving her
parents in her interactions with the community college. When asked if she
had considered having her parents go to the community college to help her,
Wendy visibly bristled ar the idea, noting that she has adult starus and these
insticutional interactions are her responsibility:

Because 1 was old enough to make my own decisions. | knew what was wrong
with me. My parents could have come down, and they [i.¢., the program of-
ficers) basically would have told them the same thing. 1 didn't wane that, [ am
18, 1 am old enough to make my own decsions!

Wendy hopes, at some point, 1o go back to school, to get *my degree,” to
“take night classes,” and to get a degree in “early childhood education™ so
that she can run a day care center in her own house,

Although Wendy did not, in the end, go to college, it s striking how
much the Drivers depended on the high school counselor and other profes-
sionals throughout the college application process. Morcover, there is a clear
parallel between the approach of the Drivers to educational institutions when
Wendy was in high school and when she was in fourth grade. For example,
when Wendy was nor reading by the time she had reached the fourth grade,
Ms. Driver welcomed the efforts of educators at Lower Richmond School to
determine the reasons underlying Wendy's difficulties with language-based
activities. Taking Wendy to the eye doctor, histening to her read, and helping
her with her homework, Ms, Driver promptly and preaisely followed each
recommendation by Wendy's teachers and the reading specialist at Lower
Richmond. However, when these efforts led 1o only minimal improvements in
Wendy's reading skills, Ms. Driver was hesitant to pursue any course of action
beyond those suggested by school personnel: *1 don't want to jump into any-
thing and find oo thar it's the wrong thing,” Ms. Driver reported ar the ime.
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In sum, Wendy (correctly) sees her parents as being very proactive in her
“ie. In many different ways chey gathered knowledge and they intervened

w0 mprove her situation. However, there were key differcaces in the inst-
senional involvement of the Tallingers and the Drivers, as well as between
e sctions of the two young adults. For example, Garrerr lives in a dorm
nd goes out with his friends; Wendy is marnied and is responsible for run-
2ng a household and caring for a toddler. In key ways, Wendy seems olde,
more experienced, and more mature than Garrett, who in comparison with
Wendy and many of the other working-class and poor youth in the study,

scems younger, less exposed to the world, and more dependent.

FARENTS' USE OF CLASS-BASED RESOURCES:
FORESEEING AND FORESTALLING PROBLEMS AND
CNTYING KNOTS

&1 of the parents in the study wanted the best for their children, but social
<lass made a difference in the resources pareats were able to draw on and the
strategies they adopred as their children entered adulthood. We see global
mformation about institutions, specific information about their child’s par-
sicular “case™ within an nstitution, and the propensity to Intervene in insti-
sutions as constituting class-based cultural resources thar parents drew on
in their interactions with institutions such as schools. We find thar parents
drew on these resources as they helped their children in two key ways: 1o
foresee and forestall problems and to untie knots {i.c., 10 solve problems
that arose}. In this section, we draw on the case studies of Garrert Tallinger
and Wendy Driver, as well as on the expenences among the other youth in
the study, ro suggest that these class-based cultural resources made a dif-
ference as the youths transitioned into adulthood. In particular, while all
parents were able to foresee problems, middle-class parents were able to
forestall problems much more effectively than were working-class and poor
parents. In addition, all of the youth encountered problems, what we refer
to as “knots,” in mstrunions during their transition to adulthood; however,
middle-class parents had more resources for salving these problems,

Fareseeing and Forestalling Potential Problems
Familiar with edocational instirutions themselves, middle-class parents in
our study proactively tried to alter the conditions under which cheir chil-
dren functioned. They were often able to anticipate potential problems
before they arose and to redirect their children or intervene strategically
to prevent the potential problem from altering a child’s trajectory. For ex-
ample, Garrett's mother had a clear understanding of academic rracking.
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When she told the counselor thae she wanted ber son to be in “the most
rigorous courses,” she was hoping to forestall a potential problem: that
Garrett (who had never tested extremely well) would not have the strongest
possible profile in his college applicanions. Similarly, Garrere's father stra-
tegically managed the college basketball recruitment process; he negonared
for Garretr to play on a summer-league team to “give him the visibiliy”
he needed, arranged for Garrerr ro arrend tournaments where he would be
seen by college recruiters, and spoke with coaches on the phone ro convey
Garrert’s interest. Mr. Tallinger did not focus only on one or two schools:
instead he systematically conveyed interest to coaches in a wide variety of
schools to make sure that Garrett would have options. Similarly, Garrert’'s
parents’ knowledge of the academic demands of institutions, of the specific
strengehs of their son, and of the porential carastrophic problems that could
emerge if their son was “over lus head"” ar a school allowed them ro crin-
cally assess Garreet's weaknesses and his strengths, They soughr a situation
that would be a good “fit™ for him, both academically and athlerically, even
if it was not the most highly ranked college.

The pattern of foresecing and forestalling problems thar we observed
with Garretr also appeared among the other middle-class youth in our study.
For example, in the African American middle—class Marshall tamily, when
Stacey Marshall was in high school, in order to ensure thar Sracey was well
positioned for acceptance at selective colleges, her mother spoke regulaciy
with Stacey’s high school counselor regarding Stacey's course selection, and
she enrolled Stacey in an expensive ($1,500) ten-day summer science pro-
gram at a local university. When Stacey entered college, Ms. Marshall cos-
responded directly with Stacey's college basketball coach abour her exes-
cise-induced asthma, which was diagnosed during the summer before Staces
departed for college, In addition, Ms. Marshall instructed her dauvghter =
how to use institutional supports, such as arranging for a consultanon with
her academic adviser before selecting her courses, At other times Ms, Mas
shall advised Sracey on course selection herself so as to prevent potennia
problems. Since Stacey aspired ro attend medical school after completing
college, when Stacey received a C in biology during her first semester in cols
lege, Ms. Marshall counseled her to “get out of caleulus™ because *you dors
want your GPA to get too low, because then you can never dig yourself ous
of it,™ Ms. Marshall also counseled Stacey to avoid taking a class thar M«
Marshall thought was not in Stacey’s best interest:

She emailed me first and then she called me one night at eleven o’clock. Ang
it was like, “Well, | can rake the cinema course.” | smd, “Stacey.™ [Laughs

1 said, “Do you know anything about this? Do they even give you a descrip-
tion?" [She said,] “Welllllll, no, not really.” But she . . . was on the compurer:
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she could see that there were seats in this class; the tme was right. | smd,
“Sometimes you can be jumping out of the frying pan into the fire. This
course may have an interesting name but, one, it sounds like yeah, you'd be
watching movies, but, two, you'll probably be writing abour [them]. You have
these other courses where you will be writing. You are telling me that you
don’t like ro wrire.”

Other middle-class parents reported similar patterns of frequent intesvention
aimed at preventing potential problems from arising. National reports also
echo this pattern. Indeed, some colleges are working to develop formal pro-
grams ro " push parents out” of their children’s college lives in order to facili-
tate the development of independence in college-aged youth (Gahriel 2010},

Working-class and poor parents also foresaw and forestalled problems
in key areas of their children’s lives. For example, at the end of eighth grade,
when Wendy was not admitted to the magnet high school of her choice, Ms.
Driver anticipated the educarional disadvantages that Wendy might face by
attending her neighborhood public school, which had a high dropout rate
and frequent fights, and she arranged instead for Wendy's grandfather to pay
the tuition for Wendy to attend the Catholic high school. When Wendy be-
came sexually active, Ms. Driver sought to forestall an unplanned pregnancy
by seeing that her daughter used birth control, and when Wendy became
pregnant, Ms. Driver proactively sat her future son-in-law down for a frank
discussion about his willingness to accept the responsibility of being a father
and husband,

Like the Drivers, the other working-class and poor parents in the study
anticipated and helped their children avoid porential problems. For exam-
ple, Mr. Yanelli, a white working-class father, helped his son Billy buy a car
when he needed transportation in order to work as a house painter in the
painters’ union. The mother of Katie Brindle, who grew up in a poor fam-
ily, gave Karic work cleaning houses so Katie would be able o pay her bills
when her husband went back 10 jail, However, working-class and poor par-
ents appeared to be heavily dependent on professionals in their institutional
inceractions (e.g., with educational institutions, health care institutions, and
criminal justice institunions),

Despite the Drivers” artempts to foresee and forestall problems in Wen-
dy's life, they did not possess information abour colleges or abour Wendy's
potential “fit” with them that would allow them to intervene effecrively 1o
help Wendy navigate key tuming points. For example, the Drivers lacked the
nuanced knowledge of the higher education system thar might have helped
them assess and augment the advice thar Wendy was receiving from her
high school guidance counselor. Without this knowledge, Wendy’s parents
were dependent on the guidance counselor’s selection of possible schools for
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Wendy and were not prepared to help customize the college fit in ways that
the Tallingers and other middle<class parents in the study did.

Unfamiliar with the inner workings of these institutions, working-class
and poor parents found it difficulr to forestall difficulies by intervening, For
example, Mr. and Ms. Yanelli could tell in sixth grade that Billy's schooling
was not going well, They were sick with worry. Ms. Yanelli wanted to move
Billy to a private school, bur the ruition would be difficult for the Yanellis
to afford, and Ms. Yanell: was convinced thar Billy would not be admitred.
She wasn't able to resolve the problems that Billy faced at school, and her ef-
forts to encourage Billy to stay in school were not effective. Eventually Billy
dropped out of high school in the tenth grade. Thus, although the Yanellis
foresaw problems, they were unable to prevenr them.

Untying Knots
As youth moved through institutions, they inevitably became entangled in
“knots.” Some of these knots were small, and others were large. Youth in-
jured themselves and needed surgery, encountered conflicts in the scheduling
of high school courses, had unplanned pregnancies, or dropped out of high
school or college. Put differently, some knots were relatively inconsequen-
tial, and others had the potential to knock a child off of a life trajectory,
Although the parents of all of the young adults in the study atempred to
help their children untie knots as they transioned into adulthood, unty-
ing knots in their children's education often required that parents possess
detailed information about how institutions warked, specific informaton
about their young adult’s “case™ within the institution, and the belief thar
intervention was appropriate. As we have discussed above, these resources
were unequally distributed among the families by social class.

As the middleclass youth transitioned into adulthood, their knots
tended to be smaller than those of their working-class and poor counter-
parts, but their parents tried vigorously to help their children untie them.
When a scheduling conflict threatened 1o prevent Garrere from taking both
AP English and AP calculus, Ms. Tallinger pressured Garrete's high school to
reschedule the conrses; and as Garrett's interest in playing college basketball
developed, his father spoke to Garrert’s coach about increasing his playing
time and later initiated contacts with college coaches to generate interess
in Garrett. Alexander Williams™ mother, a middle-class African American
woman, also helped untie a knot for her son: when Alexander was in col-
lege and his summer internship fell through at the last minute, Ms, Williams
helped him develop a new plan for the summer that would allow him o
develop his pre-med interests and skills as well as his resume.

There were some problems that middle-class parents could not fix. After
Stacey Marshall got a C in a pre-med course, her mother wasn't able o
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antie the knot that was Stacey’s low GPA. Similarly, despite daily reminders
3t home from her mother, Melanie Handlon, a young white woman from a
middle-class family, stopped attending community college courses, did not
officially withdraw, and failed the semester. In these sitvanons parents could
only let their children find their way, provide emotional support when asked,
and hope for the best. Thus being middle-class did not prevent young adults
from facing important challenges. Still, as middie-class parents supervised
their childrens institutional lives, the parents were often ready, willing, and
zble to intervene with officials in institutions, In some cases, when the youth
ran into significant problems, middle-class parents’ interventions could help
1o untie knoes and facilitate their childeen’s progress.

Like the middle-class parents, the working-class and poor parents also
attempted to untie knots for their children. When Wendy Driver could not
attend school after knee surgery, her mother helped arrange for a wror so
Wendy could graduate from high school. However, when Wendy had diffi-
culty enrolling in the classes she wanted at her local community college, she
did not look to her parents for guidance. Nor did her parents take 5t upon
themselves to get involved. It is easy to imagine that a middle-class parent
such as Garrert Tallinger’s mother would have called the program adminis-
srator, submitted documentarion of her daughter’s disabilicy, hired a privace
psychologist to test her, or paid privately for the learning-disabled program
for one semester. However, Wendy, who was only 17 years old, did not think
of those options. Since she was “grown,” she believed it was unacceptable to
rely on her parents for help; and in any case, Wendy did not think that her
parents would do anything different than what she had already done. So,
having failed to untie that knot, Wendy never attended callege. As a result,
she entered the labor market as a high school graduate and never earned the
college credits that might have helped increase her future carnings {Setter-
sten, Furstenberg, and Rumbaur 2005).

In some instances working-class and poor parents were guite effective
at untying knots for their children, For example, Billy Yanelli enjoyed rec-
reational use of marijuana, but during his apprenticeship in the union as a
house painter, he was subjected 1o random drug teses. After one of Billys
drug tests turned up “hot,” Billy was warned by the union. Billy's mother
was extremely anxious about these developments, but his father used his
own union membership to smooth the sitvation over for his son, After three
violations, Billy should have been dismissed (per union policy), but he was
not kicked our,

Like Billy, Tyrec Taylor, a young African American man from a
working-class family, benefited from his parents’ help in untying knots as
he transitioned into adulthood. Tyrec, a ralented basketball player, was in a
public middle school where he excelled. He then enrolled in a charter high
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school without a basketball ream. Although he was doing well academically,
Tyrec pleaded with his mother to allow him to leave the charter school o
go to Lower Richmond High, which had a basketball team. His sophomore
year his mother relented. Tyrec's grades immediately plummeted, and he did
not qualify academically to play. Tyrec started hanging around with friends
that his parents did not approve of, and he was arrested in a juvenile of-
fense. His father, using a credit card, hired a lawyer and Tyrec was released
without charges. Tyrec's mother tried to send him back to the charter school
he had been attending, but the school was full. An application to another
charree school was also turned down because it was oo late in the academic
year, and this second school was also full. {Tyrec’s low grades were also a
concern.) Tyrec's mother pleaded with Tyrecs father to put him in a private
school. In the end, Me. Taylor took out a loan to cover the private school
tuition of approximately $4,000. Tyrec graduared, bur in his junior and
senior years, although colleges visited his school, he never ended up taking
the SAT or applying to college. As Tyrec explains, his mother wanted him to
go to college, burt it did nor work out:

AL: And when you finished that, did anyone talk to you abour the possibility
of going ro college?

Tyrec: Yeah they came o our school, Colleges came o our school. | could
have went to SUNY Geneseo, but | never really like ook no SATs. | wasn't
really thinking about going away to no university, [ could have, My mom
and them probably wanted me ro, bur I was like . . . after high school | really
wanted to do whar | wanted ro do.

Tyrec repores, “My mom and them kept trying to get me to go to school.”
However, Tyrec's mom'’s approach differed in key ways from that of the
Marshall and Tallinger families. She felt that in crucial ways the decision
was fundamentally up to Tyrec; her actions were less interventionist than
those of the middle-class families. In short, although Tyrec’s parents were
able 1o untie some knots in their son's educational rrajectory, they were
unable to untie others,

Although the interventions of working-class and poor parents such as
the Drivers, Yanellis, and Taylors were consequential in helping their yourh
transition to adulthood, when faced with knots related o educanional inse-
tutions the parents of the working-class and poor youth in the study were
often less equipped than their middle-class counterparts to untie them.

Harold McAllister, a young African American man who grew up in a
poor family, failed to untic a knot in high school thar contributed to his
leaving school without a diploma. Like Tyrec, Harold's passion in life was
basketball. He desperarely wanted to play on his high school’s basketball
team bur wasn't selecred. Harold's own efforts ro resolve the situation—by
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talking 1o the coach and by secking help from the prncipal—did not lead
to his being put on the team. (Withour interviewing the coach, it is hard to
know exactly why Harold wasn't allowed to play. But the key point here
is that he was not chosen for the team.} The basketball decision ended up
being hugely consequential for Harold. Raised by parents who generally
deferred 1o educators to resolve situarions at school, Harold did not have
the benefit of interventionist parents such as the Tallingers or other middle-
class parents. Harold began working full-time to “take his mind off" of
basketball, He gor off work late, gor home late, and began missing school.
In the end, he dropped our of school. While Harold’s close friend, who
was ranked below Harold in the aty-wide baskechall rankings, is playing
college ball, Harold is not playing anywhere. This life event was teaumatic
for him.

It is possible, of course, that Harold exaggerared his basketball prowess
and thar e wasn't as skilled as the players who made the ream, Neverthe-
less, when institutional conflicts occurred, the parents of middle-class youth
were more likely to understand the “system™ and their own children's par-
ticular circumstances and could more easily intervene to resolve problems,
The parents of working-class and poor youth provided them with emotional
and material support, but most did nor or could not intervene on their chil-
dren’s behalf with instirutions. #

CONCLUSION

As the children moved from fourth grade through middle school, into high
school, and beyond, they experienced numerous challenges. Dropping out
of high school, not considering college, selecting a college, choosing a major,
Betting pregnant, and marrying were each crucial moments in these young
people’s lives. Some were more consequential than others.

As McLanahan and others in this volume show, studics of the family
have documented important social class differences in key aspects of family
life, In contrast, social scientises have frequently focused on the individual
behaviors of youth, such as time spent on homework and talking to parents
about school (see Walpole 2003 for a review}, Other models have soughr
to intraduce “intervening variables” in predicting youth outcomes (Warren
and Hauser, 1997). Nonetheless, most of this work has focused on aspira-
tions rather than on parents’ detailed, site-specific knowledge of how institu-
uons function or the highly idiosyncratic interventions made by parents on
behalf of their young adults. These studies have taught us a grear deal. Yet in
cructal ways the research has disconnected vouth from their family settings.
The ways that parents shape and intervene in youths® life paths are not fully
conceprualized. Theee are signs that there js more between-class variability
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in the strategies that parents bring 1o bear when negouaring their children’s
insticutional lives than studies acknowledge.

In addition, we do nor fully understand the kinds of informational re-
sources that parents bring to the rable. In analyzing the transinion ro adule-
hood, researchers have focused more often on the key ourcomes—college
graduation, employment, marriage, bicth of the first child—than on the
process (Sertersten, Furstenberg, and Rumbaut 2005). Such research does
not necessarily reveal how parents are able to transmir advantages across
generations.

In our longitudinal interviews it was clear that the parents in all so-
cial classes loved their children and wanted the best for them. Most of the
working-class and poor parents aspired to college for their children. Al-
though not the focus of this paper, there is ample evidence of devonion and
sacrifice on the part of the working-class and poor parents for their children
as they scraped together scarce resources for food, shelter, and transporta-
tion, encouraged their children to do their best, activated their networks
find employment, and generally sought to offer advantages to them. Thus,
within the limitations of this sample, we did not see striking differences—at
least in terms of what we learned through interviews—in the kinds of de-
votion parents showed to their youth or the level of material sacnfice they
made for them.

Where we did see differences, however, was in parents” interactions with
nstitutions. Although all of the parents loved their children deeply, middle-
class parents’ interactions with institutions were linked to their more global
information abour how educational institutions worked, more specific in-
formation about the strengths (and weaknesses) of their child’s situation,
and a greater belief i and history of intervening in educanonal marters
than working-class and poor parents. Since all of the youth faced challenges,
turning points, and dilemmas as they aged, the class differences in parents”
actions affected how they confronted those challenges. All of the parents
wanted to foresee and forestall problems. All of the parents also wanted
to help their children untie knots in their children’s lives. Bur to do thar,
parents needed very detailed “insider” information about how educarional
institutions work. Parents could not plan for or prevent a problem if they dié
not know it might arise. Similarly, untying knots in children’s educational
careers required that parents had detailed information about how instite-
tions worked, an understanding of their child’s particular case in relanion
1o the institution, and the belief thar parental intervention was appropriate.

What is striking from these interviews is the degree to which middle
class parents consistently and aggressively gathered informanion, were pre-
occupied (in some cases almost obsessed) with the college application pro-
cess, intervened in little and big ways, and were a constant resource for theis
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voung adults. And their interventions were nor exclusively in the realm of
education. Garretr Tallinger's facher learned about the athletic recruiting
swstem, contacted coaches, and intervened to get his son more playing nme.
In contrast, Harold McAllister, who also had a passion for basketball, hir a
snag in his baskerball career in high school and was unable to overcome it. It
i hard 1o know for certain, but it seems likely chat if Harold had had parents
who approached institutions in the way that Gareert Tallinger’s parents did,
there might have been a different outcome for Harold.

We found class differences in parents’ institutional knowledge ac a gen-
cral fevel as well as clasy ditlercnces in parcars' knowledge of and abiliey v
svaluate the specific “fit” beeween their children and institutions. We also
sound class differences in the kinds of inrerventions parents made for their
voung adult children. Middle-class parents were more likely to anticipate
problems and to work successfully to untie knots along their youths’ reajec-
ories, Tn some instances, the interventions that middle-class parents m‘ade.
seemed to be avare difonet Yham The maerveasions sucapied B working
class and poor families.

Rescarchers make a mistake when they treat the standards of institu-
tions as neutral and parents” compliance with these insurutional standards
as an indication of the value parents place on their children’s success. A
better approach would be to try to unpack the forms of cultural knowl-
edge and expertise that facilitace parents’ ability to understand, “decode,”
and comply with institetional standards. When Ms. Driver rold an Alvernia
College employee that Wendy had been “accepted,” she misunderstood a
fundamental aspect of the college admission process, When Harold's father
told him to stay ar his current high school, he was depending on the school
to manage his son's academic and athletic trajectory, In contrast, in Garrett’s
family, his parents took charge of such matters, not relying on the school to
guide their son in the right direction.

At the same time, we should not ignore the drawbacks of the straregies
adopted by middle-class parents. College administrators sometimes com-
plain that middle-class parents’ effores to help their children can thwart
the development of their independence. Indeed, the working-class and poor
children in the study seemed older and more maruree than the middieclass
vouth {see Lareau 2011).

By definition, the professionals who work in institutions are middle
class. Policymakers are also college graduares and are employed in profes-
sional cccupations. As such, many aspects of the sorting mechanisms in the
seratification system are “raken for granted" and are hard for individuals
to articulate. Burt the invisible nature of these standards should not blind
us 10 the somewhar arbitrary and historically specific nature of the stan-
dards, Nor should it lead us to ignore the ways in which parents’ social
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class facilitates compliance with these standards. By unpacking the ways
in which parents guide, haver over, and transform the “choices™ that their
children face, social scientists stand to improve our knowledge of one of
the most important dynamics in the reproduction of inequality in American
family life.
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1. One set of parents, Mr. and Ms. Williams, declined; one father, M. Mc-
Allister, was in poor health; and one husband, Karie Brindle's husband, was hard
to schedule and then was in jail. In some families Lareau interviewed additional
people: in the McAllister family, for example, a cousin who had fived with the fam-
ily ar the time of the study.

2. In the presentation of quoted material, we have in some instances elimi-
nated false starts and filler words including “um,” “so,” “uh,” and “mmmm.” In a
few instances we have ceordered speech for clanty if we felt the meaning would noc
be changed.

3. Yer the data set has imporeant and difficult limizations: there is no obser-
vational data; theee are no interviews with critical educartors; there is no indepen-
dent confirmarion of the repores of the family members by the institution; and the
reports are retrospective. Still, a key point of this chapter is to analyze class dif-
ferences in this small, non-random sample. There are not any signs that the meth-
odological limitations of the study were more prominent with some families than
others,

4. The selection of the two cases presented in this section was guided by the
following factors. We began by considering possible working-class or poor families.
In order to make a comparison with middle-class families, we wanted a working-
class or poor family in which there was as much institunonal contact as possible.
The Drivets, Carrolls, and Taylors had more contact with institutions than other
working-class and poor families, in part because their youth had made some con-
tact with colleges. We also wanted, if possible, a youth who was reasonably typical
of our sample (and national patterns). Ideally we wanted 1o compare youth of the
same racial and ethnic backgrounds and for whom we had interviews with all of
the parents. Once we took into account these factors, the Wendy Driver/Garrett
Tallinger comparison was our best option, For a comparison of Tara Carroll and
Stacey Marshall, see Lareau and Weininger 2008,
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5. Wendy also said: “1 had to go to community and rake a test. You had o go
Back down and they put you up into a different section, Of course | was the only
little white girl theee, | was the only white girl.™ Later in the interview, however,
she insisted that the key factor was not that she was the only white girl (which
“didn’t bother me,” she said) but that she could not move into classes where she
would receive college credit.

6, Pur differendy, working-<lass and poor youth did not have the cultural re-
sources that had the potential to produce “profits™ in a particular sector.
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