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ABSTRACT 

Research has demonstrated that the inequal.ities of the 

l.arger society are perpetuated and reinforced in the 

educational. setting. Furthex:more, recent l.iterature 

demonstrates that the inequal.ities of race, cl.ass and gender 

shape students' experiences in graduate school.. This thesis 

expl.ores how these inequal.ities shape students' experiences. 

More specifical.l.y, we expl.ore how the inequal.ities of race, 

cl.ass and gender affect senior students in Ph.D. programmes. 

We demonstrate that these inequal.ities have impl.ications for 

the construction of knowl.edge and the extent to which students 

contest the dominant ideol.ogy. 

This study was conducted at a medium-sized Ontario 

univerSity. We undertook a qual.itative study. Intensive 

interviews were conducted with graduate students. A snowbal.l. 

sampl.ing technique was used. They came from various 

departments in the fol.l.owing areas--- the human; ties, the 

social. sciences and the physical. sciences. We used a 

theoretical. framework emphasizing the concepts of ideol.ogy, 

consciousness, perceptions, subjectivity and structure. 
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The data revea1 that students possess varying 1eve1s of 

consciousness of race, c1ass and gender. Some students 

perceive that their socia1 position has given them specia1 

advantages. This perception is he1d 1arqe1y by white, midd1e­

c1ass ma1es. Others be1ieve that their socia1 position has 

meant that they have encountered certain obstac1es. This 

position is he1d 1arge1y by those of working-class 

backgrounds, women and ethnic minorities. Some students 

be1ieve that race, c1ass and gender are not important factors 

in shaping their education. Others be1ieve that these factors 

have no effect at a11. The 1atter perception is more common 

among science students. However, we did not study their 

perceptions of how race, c1ass and gender wi11 affect their 

chances of finding jobs and being successfu1 in careers in 

theirfie1ds. The researcher suggests that one's socia1 

position does affect the qua1ity of one's graduate experience 

and the type of know1edge that one produces. Itowever, the 

student's view of assessment and the academic record can a1so 

inf1uence his/her academic experience. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

THE PROBLEM 

This thesis explores the implications of social 

inequali ties among doctoral students. Our goal is to describe 

how inequalities are established and how they are continued. 

We focus on the university setting. This is a place where 

dominant ideas are both created and disseminated. And it is 

here that students can prove themselves by demonstrating their 

particular talents and abilities. The university setting is 

particularly ~rtant for the discipline of sociology, since 

it is here that ideas are constructed, reconstructed, 

contested, moulded and shaped. Moreover, this is the context 

in which creativity and rational thought are fostered. Some 

of the research that is produced is beneficial to society. 

This comes about through the influence of the academy on 

social policy and on ways of seeing the world. 

Most people do not think of the academy as a place 

where inequalities are reproduced and divisions reinforced. 

1 
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However, as our review of the literature will demonstrate, 

people have different experiences, depending on where they 

stand in the social structure. carol Schick, a graduate 

student who studied in the field of adult ecmcation, at the 

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, comments as 

follows on these two contradictory views of the university: 

... the university [is a] place which, on the one hand, 
espouses values such as academic freecicm, collegiality, 
democratic decision making, meritocracy, and the notion 
of education as leveller. On the other hand, we see 
that these values are defined in terms of a class 
system designed for and by patriarchy. The system is 
not different from one which supports the status quo 
and its economic values in wider society (1994:38). 

This contradictory view of the uni versi ty leads me to exam; ne 

students· experiences, and to consider how these vary by race, 

class and gender. I also consider the implications of these 

inequalities for the procmction of knowledge. The differences 

in the various experiences of groups divided by race, class 

and gender tell us something about the constraints and 

freedoms that exist in the production of knowledge in the 

university setting. 

By exploring graduate students' experiences, we will 

gain a better understanding of how race, class and gender 

influence research plans. I demonstrate how students' 

backgrounds shape their experiences. I also consider how the 
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university infl.uences students' views of the significance of 

race, cl.ass and gender. To what extent do students' 

ezperiences differ according to these divisions? For examp~e, 

is a consciousness of race, c1ass and gender devel.oped within 

the university? Ul.timately, how do these diviSions between 

students affect the reproduction of domdnant ideol.ogies and 

the structures of the educational. system? And how do they 

affect the production of knowl.edge? 

SOCIOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

Patterns of access to higher education have changed 

considerably in the last few decades. For example, women 

currentl.y constitute the majority of al.l. post-secondary 

enrol.llIIents, both ful.l.-time and part-time, in Canada (Bel.l.amy 

and Guppy, 1991:170). It is not surprising then that there 

are also dramatic increases in the numbers of women at the 

M.A. and doctoral. l.evel.s (Bel.l.amy and Guppy,1991:171). 

Simdl.arly, there have been increases in the numbers of 

students from ethnic mdnority backgrounds enrol.l.ed in post­

secondary institutions' (Berberg, 1984:458). These increases 

are very significant for visibl.e minorities, for examp~e, 

bl.acks and Japanese (Berberg, 1984:458). Given these changing 

patterns of access, one can ask whether there is a 

corresponding change in the kinds of knowl.edge that is being 



4 

produced. For example, Phyllis Levy, (1982:50), a professor 

of education in the United States, feels there is a 

possibility that "the increase in the number of women in 

professional capacities may cause changes in the structure of 

inquiry. " She ezplains in the following manner: 

Women often prefer cooperative to competitive modes and 
may be more likely than men to engage in cooperative 
research ... [And since men too are beginning to 
realize the disadvantages of competition], professional 
behavior may shift from competition and empire building 
to cooperative joint ventures. This possibility would 
increase the opportunities for both creative women and 
men to make contributions to their fields (Levy, 
1982:50). 

Despite these changes, the chances of succeeding are 

greater for certain groups than others, once in university 

programmes. For example, although there are increases in the 

numbers of M.A. and doctoral degrees awarded to women, the 

majority are still earned by men (Bellamy and Guppy, 

1991:172). Furthermore, despite the fact that women have made 

significant advances in non-traditional fields (i. e. medicine, 

engineering), their n llm'bA.xs have also increased in those areas 

where women have long predominated, such as education and 

nursing (Bellamy and Guppy, 1991:178). 

Another group that faces formidable obstacles are 

students of working-class origins. The review of the 

1i terature will reveal that these graduate students have 
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greater difficulty fitting into and learning middle-class 

university culture. They also face greater financial 

difficulties (Langston, Kad.:i, Burnside, Sowinska, 1993; Dehli, 

1991: 61) . 

What we have then are various groups of people, both 

facul ty and students, who in the past were virtually invisible 

at the higher levels of the education system, suddenly 

appearing in the academy (Bellamy and Guppy, 1991:163-192). 

While this in itself represents progress, it may not indicate 

a unilinear progress. An examination of the significance of 

race, class and gender will aid in the exploration of the 

remaining obstacles. For e x amp1.e, how does one I s identity i.n 

terms of race, class and/ or gender shape one 's uni versi ty 

experience? Is a greater consciousness of race, class and 

gender developed within the university setting? What kind of 

"political" involvements do students engage in, both within 

and outsi.de the university? Does the university prevent 

people from challenging the dominant ideologies and 

structures? Does it ever encourage them? In what ways? 

In order to understand these aspects of the politics of 

the university, we need to draw on the concepts of "agency" 

and "power. n There are a number of distinctive perspectives 

on agency and power. The debate revolves around the problem 
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of how structures (inv01ving power re1ationships) determine 

what individua1s do, how structures are created, and what are 

the 1imits, if any, on individua1s' capacities to act 

independentiy of structura1 constraints? In other words, what 

are the 1imits, on human agency? The debate a1so inv01ves 

questions of whether power necessari1y inv01~s conflict and 

coercion (Abercrombie et. a1., 1994:329-330). Does power, as 

a structura1 re1ationship, exist independentiy of the wi11s of 

individuals (Abercrombie et. aL, 1994:330)? Whi1e my study 

wi11 touch on some of these issues, it wi11 not address the 

1arqer philosophica1 issues of the origins and nature of the 

dynamic between power and structure. We wi11 si.mp1y suggest 

that in any given situation an individua1 has the capabi1ity 

of "achieving or bringing about goa1s which are deSirable" 

(Abercrombie et. aL ,1994:329). For examp1e, many accounts of 

"women knowers ,,2 revea1 the methods by which educationa1 

institutions discourage actions and goa1s of women (Hartman, 

1991:13). They a1so revea1 the methods by which women are 

denied power (Hartman, 1991:13). However, my review of the 

1iterature reveals that there are accounts written by women, 

racia1 minorities and those of 10wer-c1ass origins, taking 

issue with dominant ideologies and structures. In the face of 

constraints, people draw on their own capabi1ities (agency) in 
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order to mould, shape, deconstruct and reconstruct the 

structural arrangements of the society. What determines 

whether one fights the system or not? What determines whether 

one is successfu1 or not in fighting the system? :tn this 

study, :t will suggest some answers to these questions. 

:tn order to study the agency/structure dynamiC, :t 

analyze students' accounts of teacher-student relations in the 

classroom and relations among students themselves. :t also 

consider the world outside the classroom, which is often 

thought to be ordered on the basis of "objective"/"positive" 

knowledge. I am interested in how this world determines our 

method, mode of delivery and content of learning. Kate 

McKenna, a feminist activist, who studied in the graduate 

programme, at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, 

in the early 1990s, has this to say: 

We (both teachers and students) become the starting 
point for analyzing how our educational practices are 
both constituted by and constitutive of ongoing 
relations of power. This suggests looking at the way 
the dominant ideology is inscribed in the form and 
content of the classroom material, the organization of 
the schOOl, the daily classroom social relationships, 
the principles that structure the selection and 
organization of the curriculum, the discourse and. 
practices of those who appear to have penetrated the 
ideology's logic (MCKenna, 1991:118). 

:tn my review of the literature, as well as in the 

-----------
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fo11owing chapters, I wi11 use various co11ections of working­

class women' s and b1ack women' s experiences, to i11ustrate my 

research questions. 3 Therefore, many of the accounts that are 

offered. are thoughtfu1 persona1 accounts and not socio1oqists' 

interpretations. 

BEVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

SOCIAL CLASS AND ACCESS TO POST-SECONDARY EDUCATION 

After Wor1d War 11, there was massive expansion in 

educationa1 systems in Western countries (Karabe1 and Ba1sey, 

1977: 12) . Canada was no exception. It witnessed. sharp 

increases in post-secondary enro11ment during the 1960s 

(Porter, Porter and B1ishen,1973:2). At that tiJae, Canada was 

1acking in high1y ski11ed. and professiona1 workers (Porter, 

Porter, and Blishen, 1973:2). In 1972, the Commission on 

Post-Secondary Education noted. that higher education was an 

avenue that wou1d 1ead to socia1 and economic mobility 

(Porter, Porter, and Blishen, 1973: 4) . This was the case 

since modernization increasingly required. skilled. workers. 

Moreover, an expanding economy and rising incomes meant that 

workers cou1d pay for their chi1dren' s educations (Porter, 

Porter and B1ishen, 1973:4). Education was also seen as 

providing persona1 fulfil1ment and as a badge of re~onsible 
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citizenship in a l1beral society. 

The Commission on Post-Secondaxy Education of 1972, 

recommended that all who wished to pursue higher education 

should be allowed access with many of the financial barriers 

being abolished (Porter, Porter, and Blishen, 1973:5). They 

also felt that equality of educational opportunity would be 

achieved. However, Porter, Porter and Blishen' (1973:5) 

demonstrate that the effort to equalize educational 

opportunity did not reduce inequality of income and wealth. 

In 1971, Porter, Porter and Blishen surveyed apprOximately 

nine-thousand high school students. As one would expect, they 

found that educational. aspirations and ezpectations were 

related to class position. The financial status of students 

is a consideration very early in high school and determines 

what courses he/she will take and how far he/she will go 

(Porter, Porter and Blishen, 1973:110). Social class was more 

important than .ental ability in determining how far students 

will go in high school (Porter, Porter and Blishen, 1973:110). 

Thus, students of lower-class status had lower aspirations and 

expectations and this was found to be related to their 

economic level (Porter, Porter and Blishen, 1973:110-111). 

Bowles and Gintis presented similar findings in the United 

States. 
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Sinoe world War 1, there has been a dramatiC increase 
in the general level of education in the United 
States,as well as considerable equalization of its 
distribution among individuals. Yet economic mobility­
--ie., the degree to which eoonomio suooess (inoome or 
ocoupational status), is independent of family 
background of individuals---has not changed measurably. 
And the total effeot of family background on 
eduoational attainment (years of sohooling) has 
remained substantially oonstant. Thus, the evidenoe 
indicates that, despite the vast increases in college 
enrollments, the probability of a high school graduate 
attending college is just as dependent on parental 
sooioeconomic status as it was thirty years ago 
(1976:7) . 

The second important finding is in relation to sex. At 

that time significantly fewer lower-class girls than boys 

expected to go on to university (Porter, Porter, and Blishen, 

1973:l24). When family finances are scaroe it is less likely 

that money will be spent on girls than boys. Consequently, 

girls plan their schooling realizing their lack of finanoial 

support (Porter, Porter, and Blishen, 1973:124). In addition, 

at the time of this study it was harder for girls to find 

s 1l1!l!!!er jobs and if they did find jobs their earnings were much 

l.ower than those of boys (Porter, Porter, and Blishen, 

1973:124). Thus, parents would have to assist girls to a 

greater extent. 

Porter, Porter and Blishen show that the ideal of equal 

access of all social groups to education was not achieved. 

This was partly because l.imi ted finances among the l.ower cl.ass 
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limited the education of their children and, consequently, 

their range of occupational choices. The educational system 

tends to mirror the inequalities that exist .in SOCiety 

(Porter, Porter and Blishen, 19'13:5; Bowles and Gintis, 

19'16:5). Social inequalities affect students' chances of 

entering the post-secondary system and the levels they reach 

(Porter, Porter and Blishen, 1973:77, 136; Bowles and Gintis, 

19'16:110) . 

EDUCATION AND EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH SJ:NCE TBE 19'10S 

What has happened since the 1970s1 Bruce Curtis and 

his colleagues conclude that little has changed. They show 

that the child of an unskilled worker is about four times less 

likely to :receive a university education than the child of a 

professional (Curtis et. a1., 1992:9). They comment as 

follows: 

While Ontario people on average :received more schooling 
than their parents did, working-class kids still 
receive less schooling, and a different kind of 
schooling, than do kids from middle-class or employer­
class backgrounds. .. . More than a third of the people 
whose fathers were industrial workers, or were self­
employed, dropped out of high school. Nearl.y hal.f of 
those whose fathers were unskill.ed dropped out of high 
school. Less than [ten percent} of the peopl.e whose 
fathers were company managers or professionals dropped 
out of high school. Many daughters and sons of 
employers and professionals can't drop out of a public 
high school ... anyway because they don't attend one--­
they go to one of the many elite private schools in the 
province instead. A1most everyone who goes to one of 
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these private schools qoes on to UJUversity (Curtis et. 
a1., 1992:8-10). 

Curtis and his colleagues (1992:11) qo on to say that 

wi th the :increase in structural unemployment and chronic 

underemployment in the last decade, the number of workinq-

class children who are droppinq out of hiqh school is on the 

rise. This is due to the increases in tuition fees and the 

qrade-point averaqes required for entry (Curtis et. al., 

1992: 11) . 

It is clear that those of the workinq class are still 

in a disadvantaqed position in terms of access to education, 

than those of the mi.ddl.e and upper class. However, there has 

been a broadening in our thinkinq about the issue of equal 

access to education. In addition to the earlier focus on 

material measures of class and qender, attention is now being 

paid to the social and cultural manifestations of class and 

gender and to the ways in which they may shape educational 

aspirations. Furthermore, the issue of race is also beinq 

explored. 
A ; 

For example, the review of research by James Cote 

and Anton Allahar (1994:42) reveals that in the United States 

a qreater percentage of black and Hispanic students drop out 

of high school than do white students. The rates for white, 

black and Hispanic students respectively are 12.4 percent, 



13.8 percent and 33 percent (Cote and Allahar, 1994: 42). "Even 

those who actually make it through high school still have a 

difficult road to travel, because many are weeded out during 

" / these studies" (Cote and Allahar, 1994:41). 

There is now an interest in the dynamics of race, class 

and gender once students enter the academy. This has come 

about as a response to the fact that there are many more 

different kinds of people in the uni versi ty today than there 

were a few decades ago. For example, there are many more 

lower-class students, especially young women, enrolled in 

post-secondary institutions (Curtis et. al. , 1992:10; 

Tokarczyk and Fay, 1993). Not only are there many more women 

(Bellamy and Guppy, 1991:17), but there are also many more 

ethnic minorities (Herberg, 1984: 458). Thus, researchers are 

now considering how the inequalities of the larger society are 

carried over and perpetuated within the academy. What this 

means is that it is possible that there are changes in the 

kinds of knowledge being produced. The dominant ideologies 

that once prevailed may now be questioned to a greater degree 

from many different viewpOints. Schick believes this to be 

the case: 

The Western, middle-class, male hegemony over the 
creation of knowledge at universities is being called 
into question, often by those Who are not Western, 
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midcUe-c1ass or male. Wanting more than minimal 
participation in the university, those who are not part 
of its original eli te are challenging several 
traditional notions, including what counts as knowledge, 
how knowledge may be recognized, whose version of 
knowledge is credible (1994:7). 

In the following section, I will provide a brief 

snmmary of this literature. Specifically, I will look at the 

question of whether inequalities based on race, class and 

gender prevent people from challenging the dominant ideology 

and structures and, if so, to what extent? What obstacles do 

students face because of their gender? Are these obstacles 

perceived and acted ~n differently, depending on one's race 

or one's class position? And what form do these barriers 

assume? The obstacles that are faced are not only material, 

but may also be less tangible in form. For example, they may 

include feelings of inferiority, lack of confidence, and so 

on. What is the role of consciousness, subjectivity, and 

ideology? And how are these related to one another? 

STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS 

MATERIAL RESOURCES 

The majority of students, at some time during their 

acad ..... i c careers, face financial difficul ties. However, this 

poses a greater obstacle for some students than others. Of 
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course, working-c1ass students experience financial barriers 

lIIost acutel.y. For these students, attending higher 

educational institutions would qeneral.1y have been impossib1e 

without financia1 assistance from sources such as university 

scho1arships and loans (Kadi, 1993:92; Burnside, 1993:145). 

Not on1y do working-c1ass students face financia1 

prob1em.s because their parents cannot support them. 

financial.1y, but money can be withhel.d if parents do not 

approve of the pursuit of higher education. For example, 

Suzanne Sowinska (1993: 156), a working-cl.ass WOlllan and a 

professor, states that a1though her parents cou1d have 

provided her with financia1 support, they refused5
• '!'he 

reason for this was that they did not want her "to go outside 

their worl.d, to become unfami1iar, to become a part of any 

institution that they vaguely sensed were responsible for 

their manipulation and oppression" (Sowinska, 1993:156). 

Lorna Marsden and her col.l.eagues (1975:394) a1so 

document how individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

sometimes receive little or no psychological. support frolll 

families. The lack of support, both financial and em.otional., 

for individual.s from l.ower socioeconomic backgrounds means 

that they are l.ess l.ikel.y to complete their studies than those 

students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds (Marsden et. 
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a~., l.975:394). Marsden and her co~~eagues exp~ain why this 

is the case: 

Those students from ~ow [socioeconomic backgrounds] who 
perform on~y reasonab~y well are unlikely to be 
encouraged to remain in the system because of a lack of 
psychological or financial. support from the university 
or their home. For these students, another year of 
university is a much greater risk. Students from 
medium and high [socioeconomic backgrounds], however, 
have more economic and psychological encouragement to 
remain... By the time students graduate, the low 
socioeconomic background] students who remain are very 
highly selected and highly motivated people. .. . The 
social structure throughout their university life has 
reinforced high performance, high motivation, and high 
persistence with greater emphasiS than among other 
students (1975:394). 

Taking on part-time jobs often results in extended 

academic careers. This pattern is characteristic of many of 

the working-~ass. Donna Langston (l.993: 65), a working-class 

woman and a college professor, reports that it took her twelve 

years to complete her B.A. For the working class, the route 

to academia is often "indirect" and "non-traditional." In 

Langston's case, she had ch:ildren and worked at numerous jobs 

throughout her undergraduate career. 

Reports reveal that "women constitute a larger 

proportion of part-time students than men, particularly at the 

undergraduate and [M.A.] levels and at the doctoral level, 

half of all female students are part-time" (MacM:i.l~an, 
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1989:3). Furthermore, in 1988-89 women represented sizty-four 

percent of the total. part-time enrolments (Bellamy and Guppy, 

1991:169) . A substantial number are women returning after 

some years spent at home with children. 

Part of this has to do with differential funding 

offered to graduate students in various disciplines. The life 

sciences and the physical sciences receive more funding for 

research assistantships than do the humanities and the SOCial 

sciences (Haley, 1989:33). Since women tend to enter the 

humanities and SOCial sCiences, their financial resources are 

more limited. Haley (1989:33) notes, that in Ontario women 

entering chemistry, a non-traditional field, receive more 

research assistantships than women in other fields. They also 

have lower drop-out rates. Furth.eJ:more, the univerSity does 

not give scholarships and assistantships to those who are not 

full-time students. Of course, this leads to the need to work 

off-campus (Haley, 1989:34). 

Foreign students, espeCially those who are visa 

students, sometimes face great financial difficulties. The 

material presented in Chapter Six reveals that visa students, 

as well as some other students, feel this way. Some of the 

reasons for their greater finanCial difficulties include the 

following: higher tuition fees than Canadian students and 
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restrictions on working in Canada. Linda Carty, a black 

wOJllan, and a professor of women' s studies, gives her account 

of this issue: 

Being a student without financial support meant that I 
had to work throughout my post-secondary education, of­
ten tilDes doing both on a full-tilDe basis. In graduate 
school this was not unusual for most of the "non-white" 
students, especially those of us who were "fortunate" 
enough not to be designated as foreign students. Now, 
in my post-student life, I often wonder how I managed 
to work, be fai.rly active in departmental politics, 
remain acti.vely i.nvolved i.n my community and still 
complete my doctoral studies in average ti.me (1991: 38) . 

THE ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTORE OF UNIVERSITIES 

The way the university itself is structured can create 

barriers for certain groups. Brian MaCMillan (1989:3), a 

research associate of the Ontario Council on Graduate Studies, 

notes that at the faculty level there are only small numbers 

of women in each division. Furthermore, while women 

constitute a sizeable proportion of the faculty in fields such 

as education, nursi.ng and French, they constitute a very small 

proportion in disciplines such as engineering, physiology, 

mathematics and anatomy (Bellamy and Guppy, 1991:185). Few 

women hold administrative positions, except, of course, as 

directors of such programmes as women's studies or nursing. 

This is significant as it means there is a lack of role models 

for women at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. "The 
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consequence of all this is that the majority of students on 

both colleqe and university campuses (Le. women), are 

instructed by men of senior rank, especially in traditionally 

male-dominated fields from which qrowing numbers of women 

qraduate (e. q. commerce, law, medicine)" (Bellamy and Guppy, 

1991:185) . 

SUBJECTIVITY, IDENTITY AND PERCEPTIONS 

SOCIALIZATION 

Every individual is born into an "objecti.ve social 

structure," where he/she comes into contact with siqnificant 

others who are respons1ble for his/her socialization (Berqer 

and Luckmann, 1967:131). These siqnificant others are forced 

upon him/her, and their definitions of his/her situation are 

related to him/her as "objective reality." The siqnificant 

others who socialize the individual "select aspects of it in 

accordance with their own location in the social structure, 

and also by virtue of their individual, bi.oqraphically rooted 

idiosyncracies" (Berqer and Luckmann. 1967: 131) . 

Socialization has implications for the fO%mation of individual 

identities and the development of subjective realities. 

SOCIALIZATION AND THE LOWER-CLASS 

While the mechanisms by which socialization takes place 

are the same for all, the lower-class child not only adopts a 
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l.ower-cl.ass perspecti.ve (i.denti.ty) on the worl.d, he/she 

i.nternal.i.zes i.t according to the "i.diosyncrati.c col.orati.on" 

communicated by hi.s/her parents (Berger and Luckmann, 

1967:131). As a resul.t, the l.ower-class child will come to 

reside in a world quite different from that of an upper-class 

child (Berger and Luckmann, 1967:131). 

What is learned during earl.y social.ization i.s difficul.t 

to overcome in secondary socialization (Berger and Luckmann, 

1967:140). However, the foll.owing diSCUSSion demonstrates 

that some of what has been learned in early socialization can 

be overcome, at least partially. This is demonstrated by the 

following accounts of working-class women who have succeeded 

in higher educati.on, despi.te the fact that their famil.y and 

friends did not. 

THE WORLD OF THE WORKING-CLASS 

Joanna Kadi, a worki.ng-cl.ass woman, now a professor, 

addresses the issue of cultural capital and systemic 

discriminati.on. In her view, l.ower-class individual.s lack 

cultural. capital in comparison with those of middle- and 

upper-cl.ass backgrounds (Kadi, 1993:89; Sennett and Cobb, 

1973:22-23). Kadi. grew up in the 1960s, in a small. town where 

most peopl.e were employed by General Motors. She discusses 

the early socialization of lower-class children and says that 
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the main lesson that she learned in kindergarten was that she 

was ezcluded. This ezclusion was primari1y shaped by distinot 

o1ass divisions (Kadi, 1993:90). In this town, one's father 

either worked on the line or in the offioe. It was widely 

known that those whose fathers worked on the line were not a 

part of the oore or centre. Children whose fathers were 

white-001lar emp10yees received the most attention from 

teachers and were given special consideration by them (Kadi, 

1993: 90). This group of children often picked mercilessly 

on those whom they perceived as "lower" than themselves--poor 

ohildren. The "victims" rare1y retaliated. They a11 "knew" 

that it was true. Some peop1e were "better" than others 

(Kadi, 1993: 90) . Kari Deh1i , a middl.e-01ass woman and a 

professor, oomments on the situation of the working-class in 

the sma1l town in which she grew up. She speaks of the 

"imp1icit" and "explicit" no:z:ms that re<JUlated behaviour and 

identity. 

Without any direot comment, we as children knew who the 
children were who represented "trouble," whose parents 
were poor, whose mothers were found lacking, who came 
from "broken homes," whose fathers coul.d be seen drunk 
in the street. Some of these differences were olearly 
markers of class (Dehli, 1991:61). 

These sharp class divisions continue in high school and 

university. Kadi (1993: 90) fOund that her middl.e-c1ass 
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friends woul.d often comment on her modest home "in the 

sticks." Her teachers woul.d not discuss pl.ans for university 

with her, even though she received excel.l.ent grades in al.l 

subjects. in the 1960s in the United States, Aaron Cicourel. 

and John Kitsuse conducted a cl.assic study that addressed the 

issue of social cl.ass and support and encouragement from 

counsel.ors. Since the American high school. is committed to 

identifying tal.ent and increasing the n11mbA..r of "col.lege­

going" students, the perceptions of counselors pl.ay an 

important part in this process (Kitsuse and Cicourel., 

1963:1(5). "Counselors wil.l. tend to devote more of their time 

and activities to those students who pl.an and are most l.ikel.y 

to go to col.l.ege and whose parents activel.y support their 

pl.ans and make frequent inquiries at the school. about their 

progress-namel.y, the students from the middl.e and upper social 

cl.asses" (Kitsuse and Cicoure1, 1963:145). Therefore, 

if there are two students of equal abil.ity, one from the 

middl.e cl.ass, a potential. col.l.ege candidate, and the other 

from the l.ower cl.ass, both fail.ing courses, the counsel.or wil.l. 

cal.l. the middl.e-cl.ass student in for a conference. inquiries 

wil.l. be made about the situation (Kitsuse and Cicourel, 

1963: 145). :tn contrast, the l.ower-cl.ass student wil.l. tend to 

be neglected. Kitsuse and Cicourel eval.uate this process as 
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follows: 

The differential attention given to students of middle 
and upper social classes is not here seen as a result 
of direct class pressures applied by parents, but as 
an effect of the counselor's conceptions of the type 
of student who should be doing better, who "wont make 
it if he doesn't apply himself," whose parents "will be 
very upset if he isn't accepted at X University" .... 
It is the college-going student more than his non­
college-going peer that is continually reminded by his 
teachers, counselor, parents, and peers of the decisive 
~ortance of academic achievement to the realization 
of his ambitions and who becomes progressively 
committed to this singular standard of self-evaluation 
(1963: 145-6) . 

Jacqueline Burnside (1993:145), a working-class woman, 

and now a professor, notes that she developed a class 

consciousness and learned the dominant ideas about class 

through her casual conversations with peers at university. In 

discussing the education of family members, many of her fellow 

colleagues revealed that their parents had college degrees 

(even doctorates). In fact, many of her class-mates had 

grandparents who were graduates (Burnside, 1993:145). In 

contrast, Burnside's grandparents had only achieved basic 

literacy skills. This has implications for the offspring, 

because they are not familiar with the kind of language used 

in academic circles (Burnside, 1993:1(5). 

Another barrier to the working-class is their cultural 

norms and val.ues which are often interpreted as "the way life 
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shoul.d be" or as "the natural. order of things." Radi 

recol.l.ects a group of boys who were strapped frequentl.y and 

who did not care how wel.l. they did at school.. They were 

aware, as were most working-cl.ass boys, that they were onl.y 

passing time in an institution that woul.d not hel.p them with 

their futures (Radi, 1993:90). Simi1arl.y, shortl.y after grade 

eight many 9irl.s either dropped out or became pre<;JnaDt (Radi, 

1993:90). These perceptions of the "way life should be" 

prevent many working-cl.ass chil.dren from. pursuing higher 

education. 

A further barrier is l.ack of emotional. support from. 

parents who do not support their chil.dren' s goal.s to go on to 

higher education (Marsden et. al.., 1975: 394) . Sowinska 

(1993:156) says that her parents openl.y tried to discourage 

her from. attending col. lege . Ber mother constantly told her 

that she would not be successful and that she would be l.ucky 

if she completed her first year. Langston comments on this 

issue: 

MY famil.y was very proud that I went on for my M.A. 
and Ph.D. but they coul.dn't quite understand why I 
would. It was odd and foreign to them. No one they 
personal.l.y knew had done such a thing. When I finished 
my Ph.D. my grandparents thought I had just finished my 
M.A. They weren't sure what the difference was between 
the two (1993:65). 
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Working-class academics also discuss feelings of 

isolation i.n the academy. Langston (1993: 64) notes that both 

in college and in high school she continued to inhabit social 

circles that her friends did not. She says it was hard to 

maintain friendships with former classmates who were either 

out working or attending community college (Langston, 

1993:64). Furthermore, she mentions feelings of betrayal in 

that she was entering higher education, and, therefore, 

entering a worl.d of privilege not open to her friends or 

family. Sowinska (1993: 152) likewise states n ••• to be in 

college and to be able to read and interpret texts meant 

freedom to experience words and worlds way beyond the grasp of 

what 1: had once considered avail.abl.e to me, but it also meant 

leaving behind familiar validations of experience and 

community offered by my family and friends." 

Exacerbating these feelings, is the l.ack of support, 

guidance and mentoring for working-class women in academia. 

Langston (1993:68) suggests that this is a serious problem, 

since the network of family and friends of working-class 

students is not connected to academia. Thus, the emotional. 

support that middl.e-class and upper-class students have 

available to them are often denied to those from lower-class 

backgrounds (Langston, 1993:68). 



26 

Despite these barriers, some working-class people do 

enter higher education. :It is useful. to consider Radi' s 

concept of the "conquered self." This tex:m refers to a 

process by which an indivi.dual "buys into" the ideoloqy of the 

legitimacy of class divisions. The question of bel.onging is 

strongly related to the overriding issue of the "conquest of 

the self" (Radi, 1993:93). This term refers to the steps that 

one must take in order to overcome certain aspects of one's 

identity and to feel. legitimate, content and worthy, once that 

goal. has been reached. This can be difficult, because one's 

identity and one's social surroundings may contain elements 

that do not val.idate and may even contradict the desired goal.. 

The "conquest of the self" is an "ongoing fluid process" in 

which one moves back and forth between the "conquered self" 

and the "conquest of the self." For some time, one may feel 

both internal oppression and al.so the beginnings of i.nternal 

freedom. "One does not change over night from a defeated 

person to victor" (Radi, 1993:93). 

The most essential element that is needed in order to 

achieve conquest of the self" is an understanding of one's 

situation. This understanding involves the use of words that 

al.low one to make sense of what happened to one in the context 

of one's community (Radi, 1993:94). It also involves coming 
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to terms with one's position as a working-c~ass person, and 

rea~izing that one is oppressed because of this position. One 

must come to understand that c~ass oppression is not a 

biol.oqical. phenomenon, but one that is po~itica~ and fina~~y, 

that change is possib~e (Kadi, 1993: 94) . 

Various experientia~ accounts demonstrate that the sel.f 

is never whol.l.y conquered, and that individua~s vaci~~ate 

between the "conquered sel.f" and the "~iberated se~f." Most 

working-c~ass accounts suggest that, no matter what level of 

higher education is achieved, some peopl.e stil.~ f~ that they 

do not really be~ong in academia. Some peop~e continue to 

feel. that they are caught between "two wor~ds." Sowinska 

describes this probl.em: 

Even today l: am sometimes haunted by echoes of the 
shame l: once felt but had no words for. l: feel a great 
deal. of sadness for the young schol.ar who carried that 
shame around and at the same time r am embarrassed by 
the "simpl.e bel.iefs" r once had. My newl.y gained sense 
of entitl.ement often seems too fragi~e to sustain me, 
and if l: 'm not carefu~ l: can sti~~ become too para~yzed 
to use the privilege in my education to speak. But at 
~ast, after a ~ong strugg~e, I have no need to discard 
my family or cultural values. r live instead in a 
strange~y ambiguous mid~e ground, inSisting on the 
vuidi ty of my working-c~ass roots and experiences, yet 
a~so feeling outside of them, transported by means of 
education and po~itical awareness to another place l: 
can't quite cal~ home (1993:60). 

Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb discuss this issue in 
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their class~c study of the Amer~can work~ng class. They term 

the discontent caused by upward mob~l~ty "status incongru~ty" 

(Sennett and Cobb, 1973:21). Even though some work~ng-class 

men attain middle-class jobs and move into middle-class 

neighbourhoods, they may feel unworthy and discontented. Part 

of this is the result of a particular American ideology that 

suggests that one can improve one's circumstances if one has 

the amb~tion and the desire. If one does not improve one's 

social standing, no one is to be blamed but one's sel.f 

(Sennett and Cobb, 1973:250-251). Thus, it is felt that high 

cul.ture, which includes education, is necessary in order to 

exerc~se self-control (a sign of dignity), ~n order to earn 

respect and in order to be in a pos~ tion to judge others. 

These are, of course, middle-class attributes and some 

working-cl.ass peopl.e strive to achieve these status symbols in 

order to win respect (Sennett and Cobb, 1973:22). The irony 

l.ies in the fact that the workinq-cl.ass individual also views 

these middle-cl.ass privileges with disrespect. In the 

process, the individual. loses respect for himself/herself." 

And yet, paradoxical.l.y, he doesn't respect the content of 

their [educated peopl.e's] powers: just as intellect gives a 

man respect in the world, the educated do nothing worth 

respecting; their status means they can cheat" (Sennett and 
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Cobb, 1973:22). Working-class people feel that there is an 

honesty in their culture, and that this is lacking in m:l.cidl.e­

class culture (Sennett and Cobb, 1973:21). 

It should be noted that so far we have discussed only 

the socialization and resulting identities and subjective 

realities of the working-class. As mentioned before, the 

mechanisms of socialization are the same for all. However, 

one's placement in a race, class and gender hierarchy will 

expose one to a particular set of social structures and 

ideologies. This has implications for one's identity, for 

one's subjective reality, and for one's level of 

consciousness. For example, Tim Dant (1991:166-183), an 

American professor of sociology. studying in Marzism and 

ideology, suggests that women's placement in a patriarchal 

society has implications for how they will view the world and 

interpret their l.ives. Similarl.y, Carty (1991: 33) states that 

the experiences of people of colour is a resul. t of their 

social position in an advanced capitalist society, and of 

social hierarchies based on race. These larger societal 

issues are carried over into academia. A detailed discussion 

of these issues relating to the dynamics of consciousness will 

be presented in Chapter Three. 
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THE CONSTRUCTrON OF KNOWLEDGE 

Another pertinent body of literature is the material on 

the social construction of knowledge. We will now consider 

the ideas of Karl Marx on this topic. This research considers 

whose ideas are the ruling ideas, and how these ideas are 

accorded legitimacy . According to the Ruling-rdeas 

Proposition, ideas are socially produced, but some ideas are 

more influential and "legitimate" than others (Marx and 

Engels, 1970:64). rn 1845, Marx and Engels wrote "The ideas 

of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas" 

(Mackie, 1988:7; Marx, 1970:64). The production and 

distribution of ideas are regulated by powerful people. These 

ideas reflect an attempt by the most powerful to protect their 

own interests. When the less powerful groups accept as valid 

and authoritative the ruling ideas of the more powerful groups 

they are participating in false consciousness (Mackie, 

1988:7). We are, of course, speaking of ideology. This is a 

controversial concept in sociology. The term will be used 

here to refer to "any set of beliefs, covering everything from 

scientific knowledge, to religion, to everyday beliefs about 

proper conduct, irrespective of whether it is true or false" 

(Abercrombie et.al., 1994:206). 

rdeologies are often used to guide and conduct our 



31 

da:Uy lives. They determine what is "proper" behaviour, 

values and thought. However, individuals do have some 

autonomy (agency). They do have some freedom to think 

creatively about the iJIIposed ideologies (Dant, 1991:19). 

These issues of knowledge, ideology and agency will be 

considered in greater detail in Chapter Three. 

:KNOWLEDGE AND GENDER 

Dorothy Smith (1991:179) addresses the issue of the 

construction of knowledge in respect to power relations 

between men and women. Female and male intellectual worlds 

are unequal in status (Smith, 1991:179). If mental production 

is the privilege of the "ruling class," and men dominate 

women, then the authoritative perspective, the ideas that 

matter, obviously originate with men. Smith discusses 

ideological structures and the foxmulation of ideas. She says 

that the method of organizing SOCiety ideologically has its 

origins in Western Europe some four to five hundred years ago. 

It has, of course, been dominated by men (Smith, 1991:233). 

The educational system. is one of the instruments through which 

this is accomplished. It is the arena in which people are 

trained and encouraged to adhere to the dominant ideas of 

their society (Smith, 1991:240). However, these ideas are 

primarily formulated by white men. Schick (1994:10) notes 
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that "the tradi.tional university education was designed for 

and by upper- and middle-class white men." 

Marlene Mackie, a Canadi.an professor of sociology, also 

focuses on the theme of the construction of knowledge. She 

says that before the women's movement (when women started to 

openly question men's dom:inance) , men held "normative power," 

"the right to define what was appropriate, legitimate, 

important" (Mackie, 1988: 5) . The collection of data, the 

interpretation of results and what was seen as cred:i.ble 

research and publication of findi.ngs were all largely 

controlled by men. Smith (1974) notes, "How sociology is 

thought---its methods, conceptual schemes and theories---has 

been based on and built up within, the male social universe" 

(Mackie, 1988:5). Women sociologists were trained by men in 

a male-dominated system, where only masculine ideology held 

legitimacy. In order for a woman to succeed, she had to 

accept this masculine ideology as her own (Mackie, 1988:5). 

Men were accorded legi t:i.macy because of their gender, not 

because of their arguments or explanations (Mackie, 1988:6). 

Furthermore, "men have been the tradi.tional gatekeepers of 

academ:i.a, reviewers of graduate thesis prospectuses, 

appraisers of proposals for research funding, editors of 

journals and books" (Mackie, 1988:6). Dale Spender (1981) 
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poi.nts out that publishing is essential, because what does not 

get printed simply does not exist (Mackie, 1988:6). 

Smith (1991:245) cites studies which reveal that men 

are more likely to be viewed as authoritative. Consequently, 

their ideas and thoughts are accorded more legitimacy, 

credibility and validity. Written words are merely written 

words, until they are given force by the authority attributed 

to the "author" (Smith, 1991:245). "This effect must 

generally diminish the authority of women teachers (at all 

levels) vis-a-vis students" (Smith, 1991:246). According to 

Smith, when women have no authority, they have no power. '!'he 

forms of knowledge and the construction of knowledge will 

continue to be predominantly male, and any attempt to negate 

these types and modes of knowledge will not be judged as 

credible (Smith, 1991:246). 

RNOWLEDGE AND RACE IN RELATION TO GENDER 

Carty, reflects on her experiences in academia as a 

black woman. She discusses how the claims to knowledge that 

are given credibility and validity through universities have 

been mainly Eurocentric, white and male and, therefore, 

essentially gender-biased and racist (Carty, 1991:16). She 

can recall having sat in numerous classrooms where she had to 

listen to racist professors, both men and women, speak about 
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a world that was white (Carty, 1991:13). To have her very 

being denied on a daily basis signalled to her that, not only 

was her presence not recognized, neither was her history 

(carty, 1991:~3). 

Carty also discusses the inadequacy of both feminist 

and mainstream approaches in addreSSing the issue of race. 

This has led black women to rely on their own agency. "Black 

women are developing alternative epistemologies for dealing 

with their 'outsider within' status and these are challenging 

both feminist and mainstream knowledge claims" (Carty, 

~991:160). Marlee Kline (1991:139), another black feminist, 

argues that white feminists appeal to a universal oppression 

tha t are experienced by women of colour. Thus, in ignoring 

that relations among women are hierarchical, white feminists 

fail to realize that in a world dominated by white people, 

women of colour are always in a subordinate position because 

of race. Significantly, women 

gender oppression and race and 

of colour experience both 

class oppression. They 

experience them s:im.ultaneously (Kline, ~991: 46-50; Carty, 

~991:27) . 

What does this lack of understanding about the various 

forms of oppression mean for students of colour? According to 

Patricia Williams (1991:82), a black law professor, a major 
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problem is that a tazing burden is placed on black students. 

Either they must unquestioningly accept certain racist 

assumptions, or, even if they do question the assumptions, 

they must ignore any ideologies that contradict the dominant, 

accepted ideologies (Williams, 1991:82). They IllUst do this in 

order to pass examinations. This forces blacks to accept as 

H truth " what Carty calls "common sense" knowledge, 

stereotypes, misconceptions, and accounts that only tell half 

of the story about ourselves (Williams, 1991:82). Carty 

describes "common sense" knowledge as follows: 

The ideology of domination manifests itself in many 
ways which encourage people to accept unquestioningly 
the myths and beliefs about the social world. This too 
is a fOJ:Jll of knowledge based on what some authors have 
referred to as "common sense"---it is taken as what we 
all "know," it can be exaggerated and distorted, but it 
is largely accepted by all... . Common sense knowledge 
then is often oppositional and always contradictory. 
Yet because it appeals to the larger society without 
demanding any intellectualizing for its notions to be 
legitimized, ideology which can be transmitted as 
common sense is beneficial to those in control of the 
relations of ruling (1991:27-28). 

In the case of law students, if one fails to follow the 

"proper" mode of thought, one is labelled as being unable to 

"think like a lawyer" (Williams, 1991:82). 

Carty (1991:22) notes that marginalized groups, whose 

experiences are often negated, often engage in resistance. 
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This resistance comes from an "outside knowledge" and a 

refusal to give up this knowledge. "We [black women] know the 

knowledge cliUJDs that he [the professor] puts forward and what 

they represent and we know these knowledge claims to be 

incorrect in the face of what we know about the world ... " 

(Carty, 1991:23). 

POTENTIAL CHANGES 

What does all of this mean in terms of change in the 

patriarchal structure of education? Gisele Thibault, a 

professor of education in canada, qives a bleak outlook. She 

says that a qreat deal of the potential for change has been 

lost to pervasive beliefs that feminist scholarship is 

deficient in terms of academic "depth and riqour" or that 

subject matter to be studied in relation to women is limited 

(Thibault, 1988:88). Furthermore, many have suqqested that 

feminist research is "biased," "trivial" or "trendy" 

(Thibault, 1988:88). However, Thibault finds a ray of hope. 

She says that these ideas may be undermined by the extensive 

publication of a vast array of literature by and about women. 

Also important is the recent increase in feminist courses. 

However, with retrenchments and financial cutbacks, there will 

be qreat competition in publishinq and the hirinq of women in 

academia will also be affected (Thibault, 1988:88). 
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Others al.so bel.ieve that women have made advances but 

they stil.l. have to face many obstacl.es. For ezampl.e, Louise 

Lamphere, an anthropol.ogy professor, writes: 

Feminist anthropol.ogists can be proud of the fact that 
we have made more of an impact on the major 
publ.ications in our fiel.d than is true of some other 
discipl.ines, but we stil.l. have a l.ong way to go in 
te%ms of making women and anal.ysis of women central. to 
many of the major topics anthropol.ogists study. At a 
more basic l.evel., it is al.so apparent that the feminist 
l.i terature on women has not been incorporated in 
general. anthropol.ogy courses, especial.l.y those at the 
introductory l.evel., which are usual.l.y the undergraduate 
student's onl.y ezposure to human prehistory and cross 
cul.tural. diversity (1987:27). 

The same ambival.ence about change and progress is fel.t 

by bl.ack women. Carty ccmnnents: 

As a bl.ack woman now teaching university in a society 
where this is extremel.y rare, I am aware, l.ike the few 
other "non-white" women in a simil.ar position, of the 
unique opportunity I now have to redress some of the 
historical. inaccuracies perpetuated by Eurocentric 
schol.ars. incl.udinq feminists, who refuse to recognize 
the changing nature of the social. worl.d. When I stand 
in front of virtual.l.y al.l.-white cl.asses ... , attempting 
to discuss the ilIIpl.ications of col.onia1ism, imperial.ism 
and their connections to racism, and have to l.isten to 
students tel.l. me that "non-whites" who come to Canada 
shoul.d be grateful. to the government because they are 
given the opportunity to become much better off ... J: 
real.ize how much work there is to be done and how much 
I can contribute (l.991:40-4l.). 



38 

POWER AND CULTURE 

Foucault analyses the mi.cro-politics of power relations 

in different localities, contexts and social situations. In 

his view, there is a close relationship between the systems of 

knowleclqe, or discourses, which stipulate techniques and 

practices for the purpose of social control and domination 

within particular settings (Harvey, 1989:45). These settings 

include such places as prisons, asylums, hospitals and 

universities, where power is independent of any totalizing 

schema of class domination. "What happens at each site cannot 

be understood by appeal to some overarching general theory" 

(Harvey, 1989:45). 

In the univerSity, power is located in its customs, 

which make up its culture. Some of these include the 

following---the use of networks, formal and informal 

interaction, and baclqes of ability. There are certain cues 

and symbols of belonging. Accents, modes of dress and ways of 

speaking are all important. 

MICRO-POLITICS OF POWER 

Levy (1982:47) sees the culture of the university as 

being based on male characteristics. Schick also notes this 

pattern: 

The context and discourse of the university have 
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a~ready out~ined the identity of the person who wi~~ 
pass through the c~assroom door. That out~ine takes 
the shape of a white ma~e or anyone e~se who can or is 
wi~~ing to conform to the norms set by this dominating 
figure (~994:36). 

Like Schick, Levy discusses the work of psychiatrist 

Anne Wi~son Schaaf. She address the four major myths about 

whi te ma~e society. These have been out~ined by Schaaf 

(1978). First, there is the idea that the on~y society that 

exists is that of the white ma~e (Levy, 1982:47). These men 

often say, "This is the way it works" or "It can't be done 

that way." These statements are cl.assified as "truth." 

Second, white ma~e societies are seen as inherent~y superior 

to any other societies. Third, this system knows u~ and 

understands a~~. Fourth, it is he~d that there are such 

definitive categories as the logica~, rationa~ and objective 

and that it is possib~e to entertain a~~ of these at the same 

time (Levy, 1982: 48). In other words, certain customs, for 

examp~e, modes of action, and types of speech, are seen as 

constituting proper academic scho~arship (MCKenna, 1991:125). 

These customs not only stipu~ate what is "proper behaviour, 

but uso what are "proper" research pursuits and otherwise 

"emotiona~" or "po1itica~" pursuits. In other words, these 

are "badges of abi~i ty . " 
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Sennett and Cobb speak about badges of ability in 

reference to the working class and social mobility. Working-

class people realize that, in order to gain respect, to feel 

dignified, adequate and legitimate, they must follow certain 

rules and obtain certain "badges of ability" (Sennett and 

Cobb, 1973:53-55). They must accept middle-class rules and 

ways of believing. They must place an emphasis on politeness 

and self-control. These badges of ability are symbols of 

self-worth, dignity and belonging (Sennett and Cobb, 1973:62-

65). Dehli comments on this issue: 

The hidden curriculum of higher education rewardS 
middle class students, thus prodUCing and reproducing 
class relations. From an early age I learned to 
displace and express emotions, passions, joy, rage, and 
conflict through reasoning, talk and distanced, third 
person accounts (1991:64). 

When these conventions are internalized, a form of 

"common interest" is created. Tb:is brings us into 

"reasonable" relation to the state and also to one another. 

Thus, we are taught that speech that is indirect and non-

aggressive, that is "reasonable," is acceptable. We are 

taught that this is the only way that our anger and our 

politics can be tolerated (McKenna, 1991:126). However, in 

accepting this regulation, our politics and our views have 

already been, to some extent, altered. McKenna (1991: 126) 
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notes that the rules of politeness and rationality that govern 

social dialogues relegate certain topiCS to the status of 

"impolite," that certain tones of voice or emotions are 

"irrational," and that certain i.ssues that are political are 

labelled psychological. 

Rosabeth Kanter (1977), in her research on an American 

corporation, discusses the cues and symbols of belonging in a 

1I\ale-dominated institution. Although her study involves a 

corporation, she says that her findings can be extrapolated to 

all large bureaucracies, including universities. She says 

that a "masculine ethic" stressing rationality, efficiency 

and a "tough-minded unemotional" approach to solving problems, 

were seen as signs of competent management (Kanter, 1977:20-

22). These characteristics were thought to belong to men. 

However, all managers in the beginning were l.argel.y white men 

of Protestant backgrounds from elite schools. When women 

began to enter management, the "masculine ethic" was used 

against them as a tool of excl.usion (Kanter, 1977:22). Some 

of the accusations lodged against women were that they were 

"temperamentally unfit for management, n "incomprehensible," 

"unpredictable" and "not really ambitious" (Kanter, 1977:58). 

Men made the following kinds of comments, "They changed their 

minds all the time," "I never knew what they'd do from one 
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minute to the next," "With women's lib [eration] around I never 

knew what to cal.l. them, how to treat them" (Kanter, 1977: 58) . 

Women were forced to confoz:m to men' s standards in 

order to be seen as competent and to belong. This did not 

al.ways resul.t in the desired outcomes. Kanter explains why 

this was the case. 

There was a decided wish to avoid those peopl.e with 
whom communication was felt to be uncomfortabl.e, those 
who took time to figure out or seemed unpredictabl.e in 
their conduct. Deviants and nonconfoz:ms were certainl.y 
suspect for this reason. Even peopl.e who l.ooked 
different raised questions, because the difference in 
appearance might signify a different real.m and range of 
meanings in communication (1977:58). 

Indeed, many femal.e professors tend to be judged on the 

basis of mal.e qualities. For example, they are expected to be 

impersonal, objective and unemotional. Those who teach from 

a feminine perspective and who consider such issues as gender 

oppression and patriarchy, are more at risk to this kind of 

evaluation. This is because within the academy, feminism has 

been equated with "opinion" (Beald, 1991:144). For example, 

a study conducted by Susan Beal.d (1989) on sociology 

undergraduates at a Canadian university in the l.ate 1980s, 

reveal.ed that only three out of ninety-four students enrol.led 

in a sociol.ogy course had anything positive to say about women 

and feminist issues (Ng, 1991:104). One feminist professor 
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found that the majority of students found her method of 

teaching to be "prob1ematic." She "digresses" somewhat from 

the formal. curricul.um. One student wrote of her as f0110ws--­

"a s1igbtl.y opinionated persona1i ty emerged on feminist issues 

which is a11 riqht but sometimes took the topic under 

discussion astray" (Nq, 1991:104). Thus, students' 

perceptions of proper conduct and professorial competence are 

based on behaviours that are judqed as traditionally ma1e. 

These include the followinq---a formal sty1.e of teachinq, 

U.ttl.e student qive-and-talte, the transmission of a qiven body 

of content and little attention to process (Beal.d, 1.991:144). 

Styl.es of speech are also seen as either siqnal.linq 

competence or lack thereof. They also are indicative of 

belonqinq or not belonqinq to university cul.ture. :It is wel.l 

documented that women's styles of speech l.ead them to 

participate in conversations in ways that silence them. For 

example, women tal.kinq with men often use styles of speech 

which tw:n over the control to others (Smith, 1991 :249). For 

example, women tend to use such interjections as "you know," 

and they are sometimes unabl.e to name objects or to finish 

sentences (Smith, 1991:249). Mary Be1enky and her colleaques 

comment as follows: 

When women's talk is assessed aqainst standards 
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established by men's behaviour, it is seen as 
tentative, vacillating, and diminutive (Lakoff 1975) . 
The pattern of discourse that women have developed, 
however, may best be considered as an appropriate 
response to women's work. The care of children, or 
maternal practice, gives rise to maternal thought and 
particular modes of relating to the world (Ruddick 
1988) . . . [For example], mothers may intuit that 
drawing out the child's ideas helps him or her to 
articulate and develop emotions and thoughts 
(1986:189) . 

In terms of class, it is evident that lower-class 

people must make conscious efforts to alter their styles of 

speech in order to "pass" as middle-class (Sowinska, 

1991:152). According to Langston (1993:72), "No matter how 

qualified we are, those of us from working-class backgrounds 

are seldom viewed as competent as someone with the 'proper 

middle-class mannerisms.' Furthermore, she says that she 

feels the safest when teaching and doing research. She feels 

the most threatened in meetings, serving on committees and 

attending socials, where she feels she does not belong. 

Other cues of appropriate university culture include 

styles of dress. According to Levy (1982: 55), wearing "sezy" 

or "sweet" clothes is a signal of incompetence. The "sweet 

image" also includes the following---always smiling, always 

nodding in agreement and refraining from taking a strong 

stand. This destroys the image of firmness that is required 

in order to be taken seriously (Levy, 1982: 55) . Langston 
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(1993: 67) wrote the following: "I feel the need to dress up 

and look professional ... it· s easier for middle-class white 

male colleagues to weal:" jeans and sweatshirts and be respected 

by students." 

Ethnic and racial minorities are also judged according 

to Eurocentric, white, male standards. Williams (1991:95) 

wrote as follows---"my braids are described as being swept up 

over my 'great bald dome of a skull'." This was an exact 

quotation from a student evaluation. Roxanna Ng, a professor 

of Chinese background, notes that, because of her small size, 

she was often described as "cute" by many students and 

colleagues. Despite the fact that these comments were often 

meant as compl~ts, she does not know why she always thinks 

of Susie Wong when addressed in this manner (Ng, 1991:105). 

Physical characteristics (or being physically "no:caal") 

and sexual orientation are also evaluative cues of belonging 

to university culture. Heald (1991:146) notes that she has 

never revealed that she is deaf or that she is a lesbian, 

because she wanted to "pass" as no:caal. However, H:imani 

Bannerji, a SOCiology professor of East Indian background, 

demonstrates that some women have to strive to achieve 

multiple "badges of ability" in order fit the "academic 

image." She has this to say: 
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Working in a course on "Male-Female Relations" which 
I co-designed and co-taught for six years with a 
colleague---who is male, white, older, taller, bigger 
and full-t~ faculty---I saw the specificity of 
student response towards me, where I had continuously 
to work against my subordination. Whenever expertise 
or administration was at issue, my status as an equal 
worker had to be forcefully underlined. It was rarely, 
except technically, seen as my course as well 
(Bannerji, 1991:73). 

INFOmmL IN'!'EnCTION AND SUPPORT NETWORKS 

Let us now consider interaction outside the office. Re 

search has revealed that women have fewer discussions with 

faculty members outside the office. They also have fewer 

discussions with their research advisors on the advisor's own 

research interests. Levy (1982: 46) points out that this has 

major implications for the graduate student, because much of 

the "important work" in a bureaucracy is accomplished during 

these informal social t~s. She explains the ramifications 

of this pattern: 

Inclusion in such activities would mean forming 
stronger links with the white males who presently hold 
the power positions. This would affect one's 
experience as a graduate student as well as one's 
future on the job market (Levy, 1982: 46) . 

, , 
Part of the problem has to do with the 1IIentor-proteqe 

system. A man has a greater chance of being taken on as a 

'" , protege (Levy, 1982:54). In a largely white male institution, 

it is fairly difficult to find a female role model who suits 
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one's "style of operation" (Levy, 1982:5'7; Oagg, 1989:29). 

Levy recounts her own experience. She found that it was 

easier to find female students who would become her role 

models (Levy, 1982: 57). This suggests that females have less 

incentive to seek out female professors who might adopt them 

, , 
as protegees. Kanter discusses the problems inherent in male 

mentorship of females: 

In a large, complex system, it is almost necessary for 
power to come from social connections, e~cially those 
outside of the immediate work group. Such connections 
need to be long-tel:m and stable and include "sponsors" 
(mentors) ... Sponsors often provide the occasion 
for lower-level organization members to bypass the 
hierarchy to get inside information, to short-circuit 
cumbersome procedures, and to cut red tape ... 
Sponsors are absolutely essential for women. They 
offer behavioural advice and fight for them. However , 
sponsors are often hard to find for women. Research 
shows that leads choose to promote socially similar 
subordinates (1977:182-183). 

Part of this has to do with the fact that some men are not 

sure how to interact with women other than as wives and 

secretaries (Kanter, 197'7:42). Sometimes they simply did not 

know how to behave (Kanter, 1977:42; Levy, 1982:47). 

Ella Haley (1989:32), a graduate student studying in 

the department of sociology at the University of Toronto, also 

, ,. 
discusses the exclusion of women from the mentor-protegee 

system and the collegial network (old boys' club). Baley's 
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study reveals that there are certain professors who harbour 

negative stereotypes about women students. These stem from 

their negative attitudes about "the potential of women 

students to complete programs and to be productive scholars" 

(Baley, 1989:32). This parallels Kanter' s findings. Men 

regarded women as lacking dedication, loyalty and "single­

minded" attachment, which they believed to be necessary to run 

a company (Kanter, 1977: 68) . 

Women may be able to partly compensate for some of this 

1ack of interaction with faculty or other such males by 

forming support networks among themselves. Katherine Tracey 

(1982:75), a professor, discusses the ~rtance of support 

networks among women graduate students. "In a predominantly 

mal.e institution we became each other's r01e models and helped 

build 1inkaqes to the professional world to follow" (Tracey, 

1982:75). 

People who belong to minority groups have even greater 

difficul.ty engaging in interactions with facul.ty and students. 

Bannerji (1991: 69) noted that "Other students would talk among 

themselves with ease and were willingly responded to by the 

professors even when there were disagreements." These 

discussions would proceed as if she were not there. If she 

interjected some COlllllleDt about "other" literature (e.g. ''black 



49 

literature") there would be a lull in the classroom. During 

her interjection, students would look at each other and at the 

teachers (Bannerji, 1991:69). Indeed, Sharon Barnett 

(1982:64), a professor, states that the foreign student, in 

particular, experience a lack of support networks because 

family, friends, spouses and children may be thousands of 

miles away. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter began by describing the aims and goals of 

this thesis. To recap, we plan to exam; ne how the 

inequalities that are associated with race, class and gender 

in the larger society are carried over into the university 

setting and how they affect graduate students' experiences. 

We also consider the implications of the race, class and 

gender dynamics for the production of knowledge. 

The review of the literature revealed that there are 

now more students of various backgrounds entering the 

university than there were a few decades ago. It is suggested 

that this may have implications for the production of 

knowledge in the academy. Race, class and gender do have an 

impact on both students' and professors' ezperiences in 

university and, in turn, this shapes the production of 

knowledge. 
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While all students face barriers and obstacles, it 

seems that certain students face greater difficulties than 

others. Despite the constraints of many of these barriers, 

human agency is important in enabling some students to contest 

them. For example, the position of m:i.norities in the social 

hierarchy leads them to have different ezperiences and 

different views of the world. Some students of m:i.nority 

background are able to draw on their own ezperiences, beliefs 

and agency in order to combat racial inequalities. 

Incentives and barriers to contesting traditional un:i. versi ty 

structures will be examined in later chapters. 

The question of how much of an ~ct these students 

and professors have made on the traditional university 

structure is up for debate. Some believe that great advances 

have been made. Alternative perspectives on the structure and 

values of the university are being published, and non­

traditional courses such as those relating to feminist issues 

are being taught. Others feel that, even though the dominant 

ideologies and structures are being questioned from a greater 

number of view points, this does not mean these alternative 

perspectives are being taken seriously. '!'hese questions will 

be explored further in the following chapters. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. To a large extent, this relates to changes in immigration 
patterns since 1970 (Mallea and Young, 1984:458). 

2. This term refers to the knowledge that women derive from 
experiences normally (but not always) based on their gender. 
Thus, women come to feel that this body of knowledge is 
particularly relevant to them and helps them to explain their 
experiences of life. 

3. Most of these personal accounts come from four books. Two of 
these books are from the United States. The titles are as 
fol.lows---Worki.nq-Cl.ass wqmep in the Academy: Laborers in the 
Knowledge Factory (Michell.e Tokarczyk and Elizabeth Fay, ads., 
1993), The Ph.D. Emerience: A Woman's Point of View (Sue 
Vartuli, ed., 1982). The other two books are from Canada. 
The titles are as follows---The Doctoral 'rhesis Journey: 
Jleflections from Travellers and Guides (Ardra Cole and David 
Bunt, ads., 1994), Unsettl.inq Relations: The University as a 
Site of Feminist Struggles (Himani Bannerji, Linda Carty, Kari 
Dehli, Susan Heald, Kate McRenna, ads., 1991). 

4. Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis (1976) offer a similar 
argument, although their study was carried out in the United 
States. 

5. It should be noted that some middle-class parents also 
disapprove of lengthy educations for their daughters. 



CBAPTER2 

THE SAMPLE 

This chapter wi~~ fami~iarize the reader with the 

samp~e. First, we discuss the methodo~ogy and describe how 

the samp~e was obtained.. We a~so provide a description of the 

genera~ characteristics of the samp~e. Second, a more 

detai~ed discussion of the persona~ histories of specific 

respondents wi~~ indicate the types of students interviewed in 

this study. 

METHODOLOGY 

POPULATION 

This research focuses on graduate students in the ~ater 

stages of their doctora~ work. Students in third year and 

beyond were interviewed. There are four main reasons for 

choosing this group. First, a major theme of this study is 

"the construction of know~edqe." Doctora~ students at this 

~ate stage wi~~ be more ab~e to address this issue, since they 

wi~~ have more invo~ved and comp~ex research projects than 

those students writing M.A. theses. Many students at the M.A. 

~eve~ are just doing course work. Those writing M.A. theses 

52 
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have undertaken more limited projects. Their work may have 

less personal significance to them. Second, the later years 

of the doctoral programme are an interesting stage since the 

consequences of various types of inequalities will have become 

apparent by this time. Of course, doctoral students sometimes 

experience problems. They must deal with the fact that 

funding is running out and the final stages of writing the 

Ph.D. thesis are under way. Third, doctoral students are more 

familiar with the culture of the university and are in a 

better position to offer greater insights into university 

life. Fourth, students at this stage generally know whether 

they will complete the programme. 

Ini tially, in the humani ties and social sciences 

several departments were chosen. The "physical sciences" were 

incorporated at a later date for reasons which will be 

explained later. Students came from the disciplines of 

English, history, sociology, classics and anthropology. 

The physical sciences were incorporated in this study 

for two reasons. First, minority women were heavily 

underrepresented in the humanities and social sciences. 

However, there were a fair number of them in the physical 

sciences. Second, the experiences of science students 

provides an interesting contrast in terms of graduate 
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students' experiences and the theme of "the construction of 

know~edge. " These :interviewees were drawn from the fo~~owing 

departments, Chemical Engineering, Chemistry, Computer 

Engineering , Electrica~ Engineering, Engineering Physics, 

Management Science (part of the Business faculty), Materia~ 

Science and Engineering, Physics and Astronomy. For the sake 

of simp~ici ty , all. of these students are described as pursuing 

graduate degrees in the sciences . U~ students in the 

sciences are described as such in the thesis. Students in the 

Socia~ Sciences and the Humanities are not designated by 

faculty. Thus, the reader knows that any student not 

designated as a student working in the sciences belongs to the 

other two faculties. These two groups showed certain 

characteristic patterns. In addi tion, this division of 

students into just two groups serves to protect the identities 

of students. 

SETTING 

The setting is a university located in a medium-sized 

city in Southern Ontario. Many of the graduate students are 

of mi~e-class origins and onl.y a few are of working-class 

backgrounds'. 

THE SAMPLE 

As has been described, the sample consists mainly of 
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humanities and social science students. The number of 

respondents from the sciences are somewhat less since this 

group was used primarily for the purposes of comparison. 

Similarly, there were twice as many women as men. Men's 

ezperiences were compared with women's experiences. While it 

might have been interesting to consider the ezperiences of 

students with disabilities, this was not within the scope of 

my project. 

The majority of students are of middle-class origin. 

There were also a substantial number who were of upper-middle 

class origin. The third group, is comprised of a few 

students, who did not see themselves as belonging to any 

particular class. Many of these were visa students. Only a 

few were Canadians. The fourth group, which is similar but 

somewhat less in terms of numbers than the third, comprised 

those of working-class backgrounds. 

Students were of a variety of races. Those Canadian 

students who are of visible minority backgrounds are described 

as such. We do not give details so that the identities of 

students can be protected. Sometimes we just use the term "a 

person belonging to a visible minority group" so that the 

student is not identified by race. Canadians who are not 

memM-rs of visible minority groups are described as Canadians. 
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Visa students were from the following regions: (1) 

Latin America (2) Asia (3) the Middle-East (4) Europe (5) the 

west Indies (6) Africa. All visa students, except those from 

Europe and the United States, are deSignated as coming from 

developing countries. The reader is then unable to identify 

students from certain countries or regions. This protects the 

identities of students. Of course, many of these countries 

are qui te weal thy and some students come from moneyed 

families. 

Visa students were included for the following reasons: 

(1) their experiences and cultural backgrounds will provide an 

interesting contrast (2) many of the minority students to be 

found on campus in the last stages of the doctoral programme 

are visa students. A description of the characteristics of 

students by faculty will follow. 

In the Humanities nine respondents are women and six 

are men. The following numbers belong to each class division: 

(1) five of upper-mi<idle-c1ass backgrounds (2) five of middle­

class backgrounds (3) three of working-class backgrounds and 

(4) two who do not feel they belong to any particular class. 

Ten students are white and five are visible minorities. Five 

students are visa students and ten are non-visa students. 

In the Social Sciences four respondents are women and 
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none are men. The fo~~owing numbers be~ong to each c~ass 

division: (1) two of mi~e-c~ass backgrounds (2) one of a 

working-class background. and (3) one person who fee~s she does 

not belong to any particular class. One student is white and 

three are visibl.e minorities. Two students are visa students 

and two are non-visa stUdents. 

~n the Sciences eight respondents are women and five 

are men. The fo~lowing n"mbers be~ong to each c~ass division: 

(1) six of upper-mi~e-class backgrounds (2) four of mi~e­

class backgrounds and (3) three who do not feel. they belong to 

any particular class. Eight students are white and five are 

visib~e minorities. Six students are visa students and seven 

are non-visa students. 

Onl.y ful.l-time students were interviewed. These people 

tend to be more integrated in university U.fe. The goal was 

to interview students who were prObab~y l.ike~y to finish in 

reasonable time. I did not p~ace any upper ~imits on age as 

~ fe~t the ezperiences of older students might provide 

interesting contrasts with those of younger ones. Their ages 

ranged from twenty-five to fifty, with the majority being in 

their late twenties to ear~y thirties. 

~ used a variety of methods when gathering my sample. 

As I proceeded, ~ found I had to uter my original intentions. 
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The reasons for this will be explained later. First, I began 

by contacting various people in the various different 

humanities and social science departments I had originally 

chosen. I tried to find out using info%mal channels the 

numbers of students who were enrolled full-t1me in the fifth 

and sixth years (the original years chosen for this study), in 

the doctoral programme. There were apprmr;mately ten enrolled 

in each department. I would, therefore, have adequate 

numbers. However, there were very few students belonging to 

minority groups enrolled in the years I wished to study. In 

fact, there were only one or two in each department, and these 

were mostly men. 

At that stage I realized that I would have to expand my 

range of years to include the third and fourth years, as well 

as the fifth and sixth years. The third year was the lowest 

year chosen since a major goal of my project was to explore 

"the construction of knowledge." My intention was to discuss 

the development of research topics. By the third year in the 

doctoral programme, most students have at least handed in a 

thesis proposal. In addition, I realized that I would have to 

go beyond the humanities and social sciences departments and 

that I would have to interview any minority group women I 

could find. 
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I used a snowball technique. This involved asking the 

few students who had replied to a letter I had posted in the 

department, to suggest names of colleagues, both in and 

outside their departments, who might be interested in 

partiCipating in my study. 

contacted by this method. 

Most of my respondents were 

Sometimes other members of 

departments suggested students I might contact. 

After six weeks of contacting students and 

interviewing, I came to realize that the numbers of minority 

group women in the h'1DIan; ties and social sciences in the later 

stages of doctoral programmes were very low. The only 

solution was to extend the group to include students in the 

physical sciences. I followed the aforementioned procedures 

in order to contact this group of people. A larger number of 

these respondents were found through other members of 

departments. Since science students have telephones in their 

offices, I contacted most of these students by telephone. 

Towards the end of my interviewing, I asked the 

International Students Office to help IDe. Since I had already 

discovered the names of potential research subjects in the 

hwnanities and social sciences, I printed up a letter and 

asked this office to send it out to all the international. 

students in their files, who were enrolled in doctoral 
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programmes in the physical sciences. This yielded two or 

three addi tionaJ. rep~ies, bringing DIY numbers to thirty-two'. 

Protecting the identities of informants was a very 

important consideration. 

a particular department 

Respondents are never identified by 

or facuJ.ty. They fa~~ into two 

groups, those in the Sciences and those in the Humanities and 

Social Sciences. Minor detai~s have been changed in order to 

protect students' identities. Race and p~ace of origin are 

often given in very genera~ terms. Where descriptions of 

specific incidents might ~ead to the identification of 

indi vidual.s, detai~s have been changed slightJ.y. However, we 

remained true to the themes of the students' observations. 

CJ.earJ.y, we are providing the students' perspectives, and we 

did not gather any infoxmation from faculty members. However, 

just as we tried to ensure that no graduate student cou~d ever 

be identified, we a~so tried to ensure that no facuJ.ty IIlE!IIIber 

couJ.d be identified. DetaiJ.s that might lead to a person 

being identified were either omitted or changed slightly. 

INTERVl:EWnIG 

r chose to interview students. :Interviews are 

generally more effective when one is exploring complicated 

issues such those relating to race, class, gender and 

consciousness. Moreover, an interviewer is ab~e to make 
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important observations and to interpret the responses to 

questions asked in the interview. This is useful. when one is 

drawing conclusions as to what the respondent actually meant. 

The interviews were recorded. Most took place in my office. 

A few were carried out in the offices of the respondents. 

THE QUESTIONS 

Open-ended questions were used. This limits the 

researcher's structuring of responses. Therefore, a variety 

of responses are encouraged. Close-ended questions, on the 

other band, may lead one to overlook some important issues. 

They also limit the range of possible answers. 

'!'he questions asked about the experiences of the 

graduate students in all facets of graduate school life. For 

example, they were asked about the following areas--­

dissertation/thesis experiences, social and financial. supports 

and coping meclIani.sms. The respondent was told that he or she 

was free to refuse to answer any question with which he or she 

did not feel. comfortable. The interview scbe<N.l.e can be found 

in Appendix A. 

THE PROCESS OF INTERVIEWING 

Initially, I was somewhat worried that my status as 

black, female, and in my early twenties (younger than many of 
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the respondents I would interview) miqht hinder the 

establishment of rapport. However, I did not sense that these 

characteristics affected my respondents. As a matter of fact, 

I feel that many femal.e respondents were abl.e to be open with 

me. My status as a black person also enabled students from 

minority qroups to be open with me. 

PERSONAL HISTQRIES 

This section presents profiles of qraduate students who 

are wri tinq their theses. I will consider such issues as 

their educational histories, their aspirations, their reasons 

for cominq to this university and their reasons for enterinq 

a Ph. D • proqramme . A more detail.ed description of the 

characteristics of the respondents will foll.ow. Examples of 

both the typical and the special or unique cases wil.l. be 

presented. 

CANADIAN STUDENTS 

PROFILE i1 

El.izabeth is a workinq-class woman of Canadian 

backqround. She entered qraduate school. in her thirties. She 

is interested in issues rel.atinq to race and immiqration and 

has a friend who is a person of colour. She states that her 

conversations with her friend helps her in her work because 
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she can shed light on the racist aSPects of academia. She 

makes the following comment: 

We talk a lot, simply because I can really grab on to 
the racist aspect of things by talking to her. And 
even before I JIlet her, I suspected that the basic 
theory of [my discipline] was racist. I used to call 
it ethnocentric, but it's more than ethnocentrism, 
because ethnocentrism is simply saying that we like our 
culture better than yours. And I don't see that as 
being detrimental! But when it becomes elevated to the 
level of some kind of power over other people, then it 
becoJlles racist. [My friend] sort of helped JIle to 
confirm that these feelings I had were valid. Be's 
sort of a sounding board. 

While Elizabeth's parents did not attend university, 

all her siblings have graduated from univerSity. The great 

majority of our respondents have family members with 

university cleqrees. 

Elizabeth says that her immigrant working-class 

background has led her to have strong opinions about class. 

Few other respondents had strong feelings on this topiC. She 

says: 

I caJIle here [to Canada] in my teens, so I had a notion 
of what something else looked like. So I've always 
looked at this society through critical eyes, because 
it wasn't the same as the way I was brought up. And 
when I would read this stuff, I began to realize how 
much my upbringing affected how r looked at [the· 
literature in my discipline1. Of course, if you're 
talking to people here about that they don't even 
understand what you're saying. If they were born here, 
they have a very shallow understanding of history and 
they don't really seem to care about it. And that 
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rea11y affects the way they write about other peop1e. 
They tend to be 1ess sensitive to what we as [sch01ars 
in our discip1ine] might be imposing on others. I mean 
[peop1e in my discip1ine] are supposed to be sensitive 
to other cu1tures. So can you imagine what other 
socia1 scientists' attitudes are? 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

It was her 10ve of the socia1 sciences that 1ed 

E1izabeth to pursue graduate studies. She states that she 

chose this specific university because of the programme that 

is offered. However, E1izabeth' s student career has been 

somewhat drawn out. She says that most students in her 

discip1ine do not finish the doctora1 programme in the five 

years for which they are funded. She adds that, there are 

numerous reasons why she herse1f has not yet comp1eted her 

dissertation. She has this to say: 

First of a11, when funding ran out I had to take on 
jobs to get money. For ezamp1e, I worked for a year 
and that a110wed me to c011ect unemp10yment for a 
whi1e. I cou1d not work on my dissertation fu11-time 
because I had to work. You see, my chi1dren were sti11 
1iving with me then. And when you're a parent, you 
have to be more concerned about fam.i.1y responsibi1ities 
and what you're going to do when funding runs out. To 
top it a11 off, I've had a11 kinds of prob1ems with my 
committee, because they don't 1ike what I've written. 
And they've been s10w at reading my chapters and 
getting them back to me. 

E1izabeth says that she does not know what she wi11 do 

with her degree, or even if she wi11 receive it. As a 
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student, she is dependent on her committee's assessment of the 

quality of her research. However, she is confident that 

people outside the university will be interested in it, and 

that her dissertation will eventually be published. 

Nonetheless, she says it will not bother her if she does not 

receive the degree. She states: 

If I don't get it, that's fine. At least I've done 
what I really wanted to do. And I know somebody will 
publish it. I've just been trying to get this part of 
my life out of the way. 

Part of the reason why she is not upset about this is 

the fact that she does not necessarily want to work in a 

university setting. In the course of the research for her 

dissertation, she developed a strong desire to work in the 

areas of SOCial work or teaching. She comments: 

If there's one thing my dissertation has taught me, 
it's to be far more critical and more open-minded where 
others are concerned. It has given me the basic 
language to speak with. And I've spent time with 
different people. Then my cOllllllittee wants to take 
these people's experiences and beliefs and negate them. 
So I can see how immigrant who move here, having 
different values and beliefs, may have many 
difficulties. 

PROFILE #2 

Brad is in his late twenties. He is Canadian and is in 

the Sciences. He describes himself simply as Canadian. This 

was the pattern for about half of the respondents. As is the 
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case with the majority of respondents, several IIlelDbers of 

Brad's family have attended university. His father has a 

Ph.D., while his mother has a B.A. and works as a teacher. 

His brothers and sisters also have degrees. 

Brad expresses some clearly articulated ideas about 

class. This is not typical of most science students. He 

places himself and his family in the middle class. He 

explains his views of class as follows: 

My family and myself are probably middle-class. But r 
think I'll probably get a good job when I'm done. So 
I might be upper-middle-class. This is based mostly on 
economics, al.though I recoqn;i.ze there are ethnic class 
divisions as well. So educational. and ethnic class 
divisions are the big ones that I see. That would make 
me of the white, male, educated class. 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

Brad proceeded directly from his undergraduate work to 

graduate school. This is typical of a majority of 

respondents. Bis reasons for entering graduate school are as 

follows: 

It was something I wanted to do, and I had the marks. 
I liked doing research, and this is what graduate 
school gives me an opportunity to do. 

Brad goes on to explain why be chose this particular 

university for his graduate work. 

r needed a good supervisor. I looked around the 
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country for somebody who could take me. It was a 
professional choice, basically. I needed a supervisor 
who could get me a job. I went into the [M.A. 
programme] with an attitude that I was going to do 
whatever interested me. And when I graduated from [the 
M.A. programme] I knew that jobs were scarce, and it 
was time to smarten up and do something that would get 
me a job. The ... department I was in for my [M.A] was 
esoteric. The people there were not very practical. 
But the ... department here is a very practical, money 
oriented department. You do the research that gets you 
money. So choosing this university was a strictly 
professional choice. Funding wasn' t an issue because 
students in [this department] are funded very well. 

Other science students also report choosing this university 

because of the reputations of potential su:perv:isors and their 

ability to get them jobs upon completion of their doctorates. 

Brad is not certain whether he will be done on time. 

However, he says that most people do not finish on time. Some 

only go a few months over time, while a few take several years 

to complete their degrees. He explains why some people take 

more time. 

Sometimes people choose a problem that does not work 
out very well. It' s important to choose a problem that 
can be done. Sometimes people l.ose sight of what 
they're doing. So they end up following tangents that 
lead nowhere, and consume a great deal. of time. I 
mean, there are a lot of different reasons. In some 
ways it is not reasonable to assume that somebody is 
going to be abl.e to f:inish a Ph.D. in three years. Four 
years is reasonabl.e. 

Brad' s goal is to get an academic position in a 
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university. He hopes that this wil.l. incl.ude doing research. 

This is his greatest l.ove. 

PROFILE lt3 

Crystal. is a Canad.ian working in the Sciences. Her 

parents both have university degrees. However, her mother d.id 

not fol.l.ow a career. Crystal. gave the foll.owing ezplanation: 

My mother graduated, but she stopped working when she 
got married. So she's been a housewife most of her 
l.ife. At the time my parents got married, it was not 
viewed very wel.l. that the wife woul.d work if the 
husband is working. It woul.d be viewed as the husband 
doesn't make enough money. It might not be the same .in 
Ontario. 

Several. of Crystal's sibl.ings have graduate degrees. 

Crystal. firml.y bel.ieves that there are class d.ivisions 

in Canad.ian society, but has d.ifficulty ezpl.aining why they 

exist. She comments: 

Wel.l., of course there are cl.ass division[s] in 
Canadian society. To answer why this is the case 
woul.d take a l.ong time. I woul.d have to think about 
that to make a good answer. Anyway, it's not an easy 
question to answer. 

She al.so bel.ieves that cl.ass is not necessaril.y a permanent 

status. She has this to say: 

My family, I woul.d say, is middle-class, based on our 
educati.on and income. I mean, we're not rich but 
we're not poor. I myself might be upper-middle 
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[class] because I'm dOing well financially and when 
I'm done I think I will get a high paying job. So I 
think class status can change. It's also not always 
clear what these class divisions mean. I mean, while 
I think I'm well off now and definitely will be later, 
some may say I'm not because I don't have a car or a 
house. 

All of Crystal's relatives reside in another province. 

She says this does not bother her. In fact, she feels that 

leaving her home province has been a positive elIperience. She 

c01IDDents: 

I'm quite happy I decided to leave. I think I' va 
learned a lot being here. I'm studying with people 
from different countries. The ... department is quite 
multicultural, and it's very interesting. It enlarges 
your view of the world to talk with other people, to 
find out the similarities or the dissimilarities. The 
people I am talking with are very lucky, because not 
every one from their home countries can do what they 
are doing. And I guess when I talk with my family now 
we don I t have the same view of people from different 
cultures. But I think my family are learning from me 
though. So it's okay. 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

Crystal did her undergraduate work in a branch of the 

Sciences. She says she has two main reasons for pursuing 

higher education. 

One reason I [enrolled in] graduate school is because 
the work I would like to do for a living is in research 
and development. And at the time jobs were scarce. So 
I decided the best thing would be to go to graduate 
school, instead of looking for a job that might be hard 
to find. 
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She goes on to explain why she ohose this partioular 

university. 

I decided to go into a oertain field. So I asked two 
professors who were teaching me during my undergraduate 
to recommend s~ other professors to me. You have to 
be careful, you see r to take a professor who is 
publishing and who is active in research, and also 
takes care of his students. I mean, if you take 
somebody who has fifty students he' s not even going to 
look at your work because he won't have time. So I 
asked them, and I picked this university because of my 
supervisor mostly. And I don't regret it! Location 
and money were also considerations. I decided that, if 
I stayed in Canada, it would be easier to get 
scholarships by being a Canadian citizen. So it was 
much easier to choose a Canadian university. 

Crystal is confident that she will finish her degree 

soon. She says that most people in her department finish on 

time. Ber goal is to find work in the area of her current 

research. 

FOREIGN STUDENTS 

PROFILE #4 

Desmond is in his t:lU.rties, a visa student who belongs 

to a racial minority from a developing oountry. 

I come from a country where we have thirty-six 
different ethnio groups. One of the major groups is 
the [group to which I belong]. I describe myself as a 
member of [this] ethnic group. 

Desmond has his wife and children living with him in 
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Canada. Al.l. other famil.y members l.i ve in their home country. 

Desmond's parents were farmers. Like most of the students 

interviewed, he says that several. other members of his famil.y 

have attended university. 

Desmond bel.ieves that there are cl.ass divisions in 

Canadian society, just as there are in al.l. societies. He 

says: 

Canada 

Oh sure [there are cl.ass divisions in Canadian 
society), even though r don't know much about Canadian 
society. But one cannot say there is any society on 
earth without class diviSions. And definitel.y the 
person from the rich background cannot pretend to 
bel.onq to the same cl.ass as a person from a poor, 
deprived background. 

Desmond says that cl.ass is a bigqer issue here in 

than it is in his home country. He ezpl.ains the 

differences in the ways in which peopl.e experience cl.ass in 

the two pl.aces. 

Cl.ass is not such a big issue back home because of the 
nature of what you cal.l. famil.y units. We do not have 
sinql.e or nucl.eated famil.y units. So the moment you 
become rich, you are respected as an upper-cl.ass 
person. And being rich or weal.thy does not depend on 
money. It is based on how many peopl.e you can draw to 
yoursel.f. The more peopl.e you have, the more respect 
you gain in the SOCiety. So that if you say you have 
money, and you have weal.th and yet you have no one, 
nobody respects you. r think cl.ass is more of an issue 
here too, because you have issues such as racism. 
Here, even if you have a degree, as soon as you step 
out of your office you are shifted down to a different 
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c1ass a11 together because of your physica1 structure. 
In [my count.J:y] that does not happen. 

When asked if he be10ngs to a c1ass, Desmond cQlDlDented 

as f0110ws: 

We11 yes, I've considered that. Considering that in 
[my country], universities are few, and the chances of 
everyone who qua1ifies getting admission is very 
1imited. Once you get in and you get your degree you 
definite1y jump from the peasant c1ass to a kind of 
what I'11 ca11 10wer-midd1e c1ass. This is because you 
rea11y cannot s01ve any prOb1em with your first degree 
un1ess you are 1ucky enough to be emp10yed by a 
mu1tinationa1 corporation, and so on. You're norma11y 
an ordinary teacher in high scho01, and so on. Your 
sa1ary is as 10w as the guy in civi1 service. 
Basica11y, you're just surviving. But neverthe1ess you 
sti11 be10ng to a higher c1ass than the guy who just 
gradua ted from high scho01. So we have a11 kinds of 
structures. 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

Desmond comp1eted his undergraduate degree in his home 

country. Desmond did not proceed direcUy to graduate 

studies. He ezp1ains why this is so: 

At the time I went to university, there was a programme 
in [my country] ca11ed Nationa1 Service. You're sent 
out after your first degree to go and serve the nation. 
You must do this. Even if you go straight to graduate 
scho01 and finish ten Ph.D. 's, you must come back and 
do it. So I did that for a year, and then a1so went 
back to the university as a [teaching assistant] for 
another year before I went on to graduate studies. 

Origina11y, Desmond had p1anned to do graduate work in 
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another area. However, through a twist of fate, he ended up 

in a different field. He gives the following explanation: 

I'd always wanted to 9'0 to graduate school, even when 
I was an undergraduate. I told myself that I wanted 
one of two types of jobs, ei thex to be a teacher in the 
uni versi ty or to work for the internal revenue service 
where I would make money. (He laughs.) So I worked 
hard and got a good degree during my national service. 
I wasn't thinking of [my current area of study] at all. 
But when the interviews took place I was far away and 
I did not hear about it in time. When I went to 
complain, I met [an administrative official}. Be would 
sanction my application if I wanted to go abroad to do 
my degree. So I said okay, you know best. I do want 
to be a teacher. So I rewrote the application, and 
hexe I am. 

Desmond provides an intexesting account of his reasons 

for choosing this particular university. He states: 

I never heard of [this university} until a friend of 
mine told me about it. Another friend of ours, who 
had come here before us, sent an application from here 
to this other friend. So when he was leaving to come 
to Canada be passed through my place and talked about 
this school. And that's how I got to hear about it. 
By then, I'd placed applications to three other 
uni versi ties in Canada. One gave me only two years 
teaching aSSistantship and a fee waiver. But this 
university was going to give me a better financial 
offer. 

Desmond believes that be will be done by his fourth 

year, and he says that be "must" finish by then. Be offers 

the following explanation: 

Aftex four years, you must fund yourself. And I really 
want to finish in four years, because I want to go back 
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to [my country]. '!'here are a lot of things that are 
waiting for one to do, like research. 

Desmond's future career goal is to go back to his 

country to teach. Be wants to expand the range of material 

that is taught to students. Be says: 

First, I want to show the links between [these 
countries) and my home country. I went into the social 
sciences because of these links. It's good for 
students back [home] to know about this because of the 
social, historical and cultural links. What they are 
taught now is so narrow. A lot of areas have been 
neglected in [my discipline], and I hope to change this 
to some extent. I would also like to get rid of the 
lecture format somewhat. I want students to have more 
real experiences. Like I would bring in researchers 
and writers. Th.i.s would give the students a much 
better understanding. 

PROFILE *5 

Cynthia is in her late twenties. She is a visa student 

from Europe. Cynthia's family have all attended university. 

Ber father and mother are both high school teachers and her 

brother is a lawyer. She is married with a family of her own. 

Cynthia says that she and her family are all upper-middle-

class. She believes that there are class divisions in 

Canadian SOCiety and that distinctions are based on education, 

on income and on one's social circle. She explains further: 

I think we all strive to get somewhere in society. 
And some make it, and some just get left behind for 
various reasons. It's a cycle, and I think it has a 



75 

lot to do with your upbringing. If you're enoouraqed 
as a child, you get self-esteEIID and you think you oan 
do something. If you don't, and you come from an 
abusive family, there's a very slim chance that you're 
going to break that cycle. 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

Cynthia oompleted her undergraduate degree in her home 

country. She then went on to graduate studies. Cynthia 

pursued higher education in order to have the opportunity to 

go abroad. She has this to say: 

I wanted to go abroad, just to go somewhere el.se. And 
I knew if I appl.ied for a scholarship and got it, I 
oould go abroad. I just wanted to have a different 
ez:perience, and ez:perience another university. 

Cynthia goes on to explain why she chose this 

particular university. 

I applied for a scholarship, and r got it. And r knew 
of this univerSity through a professor who was working 
at the univerSity I was at. He told me of this well 
known professor, who specializes in [my area of study] 
at this university... . So this was my first choice. 

Cynthia is currently in the late stages of her 

programme, and says that she will not have completed her 

thesis by the fourth year. She explains why this is the case. 

I had a baby in the middle of the programme. So this 
set me back a bit. But I think the main reason is the 
programme itself. It· s too heavy. No student 
[specializing in my area] finishes in four years. 
There are so many course requirements. All of this 
takes a lot of time, and you usually end up with only 
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the l.ast year to do your dissertation. You need more 
time than that to write a dissertation. 

Cynthia's goal is to teach. She says that, while her 

graduate classroom experiences for the most part were 

positive, she thinks there are aspects of classroom teaching 

that she will. strive to improve. She oomments: 

I have said constantly that my cl.assroom experiences 
have been positive. But I think it can be made better. 
I find that students are a bit apprehensive of what 
they are saying, because they know they are being 
evaluated. I will strive for a more open atmosphere 
in the classroom, just to make students more 
comfortabl.e. At the undergraduate level, I would try 
to change the attitude of the students so that they 
would be more responsible for what's happening in the 
classroom; it's not only my responsibil.ity but theirs 
also. 

PROFILE *6 

Maya is in her thirties and is from a developing 

country. She is working in the Sciences. She is married. 

Al.l. of the members of Maya's ~ate family have attended 

university and several. work as professionals. Maya does not 

feel that class is an important issue. In this, she is 

typical of many other students from developing countries. 

However, she does believe there are classes in Canadian 

society. She explains her position as fol.l.ows: 

You can 
people) . 

see from the different situation [s) [of 
Like the[ir) house[s). So there is different 
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income [1eve1s]. Uso [there is] different education 
[1eve1s). 

Maya goes on to ezp1ain the differences in the way in 

which c1ass is experienced between Canada and her country. 

She has this to say: 

In [my country), c1ass [is) not such an issue. You can 
divide by 10wer, micki1e, higher. But most peop1e [are] 
common peop1e. Like most compan[ies) [are] run by the 
government and the university [is] run by the 
government. If you work for [a] private company, you 
get higher pay. I find today c1ass division[s] over 
there [to be1 more c1ear. This [is] because some 
peop1e [are1 working on their own business. 

Maya says that she is not sure what c1ass she herse1f 

be10ngs to since she is sti11 a student. However, she 

recognizes that most of her c011eaques are from micki1e-c1ass 

backgrounds . 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

Maya did her undergraduate degree in her country. 

However, she did not proceed. direct1y to graduate studies. 

At the time, I [didn't] want to continue to study. I 
want [ed1 to get some working experience. Because in 
[my country there is1 no financia1 prob1em if you want 
to continue your study. You just pass [an1 ezam for 
the graduate study, then you can have the financia1 
support. 

Maya goes on to ezp1ain why she eventua11y decided to pursue 

graduate studies. She says: 
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I work[ed] in [my country] after I finish[ed] [my] 
underqraduate ldeqree]. After working, I [felt] my 
knowledge [was] not enough. The other reason I came 
here [to Canada] is because I feel this is a good 
chance. Good opportunity to get a degree outside the 
country. [People in my country] usually feel this is 
a [more valuable] deqree [than a deqree from my 
country] . 

Maya discusses why she chose this particular university. 

My husband came out here before me. So I came to be 
with him. Also, I had nothing to do when I came here. 
So I applied to continue my studies. 

Maya hopes that she will finish her deqree on time, but 

says that she may go over time by a few months. She has no 

specific future plans. She simply wants to find a job in her 

field. 

PROFILE #7 

Roy is in his early thirties, a visa student from a 

developing nation, studying in a branch of engineering. Be is 

married and has a young family. Many of the members of Roy' s 

family have university cieqrees. For example, his father is an 

administrator and several of his relatives are teachers. Most 

of Roy's cousins have attended university. 

Roy believes that there are class divisions in Canadian 

society. Be discusses why he thinks this is the case. 

There are class divisions imposed on Canadian SOCiety. 
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Some Canadians impose on foreigners this [class 
status] . . . I have discussed class in ~ of 
ethnicity, but it can be based on wealth too. But 
etbnicity is the one that stands out to me here in 
Canada. I think this from my dealings in [this city], 
outside [this city], and from the media. People are 
always dealing with Afro-Caribbean Canadians as 
"others," for example. We say, "Be is of Asian origin" 
or "The Muslims are doing so and so." They are 
Canadian, but they are taken out of the spectrum. 

Roy goes on to discuss the differences between Canada 

and his country of origin in terms of class divisions. 

We do not have class divisions based on ethnic 
background. This is something new which I have been 
introduced to here. We have divisions based on wealth. 
You have the wealthy. You have the poor. You have the 
middle class. And. you can integrate the whole society. 
And you will find the middle class is very dominant, 
but still there is the wealthy. You can define them by 
cars, the residences. Class is not based on education, 
as it is here, either. This is because there I s no fee 
for the university. So it's up to you to get the right 
grades and enter university. 

Roy also provides an account of his own class status, 

both in Canada and in his homeland. Be cODllllents: 

I am not in a class back in [my country]. But I am 
here in Canada. I'm [a] graduate student, you see. 
I'm here for some purpose or another. And. then I [will 
return] home. So, yes, I [consider] myself [to be a 
foreigner, and a graduate student. I'm not putting 
myself in lower or middle class, or anything like that. 
I haven't compared myself here to any canadian, you 
see. I compare myself to my colleagues, who are also 
foreigners. I would not compare myself to my 
supervisor I because he has more means than me, and is 
wealthier than me. Back home, we don't have this 
division by ethnicity. In ~ of class, the middle 
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c~ass is so dominant on everything. Like in the 
uni versi ty, and the media. So we assume they are 
representing us. So we don't fee~ any divisions in 
that respect either. 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

Roy comp~eted his undergraduate degree in his home 

country. He explains how he ended up in another branch of the 

sciences in his graduate studies. 

When I was app~ying for my £M.A degree], I was advised 
to [a~so] apply to other departments. And other 
departments informed uS they were looking for graduate 
students. But [it] wasn't my [desire] to ~eave my 
department. [However], I app~ied [for another branch 
of science] here and was accepted. Now I have ~eft [my 
original area of study] for good. 

Roy states that he wanted to pursue graduate studies 

simply because it was a desire of his since he was an 

undergraduate. He describes his fee~ings. 

I love [to] study. I like to study and discover 
things. Back in my country, there are two [main areas 
of study]. Some peop~e [focus on] theory, and others 
[focus on] experience irrespect[ive] of theory. And I 
have been aware of [theory] all my life. So now [the] 
academic trend is what is related to theory. And al~ 
four years of [my undergraduate study] was very eye­
opening for me. So that's why I [wasl so eager to 
continue studying. And a~so it· s not easy to get a job 
[back homel with [the undergraduate degree I havel. So 
I think, again, there has been no option for me but to 
try to [get] a higher degree. 

Roy goes on to exp~ain why he chose this particular 
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uni.versity: 

I applied to different un:i.versit:i.es and [was] accepted 
[at this university]. [I was not accepted] by any 
un:i.versi.ty but [thi.s one]. So it was my only choice. 
Or [I would have to] delay coming for another year to 
look for another un:i.versity. But there was no need for 
this, because I love [this university] from hearing 
[about] it from my professors back home. Actually, I 
applied here twice. The fi.rst time, they [set] certai.n 
condit:i.ons I would have to meet before they accepted 
me. I got another application one year after, sent it 
again, and then I [was] accepted. 

Roy is currently near the end of the doctoral 

programme. lie thinks he will be done on time. lie adds that 

most people i.n his department tend to finish on time. Roy 

goes on to discuss his career goals. 

I'm gOi.ng back home. I think I will work in my 
university. Teaching [is my main goal]. My research 
will be independently conducted. In terms of teaching, 
I [would] like to pass on my direct experience with 
nuclear reactors to my students, since we don't have 
reactors back home. In terms of method of teaching, 
one thing I would like to do is encourage students to 
give me feedback. I have found this [to be] a 
difficult thing to do here. I want to know what they 
think about the material. 

CONCLUSION 

The goal of this chapter was to familiarize the reader 

wi th the kinds of students who were interviewed in this study. 

We described the methodology. We presented information about 
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the genera~ characteristics of the samp~e and exp~ained how 

the samp~e was obtained. The seven persona~ histories provide 

a picture of the various ~s of peop~e who were interviewed. 

Tbe issues that were addressed relate to such areas as fami~y 

background, fami~y history, feelings about the concept of 

~ass, academic history, reasons for pursuing graduate studies 

and future aspirations. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. The method used to detexmine the class or:Lg1Jls of students was 
as fol.lows. They were asked about their parents' occupations 
and educational. achievements. In addition, they were asked 
about their conceptions of the texm "class." Most students 
£el.t that class is based on the education and income of one's 
self and one's family. This information reveal.ed the 
fol.l.owing numbers belonging to each cl.ass division: (1) 
el.even of upper mi.ddl.e-cl.ass backgrounds (2) eleven of mi.ddle­
cl.ass backgrounds (3) four of working-cl.ass backgrounds and 
( 4 ) siz who did not feel they belonged to any particular 
class. 

2. The numbers of respondents obtained by each method are as 
follows: (1) twenty-seven were contacted using a snowball. 
technique (2) five were contacted by l.etter. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE DYNAMrCS OF CONSCIOUSNESS AND RELATED CONCEPTS 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter ezp10res the r01e of consciousness in 

shaping the subjective experiences of graduate students. We 

demonstrate that students' 1eve1s of consciousness of race, 

c1ass, gender and, in some cases, age are re1ated to their 

perceptions of the various situations and/or obstac1es they 

encounter in graduate scho01. Converse1y, academia can serve 

as an agent which heightens students' existing 1eve1s of 

consciousness of race, c1ass and gender. For example, Kate 

MclCenna describes an experience that raised her consciousness 

of the politics of gender: 

During my first term at graduate school I attended a 
one-day popu1ar workshop. What happened that day 
helped me to become more conscious of the Significance 
of what does and does not get said, what gets written 
down and what does not, and how these work to structure 
possibi1ities for understanding and action... The 
group was to work together to construct a drawing that 
addressed some issue we wanted to plan action around ... 

We decided to focus on the problem of establishing 
a women' s community health centre. .. . As our picture 
began to develop, one of the women in the group brought 
up the issue of abortion... . The facilitator, who up 
to this point had been using our talk to add to the 
~ges, steered the conversation to another direction 
and did not include the abortion issue... My own 

84 
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understanding of the day, as well as experiences in 
other learning sites, caused me to ... look at my own/our: 
tendency to defer to "authority--to him as a male, to 
see h:im as the leader, teacher, and/ or ezpert... " 
(1991: 118-119) . 

We show that a student's consciousness sometimes shapes 

the form and content of h:is/her research. It will also become 

clear that sometimes the structur:al forces in academia are 

stronger than students' own subjective voices, and that 

students may sometimes act in ways that are not in keeping 

wi th the:ir true desires. This issue will be exam; ned in this 

chapter. A more detailed discussion will follow in Chapters 

Five and Six. 

We now provide a general discussion of consciousness 

and various related concepts, such as structur:e (cultur:e), 

ideology (knowledge) , identity (subjectivity) . More 

specifically, the dynamics of consciousness will be explored 

in order to give the reader insight into how these ~ are 

being utilized in this study. The second section exam;nes 

consciousness specifically in relation to graduate students' 

experiences of graduate school. These issues are linked with 

the material presented later in Chapter Five on classroom 

dynamics and in Chapter Six on the experience of writing the 

dissertation. The third section explores how students' 

consciousness of race, class and gender influence them in the 
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construction of know1edge, especia11y in the deve10pment of 

their theses. The 1ast section wi11 provide a brief summary 

of the aims and fincli.ngs of this chapter. 

THE DYNAMICS OF CONSCIOUSNESS AND CULTURE 

One of the main premises of this chapter is drawn from 

Rick Fantasia, who has stucli.ed the consciousness and actions 

of American workers. Al.though his main focus is c1ass 

consciousness, he offers some usefu1 insights into the 

dynamics of consciousness in qenera1. Be views consciousness 

as a concept that is not static, but, rather, is "structured, 

fractured, or 1imited in one way or another by the cu1tura1 

processes that organize and reproduce dai1y 1ife" (Fantasia, 

1988:16) . It is because of this that it is difficult to 

cli.scuss consciousness without reference to its constituent 

parts. These parts are themse1ves products of culture and 

dai1y 1ife. Therefore, structure, ideology and identity are 

a11 susceptible to change through cu1tura1 practices. This 

means that consciousness is a1so a mutable concept. To borrow 

a phrase from Kar1 Marx, "Man' s consciousness is determined by 

his social being'" (Marx, 1978: 119) . Thus, each individual 

has a different 1eve1 of consciousness depending on his/her 
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ever-changing social environment and his/her place in the 

social structure. 

The followinq section will give a brief outline of the 

concepts of structure (culture), ideology (knowledqe) and 

identity (subjectivity). Since these are highly controversial 

concepts, it is important to explain how they are being 

utilized in this study. However, it should be noted that it 

is often difficult to discuss these concepts in isolation. 

STRUC'l'ORE 

Structure and culture are very similar terms. It is 

difficult to discuss one in isolation from the other. This 

is, perhaps, due to the fact that structure is not very 

different from that which is social (Dant, 1991.:185). It also 

goes without saying that aul ture is also wholly social. 

Therefore, the origins of both structure and culture are one 

and the same. Before describing the relationship between 

these two concepts, we must consider the definition of 

culture. 

We define culture as the unique and distinctive way of 

life of the group, the values, meanings and ideas found in 

institutions, in systems of beliefs, in mores and customs and 

in social relations (FantaSia, 1988:14). However, this does 

not imply that culture is a static, cohesive entity. There is 
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often discontinuity and rupture (Fantasia, 1988:14). Thus, we 

can view various patterns of culture as giving rise to and 

meaning to various structural features of society. 

Conversely, structure can act back on and shape culture. 

Structure, then, consists of patterns of culture that are 

unique to a given society. 

Individual consciousness is limited and/or moulded and 

shaped by various structural features of society. When there 

are ruptures and inconsistencies in cultural life, the 

reactions and actions of the individual will reveal the 

various characteristics of his/her consciousness (Fantasia, 

1988:16). They will also reveal the qualities, ambiguities 

and inconsistencies of that structural feature. Lloyd Warner 

carried out research in the late 1940s on factory workers in 

America. Be makes the following statement: 

The best of all possible moments to achieve inSight 
into the life of a human being is during a fundamental 
crisis when he is faced with grave dec:is:ions which can 
mean ru:in and despa:ir or success and happiness for him. 
In such crises men reveal what they are and often 
betray their innermost secrets in a way they never do 
and never can when life moves placidly and easily... . 
It is when all hell breaks loose that the powerful 
forces which organize and control human soc:iety are 
revealed (Warner in Fantasia, 1988:16). 

The structural features of the SOCiety include the 

indiv:idual's soc:ial position :in terms of race, class and 
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gender. Hence, when an individual. is faced with a crisis, or 

with an ambiguity in cul.tural. l.ife, his/her l.evel. of 

consciousness of race, cl.ass and gender wil.l. shape how he/she 

reacts. When an individual faces a crisis, he/ she wil.l. also 

draw on the ideol.ogies and the knowl.edqe to which he/she has 

been exposed. This informs his/her actions and reactions. 

However, it shoul.d be noted that individual.s draw on ideol.ogy 

and knowl.edqe when pl.anninq their actions reqardl.ess of 

whether there is a crisis. The next section explores the 

dynamics of ideol.ogy/knowledqe with reference to structure. 

IDEOLOGY 

Ideology and knowl.edqe are al.so linked. Their roots 

also l.ie in cul. tural practices. one way of viewing the 

rel.ationship between these two concepts is to see knowl.edge as 

having ideol.ogical. effects. In other words, knowl.edqe qi ves 

rise to sets of bel.iefs, atti tudes and opinions. However, 

ideol.ogy is often viewed as having a power of its own. For 

example, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (l.967: l.23) state 

that "when a particul.ar definition of real.ity comes to be 

attached to a concrete power interest it may be cal.led an 

ideology." Whil.e it is true that this can be the case, our 

own approach will. be to treat ideol.ogy simply as knowl.edqe, 
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not necessarily attached to power interests, which is drawn 

upon to influence individual and group actions. With that 

said, the following section explores the dynamics of 

ideology/knowledge and structure in relation to consciousness. 

Ideology is a structural feature of society (Dant, 

1988:57) . Culture is also a structural feature of society 

(Dant, 1988:57). Following along this line of thought, it can 

be said that "no human thought is immune to the ideologizing 

influences of its social context" (Berger and Luckmann, 

1967:9) . Thus, just as it can be said that culture shapes 

ideology, so can ideology also act back on and shape culture. 

In addition, we adopt the Marxian premise that social 

knowledge must ultimately be seen as being intimately linked 

to the material conditions of those who produce such social 

knowledge (Marshall, 1994:138). Once again, we arrive at the 

premise that man's consciousness is determined by his social 

being (Berger and Luckmann, 1967:5). 

Another way of stating the above is that what is 

produced as knowledge is indicative of the values and the 

sociological features (structural elements) of a given society 

(Dant, 1991:3). However, this is not to say that all the 

partiCipants have given conscious agreement that adoption of 

what are deemed to be appropriate values and norms will be 
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those which will structure their own lives. The individual 

does have some autonomy to think freely and creatively (Dant, 

1988:21). "It is important to remember that cognition is not 

totally determined by socially given presuppositions and that 

the individual can think creatively and reflectively on their 

experience and that of the group" (Dant, 1988:21). 

Hence, we have the element of human agency. In this 

study agency is seen as a catalyst. Some people do overcome 

formidable ideological obstacles in the course of their 

graduate studies. However, it will also be demonstrated that 

some students succumb to ideological forces. Wile these 

students may question popular ideology, and even negate it, 

they do for various reasons, end up accepting it. The reasons 

for this are discussed in detail in the next chapters. 

IDENTITY 

Subjectivity and identity are also closely related. 

Subjectivity is simply the self-conscious awareness of 

individuals (Abercrombie et.al., 1994:417). Identity is a 

more specific term. It relates to the individual's attempt to 

achieve some level of uniqueness in situations that structure 

his/her behaviour to a considerable degree (Lachmann, 



92 

1991:138). Identity is a key element of subjective reality 

"and like all subjective reality, stands in a dialectical 

relationship with society" (Berger and Luckmann, 1967:73). 

"The development of subjectivities is intensely social and 

circumscribed by existing social discourses" (Heald, 

1991: 136). In other words, the structural features of a given 

society will info:z:m the identities of the individual citizens. 

Berger and LucJanann ezplain this relationship between identity 

and social structure as follows: 

Identity is fo:tmed by social processes. Once 
crystallized, it is maintained, modified, or even 
reshaped by social relations. The social processes 
involved in both the formation and maintenance of 
identity are determined by social structure. 
Conversely, the identities produced in the interplay of 
organism, individual consciousness and social structure 
react upon the given social structure, maintaining it, 
modifying it, or even reshaping it (1967:173). 

Erving Goffman provides us with some insights into the 

intricacies of identity. He sees the self as a product of the 

interplay of what he calls the virtual self and the actual 

self (Lachmann, 1991:138). "The virtual self is that defined 

by the situation in which the individual finds himself, 

without reference to individual characteristics" (Lachmann, 

1991:138). For example, a newly recruited soldier has his/her 

behaviour dictated to him/her for all but a few hours of the 
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day. A soldier is told what to eat, what to wear, what 

activities to engage in, and even the type of ~ch to use 

when speaking with others (Lachmann, 1991:138). However, it 

should be noted that the virtual self is often an idealization 

of what the individual is supposed to be, given his/her 

assigned place in society (Lachmann, 1991:138). For example, 

a soldier is supposed to devote his/her life completely to 

serving the country. 

The actual self is that which can be known about the 

individual outside of his/her assigned place. For example, 

the new recruit may have enlisted simply in order to please 

his/her parents, not because of any deep desire to serve the 

country. The interplay of the virtual self and actual self 

results in behaviour (Lachmann, 1991: 138) . Thus 1 "if the 

recruit feels he is more an individual than the regimentation 

of his virtual self allows h~ to be, he may seek ways to 

express his actual self, either by performing tasks assigned 

to h~ with exceptional skill or by rebelling against the 

defined conventions of conduct" (Lachmann, 1991:138). 

The interplay of the virtual self and actual self can 

then be seen as giving rise to human agency. The self is a 

distinctively human ability which allows people to reflect on 

their own nature and social world through communication and 
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languaqe (Marshall, 1994:232). 

THE DYNAMICS OF CONSCIOUSNESS AND GRADUATE SCHOOL 

We will now discuss consciousness in relation to two major 

aspects of qraduate school, the ezperience in the classroom 

and the writinq of the dissertation. It will become apparent 

that students vary qreatly :in the:ir levels of consc:iousness of 

:issues relat:inq to race, class and qender. Furthe%mOre, their 

ezper:iences are sometimes shaped by more than one of these 

factors. And they are shaped :in ways that make them d:iff:icul t 

to separate. Students' perceptions of issues relatinq to 

race, class and qender shape the:ir exper:iences :in qraduate 

school. These then affect the:ir responses to var:ious 

obstacles they encounter :in qraduate school. Students' 

percept:ions of these :issues also have s:iqn:if:icance for the 

construct:ion of knowledqe, both :in the classroom and dur:inq 

the wr:itinq of the d:issertation. Susan Heald describes the 

mechanisms that enable one to quest:ion the structures of the 

un:ivers:ity: 

What enables/motivates/forces our moves :into and out of 
the subject pos:it:ions ava:ilable to us are the var:ious 
pos:itions we have occup:ied :in the past, captured :in 
memor:ies (mental, phys:ical, consc:ious and unconscious) , 
reworked :in the liqhts of events which both precede and 
follow any q:iven moment. In addit:ion, Weedon claims 
that for d:iscourses to be effect:ive, the subject must 
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identify his/her interests as beinq best served by the 
avai~ab~e subject positions within them. In this 
sense, educationa~ discourses are extremely vo~ati~e; 
as the university becomes ~ess and ~ess a bastion of 
whi. te middle c~ass ma~es, there are increasing numbers 
of professors and students who do not find their best 
interests represented wi thin the discourse. .. . We are 
demanding new subject positions, new ways to be within 
educationa~ settings (1991:139-140). 

U~timate~y, it wi~l be demonstrated that consciousness 

is indeed not static and that it is endowed with 

contradictions. Whi.~e some students question certain 

structuru features of graduate schoo~, and reUize that race, 

c~ass and gender inequalities exist, they do, at tillles, 

succumb to these structura~ forces and neglect their own 

desires. This means that at times students wi~~ fo~~ow the 

ru~es, regu~ations, and directions of the university and 

university officia~s, instead of carrying out their graduate 

work in the way they fee~ they should. Sometillles students 

reduce their experiences to exp~anations of variations in the 

personalities of co~~eagues and facu~ty members. A detai~ed 

exp~anation of the circumstances which a~~ow and restrict 

students' agency is offered ~ater. The purpose here is simp~y 

to exp~ore the dynamics of consciousness. 

GENDER AND THE GRADUATE EXPERIENCE 

The data presented ~ater reveal that it is genera~~y 
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women who perceive gender differences and inequalities in 

academia. For exanq:>~e, they offer accounts of the silencing 

of their voices during seminars, either by male students or by 

male professors. Women also perceive that gender shapes their 

ezperiences more than men in the course of working as teaching 

assistants and in producing their doctoral theses. 

The greater gender consciousness of women can be linked 

to the fact that their situation and ezperience as women in a 

patriarchal social structure give them a particular 

perspective on the world (Dant, 1991 : 184 ; Belenky et. al. , 

1986:138). One woman of Anglo-canadian background has this to 

say: 

I think there's a certain humility that goes along 
wi th growing up as a member of an inferior and 
oppressed class. As a group of people, you learn 
humili ty. You question yourself, and you analyze 
yourself. And you don't just assume that what you're 
doing is valid, that what you're saying is profound. 
But you can take that too far and be insecure, and feel 
like you're an inq:>ostor. But at the same time, I think 
it keeps you thinking. 

Women's greater consciousness of gender can also be 

linked to the wide range of feminist literature that is now 

available to women. Jean Wallach Scott, an American 

sociologist made the following observation: 

Bookshelves are now being filled with biographies of 
forgotten prominent women, chronicles of feminist 
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movements, and the collected letters of femal.e authors. 
The book titles treat s~jects as disparate as suffrage 
and birth control. Journals have appeared which are 
devoted ezclusively to women's studies and to the even 
more specialized area of women's history. The 
production of materials is marked by eztraordinary 
diversity in topic, method, interpretation (1987:34-
35) . 

The idea that there is a link between the greater 

gender consciousness of women and their esposure to "feminist" 

literature and ideas is supported by the fact that women in 

the SCiences are less conscious of issues related to race, 

class and gender. One elq)lanation is that science programmes 

are simply not structured around the same issues as are 

humanities and social science programmes. Therefore, women in 

the sciences do not deal with the same issues. The material 

presented below reveals that the women in the sciences 

perceive little if anything in the way of gender differences 

and inequalities in graduate school. Those women who believe 

some gender differences and inequalities do exist often cannot 

express the ezact nature of what it is that they sense. One 

woman from a developing country, has this to say: 

I know there are differences between men and women in 
the sciences, but I just can't put my finger on what 
these differences are. I can just sense it. I know, 
for example, that a man would never cry over a mark he 
received on an ezam like I would. 

Other elq)lanations of the differences in consciousness between 
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science students and humanities and social science students 

will be offered later. 

It should also be noted that women sometimes encounter 

situations where they perceive that a combination of factors 

are involved. For example, a black woman, recounts numerous 

situations where her status as both a woman and a black woman 

has shaped her experiences. She says that, at times, it is 

difficult to separate out these factors. 

RACE AND THE GRADUATE EXPERIENCE 

~nority students offer accounts of experiences that 

they perceive to be shaped by race. Their heightened 

awareness of racial issues is a product of what Linda Carty 

(1991: 15) calls the "outsider within." She uses this term 

specifically to refer to the experience of marginalization in 

a largely white institution. In some situations, Black 

students come to realize that their reality and experiences of 

the world are somewhat different from the reality that is 

presented as "everyone's reality" (Carty, 1991: 18) . Ow: 

research reveals that these contradictions in realities are 

present in the graduate classroom, as teaching assistants and 

in producing the doctoral theses. Himani Bannerji sheds some 

light on this issue. 

When I came to study as a non-white "foreign student" 
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in Canada---in streets, personal interactions, and in 
the classrooms and halls of the University of Toronto-­
-my learn:inq continued. I was a student in the English 
Department, where my self and interests were rendered 
more silent than I would have thought possible. I 
remember feeling confused and a growing sense of 
frustration and rage. Nothing that was relevant to me 
seemed to count... . Often I was the only non-white 
student in these classes. Other students would talk 
amongst themselves with ease and were willingly 
responded to by the professor. I looked for reasons 
for their sense of a shared reality (1991! 69) . 

One woman from. a developing nation discusses how she became an 

"outsider." She comments as follows: 

In the my country, we have a real sense of self. No 
one is really cateqorized there on the basis of race. 
There are many different kinds of people. At least, 
I'm not used to being cateqorized as much as I am. here. 
It was only when I came to Canada that I becam.e 
"black. .. It's almost as if I'm something other than 
the norm. 

However, in the case of minority women, race and gender 

often cannot be separated. For example, Carty (1991:18) feels 

that her "outsider within" status results from her bei.nq a 

"Black woman sittinq in a classroom in a white, advanced 

capitalist country where privilec;re usually translates into 

, whi te male'." One woman belonging to a visible minority 

group, shares her experience. 

I have had to sit in numerous classrooms where a white 
professor, or male colleague is attacking me on the 
basis of what I feel is a combination of racism and 
sexism. Sometimes I don't think you can separate them. 
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We are the "other" here in Canada. This, of course, 
translates into the uni versi ty . So when I' m having a 
debate I feel it· s an attempt to force this predominant 
white, Euro [centric] male discourse down my throat. 
It's a power thing. They do not want to face the fact 
that their reality is not necessarily the only reality 
that ezists. 

It is not only minority women who feel that race has 

affected their university elIperiences. Minority men, as well 

as some white women, also feel that race has shaped their 

university experiences. For example, some women who teach 

classes on issues pertaining to race have had to respond to 

the questiOning of the legi timacy and validity in their 

teaching on minority and black issues. This issue is 

ezplored in greater detail in later chapters. However, these 

women also come to attain the status of "other." They realize 

that they can only relate an approximation of the 

minority/black experience to their students. 

It should be noted that some students see their 

"outsider" status as a positive attribute. They believe that 

it gives insight and understanding into certain issues and 

also it gives additional insi.ght and "nderstand.i.ng that others 

do not possess. However, Carty (1991: 15) believes that ''While 

there are definite benefits to be gained from the 'outsider 

within' status, the drawbacks frequently outweigh the gains." 
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She goes on to say that no matter what one fee~s about one's 

"outsider within" status, the strugq~e ~eaves one exhausted 

(Carty, 1991:15). 

CLASS AND THE GRADUATE EXPERIENCE 

Some students offer accounts of situations where they 

perceive that their c~ass status has affected their academic 

experiences. Those students from ~ower-class backgrounds 

often assess their elIperiences against academj c standards that 

take mi~e-c~ass va~ues and perspectives as the norm. To 

borrow Carty's term, in many of these instances these students 

perceive that they are the "outsiders within." In comparison 

to those of midcil.e- and upper-cl.ass backgrounds, they are 

lacking in ~tural capital (Kadi, 1993:89). In other wordS, 

certain behaviOur, for examp~e modes of action and types of 

speech, are conSidered appropriate in an academic setting 

(McKenna, 1991: 125) . For exampl.e, one Canadian woman of 

working-c~ass background, offers some insight into this issue. 

She has this to say: 

I come from a working-class culture where everyone 
speaks their mind. I have learned that there are a 
different set of rules for communication here in 
acanemj a. one of those is to be polite and not to get 
overly emotional or hostile. I have learned to play 
the game and fight against my instincts. But I knew 
this one colleaque who did not know how to play. She 
was constantly arguing with professors. 
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Thus, in order to thrive in academia, some students 

from working-class backgrounds must wrestle with their working 

cJ.ass identities. Joanna Kadi (1993:89) calls this phenomenon 

"conquering the self. n However, her personal history reveals 

that the self is never wholly conquered. Individuals 

vacillate between the "conquered self" and the "liberated 

self"; some feel that they are caught between "two worlds" 

(Sowinska,1993:160). This was discussed in greater detail 

earlier. 

Students from the middle class do not offer accounts of 

alienation in terms of class position. A large number of 

students were conscious of the advantages of their middle-

class backgrounds. For ezamp1e, one man of Canadian 

background, pursuing a degree in the Sciences, has this to 

say: 

I know that I'm lucky to come from a middle-class 
background. My parents have been able to help me out 
at all levels of my education in terms of finances. 

Some students are also conscious of the plight of those from 

working-class backgrounds. For ezample, one man of European 

background, comments: 

I think many graduate students are from middle-class 
backgrounds. A few might be of upper-class standing. 
We have an easier time than those from working-class 
backgrounds, because we know all the right forms of 
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speech and actions. Those from the working-class have 
been brought up differently. And I think a lot of 
their parents don't have the education our parents do. 
So they don't have the support we do. 

It should be noted, once again, that some students 

perceive that their EDperiences are shaped. by class as well as 

by other factors. For example, our research reveals that some 

working-class women cannot separate class and gender as 

factors in shaping their experiences. 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF ImCMLEPGE 

So what does all of this mean for the construction of 

knowledge? As was stated earlier, when individuals encounter 

situations in which decisions must be made, they draw upon 

various resources to infoJ:m their actions. They tend to draw 

upon their past experiences and their knowledge. Mark 

Sanford, a professor of SOCiology in the United States, 

comments on this issue: 

Students come into graduate school with alreadY 
established attitudes toward achievement and 
recognition in their chosen careers. These attitudes 
are the product of many diverse social and 
psychological influences resulting from previous 
experiences in the family, in school, and with other 
peopl.e. . . Whatever their psychological. sources, 
attitudes become directives for behaviour and are often 
subsequently affected by that behaviour (1976:75). 
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These past ezperiences do, of course, inform present 

identities and be1iefs. Individua1s may choose to abide by 

what is considered proper social. conduct and dominant ide010gy 

or they may choose to re1y on what Carty (1991:23) ca11s 

"outside know1edqe." This is a refusa1 to give up what one 

knows about the wor1d when another rea1ity is being imposed. 

As was stated ear1ier, human agency a110ws peop1e to ref1ect 

on their own natures and on the nature of the socia1 wor1d 

(Marsha11, 1994:232). 

The materia1 presented bel.ow in Chapters Five and Six 

reveals that both of these patterns are followed. Students 

may choose to abide by accepted academic standards. They may 

a1so refuse to accept the dominant ideologies which attempt to 

structure their behaviours and be1iefs. Reasons for these 

patterns of acceptance and rejection wi11 be considered 1ater. 

Thus, our conc1usions can be seen as both positive and 

negative. Some sch01ars do question dominant ide010gies and 

do voice opinions in the c1asses, in their papers and in their 

doctora1 theses, regardless of the consequences. In contrast, 

other young scbo1ars, in their refusal. to question tradi tiona1 

forms of know1edge, reinforce cul.tura1 norms and customs which 

often serve to support race, c1ass and gender inequa1ities. 

Bannerji makes the f0110wi09 statement: 
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It is obvious that the production of knowledge is part 
of social production as a whole, and as much attention 
must be paid to the social relations of "knowledge" as 
to its content. Teacher-student relations in the 
classroom, relations among the students themselves, and 
the world outside the class which we enter in the 
pursuit of "objective", "pOSitive" knowledge, all 
influence the fo:rm. and content of our learning. All 
social and cultural relations and forms, both of 
oppression and privilege, directly and indirectly shape 
what and how we learn ... (1991:75). 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has explored the role of consciousness in 

shaping students' consciousness. The first section offered a 

general theoretical definition of the constituent parts of 

consciousness, namely structure (culture), ideology 

(knowledge) and identity (subjectivity). The goal was to 

provide the reader with an understanding of how these terms 

are employed in this study. The second section considered 

consciousness in relation to students' experiences of graduate 

school. Students vary in their levels of consciousness of the 

issues of race, class and gender. Various reasons for this 

were considered. It was also demonstrated that race, class 

and gender are often qIlite difficult to separate. They act 

together to shape students' experiences. The last section 

explored what these differences in consciousness tell us about 
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the production of knowledge. Bere, it was demonstrated that 

students both accept and reject dominant ideologies. In those 

instances where the student rejects the imposed ideol.ogy, 

he/she is weakening those forces which tend to foster social. 

inequal.ities. In some cases, the structural. force is of such 

magnitude that the student wil.l succumb to it and instead, 

fol.l.ow the rul.es of their comati.ttees. In this instance, 

knowl.edge is created within ol.d frameworks. In fact, those 

forces which support social. inequal.ities are being 

strengthened. Reasons for students' acceptance or rejection 

of dominant ideol.ogies will be presented bel.ow. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. This quotation i.s taken from "The Econom:ic and Phi.1osophi.ca1 
Manuscri.pts of 1844." 



CHAPTER FOUR 

CLASSROOM DYNAMICS 

This chapter ezp~ores c~assroom dyn~cs. In 

particu~ar, i t dea~s with how students' experiences are shaped 

by race, c~ass, gender and (sometimes) age. Students' 

consciousness of the importance of these factors have 

imp~ications for the construction of know~edge, both within 

the graduate c1assroom and the undergraduate c1assroom where 

students work as teaching assistants. 

Our data show that students vary great1y in their 

consciousness of race, c~ass and gender. Furthermore, 

experiences are sometimes shaped by more than one of these 

concepts in ways that make them difficu~ t to separate out. 

The ~cs of race, c1ass and gender wi11 be exp1ored. 

in both the graduate and the undergraduate c~assroom. We 

ezp10re three factors affecting these ~cs: first, cues 

and symbo1s of be1onging, second, the construction of 

know1edge and, third, the power of numbers. We then discuss 

the issue of persona1ity. Students sometimes offer 

persona1ity factors as ezp~anations for behaviour that cou~d 

lOS 
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be seen as racist, or c1assist, or sexist. Following this is 

an analysis of the data. 

THE GRADUATE CLASSROOM: 

POWER AND CUL'l'tJRE 

As was described in our review of the literature, there 

is a close relationship between the systems of knowledge, 

which dictate the norms and rules for the purpose of social 

control and domination within particular settings (Foucault, 

1989:45). Within the academy, white male characteristics are 

often taken as the norm (Levy, 1982: 47 ; Schick, 1994: 8) . 

These norms determine which attitudes or behaviours are seen 

as professional and which are seen as unprofessional. They 

also determine which activities and behaviours are valued and 

rewarded (Levy, 1982: 48). However, the data presented in this 

chapter will demonstrate that there are differences between 

the dom; nant norms governing academic life and the styles and 

behaviours of some women, some minority students and some 

students from working-class backgrounds. 

CUES AND SYMBOLS OF BELONGING 

Cues and symbols of belonging are just one aspect of 

the customs that constitute academic culture. These cues and 
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symbol.s incl.ude what is thought to be "proper" dress, styl.es 

of speech and accent. One canadian woman offers some insight: 

I think that there's a tendency wi thin academia to 
accept certain types of behaviour---the way you speak, 
the way you behave, as appropriate. Your understanding 
of social. ritual.s goes a long way towards creating an 
atmosphere of respect. And I think that professors are 
far too quick to dismiss people who don't have those 
social rituals down pat. They assume that it's some 
kind of intellectual lacking on the part of the person, 
when really it's just a lack of experience in some 
cases. 

GENDER AND SPEECH 

Some women offer accounts of the difficulties they 

ezperience in expressing themsel.ves in cl.assrooms. Some feel. 

that men do not have these probl.ems. Adrienne Rich (1979) 

discusses this issue. 

Listen to the voices of the women and the voices of 
men; observe the space men al.low themselves, physicall.y 
and verbally, the mal.e assumption that people wil.1 
l.isten, even when the majority of the group is female. 
Look at the faces of the silent, and of those who 
speak. Listen to a woman groping for language in which 
to express what is on her mind, sensing that the terms 
of academic discourse are not her l.anquage, trying to 
cut down her thought to the djmensions of a discourse 
not intended for her (Schick, 1994:24-25). 

Some women mentioned men' s enthusiasm for theory and 

technical. jargon and their own dislike of such styles of 

discourse. They feel. that men 10ve to use these kinds of 

speech and that women have difficulty understanding the 
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associated jargon. They state that this makes them feel. 

uncomfortable. One Canadian woman COJlllllents: 

... women think of things differently. And I could 
think of the example of literary theory, and how men 
who are dOing literary theory love this jargon, and 
they love to just spit it out. It seems that they're 
just much more able to sort of get a hold of that 
language, which is not universal. 

Another Canadian woman offers a simil.ar argument. She says: 

... we're [women] just trying to sort out the material 
and perhaps they [men] can use the rhetoric and the 
jargon and the terms a little bit more effectively, in 
order to mask the fact that they don't know it. 

Women also described not feeling comfortable when 

professors structured the course in a manner which required 

and/or encouraged argument as a mode of discussion. One 

woman, who bel.ongs to a visible minority group, gives her 

opinion of why she thinks this is the case. 

Wel.l., I mean it was pretty obvious in that particular 
course where I fel. t silenced that every other woman in 
the class was feeling silenced as well. I think it's 
a difference between an approach to discussion... . I 
think many women don't real.1y like to participate in 
arguments, where you're just putting down somebody 
else's point of view. I've noticed that when we have 
class discussions that sometimes men take on an 
argumentative, very hostil.e type of approach. I just 
think that, for whatever reason, women are more willing 
to l.isten and take others' opinions into account. Men 
seem ready to tear each other's arguments to shreds. 
It's even worse when a woman offers a gendered opinion. 

This student added that in a course in the area of women's 
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studies in which there was not an argumentative atmosphere, 

she fe~t more ab~e to speak. She fe~t that other women a~so 

fe~t more free to speak. 

Some students perceived that "ma~e ~anguage" tended to 

be used as a basis for judgement of professiona~ism. One 

Canadian woman said: 

The who idea of ora~s and the way women speak and the 
way men speak is different. And what they expect in an 
oru is a ~ot of testosterone. And they ezpect you to 
cha~~enge them, and they expect you to answer in a 
certain way. And if you can understand, and you can 
figure that out, you do ez:treme~y we~L If you do ~ike 
a ~ot of women, and you speak in metaphor, or you ho~d 
back or you a~~ow men to speak ... you can experience 
some diffi~ty. My roommate experienced that sort of 
difficu~ty when she was asked a rea~ testosterone 
~oaded question ... and answered. And was attacked, and 
didn't know how to attack back. 

One Canadian man recounts his experience: 

When answerinq, professors are ~ookinq for a 
commonsense, straiqhtforward answer. And he expects 
this from both men and women. But I think he miqht pay 
more attention to how the woman arti~ates her 
arqument. Be wi~~ be more on the ~ookout for her type 
of response. 

One Canadian woman, workinq in the Sciences, a~so 

be~ieves that certain differences in men's and women' s sty~es 

of speech affect qrades. She comments: 

There were some neqati ve experiences [in the 
classroom], as far as some women in the department f~ t 
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that there were discrepancies in communication between 
female students to the facul.ty. In cases where we felt 
both males and females did well, on comment sheets for 
a male they might comment, "Be didn' t explain the chart 
very well." And for a female [they might comment], "Oh 
she didn' t understand the chart." 

She goes on to explain that this matter was not brought to the 

attention of professors, but was discussed among some women in 

the class. She adds that most women in her department are not 

gender conscious. She has this to say: 

The majority of them [women] do not have many strong 
feminist attitudes. I mean, when I was talking about 
the differences in communication [between men and women 
in seminars] I think a lot of women would not even 
think of that. '!'hey [would] just think the world is 
"honky dory." So I would say I am probably one of the 
extreme in the department right now, which is [not] 
very extreme at all. 

Indeed, it has been documented that women are in fact, 

more willing to listen to others and that they refrain from 

speaking out (Belenky et. al., 1986:188). According to Mary 

Be1enky and her colleagues (1986: 188), " ... these have long 

been considered signs of powerlessness, subjugation, and 

inadequacy of women." One Canadian man gives an account of 

what he sees as women' s lack of self-esteem and their 

tentativeness when speaking out in the classroom. Be comments 

as follows: 

The women students tend to express their views more 
tentatively than men. '!'he male students tend to make 
grand pronouncements with their tone of voice going 
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down at the end. And women wou1d qenerally go up at 
the end---"Is this okay?" "Am I offending anybody?" 
"Is this right?" [Be raised his tone of voice here,in 
imitation of the women]. 

Some students also perceive that social class background 

affects the ease with which one speaks in the classroom. 

SPEECH AND CLASS 

Students of working-class backgrounds are also judged 

in tel:ms of their styles of speech. One lesson that they come 

to learn is that middle-class rules of politeness are held to 

be the no:a:m in graduate classrooms (MeRenDa, 1991:126). Thus, 

speech that is non-aggressive is acceptable, and tones of 

voice that are emotional are "irrational" (McRenna, 1991:126). 

One woman of Canadian working-class background, recounts an 

ezperience that she feels was shaped by class and gender. She 

says: 

... women's ezperiences are different, and they're 
liable to interpret [books], especially books written 
by mostly male ethnographers, differently. We looked 
at this one book on [a certain kind of theory], and a 
lot of [this theory] offended me, because it was so 
Western and basically North American in outlook. And 
I could pick up on that right away, because I wasn't 
born here. In my [working-class] culture, anyone is 
allowed to voice their opinion, despite age or Sell:. He 
[the professor] told me to criticize the book, and he 
was very annoyed with me. Be actually threw the book 
down the table at me, and said he didn't want to talk 
about it anymore! I think my gender, and especially 
my class pOSition, had something to do with this 
episode. He probably saw as disrespect, my challenging 
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lU.s ideas. But in Dr![ working-c~ass fami~y we were 
al.l.owed to speak our minds. 

Another Canadian woman te~~s a simi~ar ta~e. 

1: think it's typical. Icl.assroom exp<>..riences] for peop~e 
who have been brought up to be po~ite and consider 
other peopl.e' s fee~ings. This was not a~ways the case 
for me. .. . In Dr![ working-cl.ass famil.y, we aU. voiced 
our opinions and said what we wanted when we f~t ~ike 
it. This was not seen as impo~ite or irrationa~ as it 
is here in academia. 

Most students recognize the advantages of being middle-

cl.ass in academia. Many suggest that their fami~ies pl.ayed a 

part in promoting forma~ education and in teaching them 

mid~e-c~ass val.ues, which make them feel. comfortabl.e in 

academia. One woman of minority status, a visa student of 

middle-cl.ass background makes the fol.~owing point: 

I knew at first when I came here Ifrom a deve~oping 

nation] I woul.d have to make a l.ot of adjustments. The 
adjustments were basica~l.y more in terms of age than 
anything el.se. I was coming into a situation where 
everyone was so young. But cl.ass, no. I fit in. 
Since I have the same kind of sensibi~ities. 

One Canadian woman of working-c~ass background, gives a 

different point of view. She describes her experience as 

stemm; ng from her working-c~ass background. She comments: 

I was not raised in a famil.y where we sat around the 
dinner tab~e and discussed phi~osophy or something. 
Whereas 1: know some of the peopl.e Iwho study at this 
university], whose parents were very ~~ educated, had 
a very different upbringing in that way. And were 
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exposed to even literature ... earlier. And they didn't 
have to catch up in the same way that I have felt [I've 
had to]. Yes, they were more comfortable. 

Accents are one element of speech patterns. Some 

students feel that their accents are not the source of any 

significant problems. They often talk of it in the terms of 

others beinq "patient" or "understanding." One man, a visa 

student from a developing nation says: 

I have not [found] it [my accent] to be a problem. 
Sometime[s] I have to repeat [what I have said] but I 
find that professor[s] and student[s] are very patient. 

One woman, a visa student from a developinq nation, studying 

in the Sciences, offers a similar view. She says: 

My accent has not been a problem. I think this is 
because there are so many minorit[ies] in the sciences. 
So my accent goes unnoticed. Sometime[sJ I have to 
repeat myself but no one has made me feel 
uncomfortable. They [have] been understanding. 

Other students give a different point of view about 

their accents. Some feel that both students and professors 

are not always "patient" or "understanding." One woman, a 

visa student from a developing nation has this to say: 

I found at times [my accent] prevented me from talking. 
Students make it obvious that they are straining their 
ears to listen to you. Sometimes they make you feel 
like you don't know what you're talking about. :r mean, 
you've done all the readings, and you don't get to talk 
because no one will give you a chance to talk. This is 
frustrating. The professor himself does not encourage 
you to talk. You just feel useless. Not to mention 
this affects grades, especially points for 
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participation. 

Another visa student from Europe, pursuing a degree in the 

Sciences, gives a similar account, but also suggests that 

competition and ethn:i.city are factors that limit his voice in 

the classroom' . He comments: 

I thi.nk TJ¥ accent lead[s] others to believe that I know 
nothing. I feel [that] others look at me like I'm 
crazy. But other than this I think students [are] 
trying to get on [the] good side of the prof[essor]. 
I mean before the question or the discussion is open, 
the guys who think they know everything are talking, 
but tal.king nonsense. Even the Canadians [students] 
say this is too much. If you get more air time, the 
others get l.ess air time, and your marks wil.l. increase. 
So it's nonsense. Also, [there are] some topics I 
don't know much about. Like when we were discussing K 
Mart, TJ¥ knowl.edge was l.imit[ed] because we don't have 
such [a] thing back home. So why speak? 

Some students perceive their accents to be problematic 

because they cannot find the words to eJ<press what they mean. 

Some say that this prevents them from speaking out in cl.ass. 

One woman, a visa student from Europe, describes her 

experience: 

Often I want to say something, but I do not. I feel. 
it's because of TJ¥ accent. ~ Engl.ish is not as good 
as others and I feel. uncomfortabl.e to speak [out]. 
'!'hey might think I'm not [capabl.e of] understanding the 
issues [we are discussing]. And sometimes I can't find 
the words to say what I ... mean. 

Another visa student, from a devel.oping nation, pursuing a 

degree in the Sciences, el.aborates on this issue. 
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Sometimes if you have the question you need to think 
about how to point it out in Engl.ish so that the 
professor understand[s] your question. And also 
sometimes maybe when you ask the questions, [the] 
professor cannot [understand what you mean]. I know 
most foreign stucient[s] have this problem, especially 
the students [from my country] . 

STYLES OF DRESS 

Styles of dress are also eval.uative cues as to who 

"bel.oogs" and who "does not bel.ong" in academia. Some men and 

women feel. that the way one dresses conveys authority and that 

some types of dress are not appropriate for graduate school. 

One Canadian man gives his view of this issue. He rel.ates his 

own experiences to cl.ass. 

I found if I wore a jacket, which is a very smal.l 
change, I woul.d be treated differently. Coll.eagues and 
professors would C'~ent on how good I was looking, and 
presumably how I was doing financially. I suppose I 
can afford to buy this jacket because I'm middl.e-class. 
I think some other students of poorer backgrounds may 
not be able to do this. But I think it's interesting 
that some students with much wealthier backgrounds 
[than mysel.fJ woul.d dress l.ike sl.obs and they would be 
regarded with l.ess respect. 

One woman from a developing nation, studying in the Sciences, 

gives her opinion of what she believes to be "inappropriate" 

attire for graduate school. She says: 

As an undergrad[uate], I used to dress in a manner 
which I fel. t was original.. And I knew nobody else wore 
these cl.othes I wore in the science classes. I would 
wear short slti.rts sometimes. And for a l.ong time I was 
aware that it was probl.ematic. I felt students and 
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professors were evaluating me. I'm older now, so I 
don't go for the really wild things anymore. And I 
don't think that's appropriate for grad[uate] school. 

This student goes on to describe the elq)eriences of a fellow 

graduate student who did not dress "appropriately." She has 

this to say: 

There was this really beautiful woman who was doing a 
degree here. She would wear skirts, sometimes kind of 
short. I think a lot of male students and some 
professors noticed her body more than the fact that she 
was also a very good student. So if you dress like 
that, you can't seem to avoid that kind of reaction. 
I don't know if you would call this kind of thing class 
related or what. But I guess the professors have an 
easier time relating to someone who is more normal 
looking. If I'd been wearing mini-skirts or a mohawk 
or something, it might have made an iJIIpression on them 
in the wrong way. 

One Canadian woman recalls an instance in which a class-mate 

did not know how to play the "middle-class game" in terms of 

dress. She comments as follows: 

There was a student here one time who was a friend of 
mine. She was of a working-class background like 
myself. But there were a lot of "middle-class games" 
she didn't know how to play. I already mentioned that 
she did not know how to speak to professors and 
students, so she would end up in a lot of arguments. 
But she also did not know how to dress. She would wear 
these sort of old looking, hippy-type clothing. I 
don't know how much of it was that she could not afford 
other clothes and how much of it was that she actually. 
liked this style [of dress]. Other students and 
professors would always look at her in a sort of 
disgusted or evaluative manner. I mean, it didn't 
bother me [that she wore those types of clothes]. But 
I think you have to dress a certain way if you want to 
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convey authority and [if you want to] get any kind of 
respect. That's just the way it is. 

The next section considers classroom dynamics in the 

construction of knowledge. 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF mPWr.!IDGE 

The production and distribution of ideas are regul.ated 

by powerful people. These people claim the right to define 

what is appropriate, legitimate, important thought (Mackie, 

1988:7). Carol Schick addresses this issue: 

The male domination of interpretive thought found at 
Canadian universities is indeed pervasive. Such 
factors as the curricul.um, the method of instruction, 
the sex of the instructor, the organization of the 
department, and the structure of the university all 
contribute to the reproduction of Anglo, Western, male, 
middle-class, thought... . The intexpretation of texts 
and contexts ... is nowhere more problematic than in the 
classroom, where the method of teaching becomes part of 
the information that is taught. In many ways the 
classroom interaction, the structure, and the implicit 
philosophy is at least as important for the learner as 
the curriculum (1994:18-19). 

The next section will explore students' accounts of the 

constraints and freedoms they ezperienced in the production of 

knowledge in graduate classrooms. 

CONSTRAINT 

Some students offer accounts of how they felt 
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constrained in their speech and/or writing. They suggest that 

there were attempts to refute what were considered to be their 

"feminist viewpoints." One Canadian woman has this to say: 

My research deal.s with women. So I [picked cl.asses 
taught by] professors who [I felt would] agree with me. 
In the case where [I had a disagreement with a 
professor], one of the main causes of our disagreement 
was [over] the issue of feminist studies. And yeah, 
I think the guy [is] a raving sezist. Be does malte a 
distinction between how he treats men and women in the 
classroom.. 

Another Canadian woman tell.s a simil.ar tal.e. Ber experience 

involves other students. 

I found there was a l.ot of strife [in cl.assroams] as 
a result of where I stood in terms of feminism. I 
think a l.ot of it arose out of ignorance and fear, 
rather than any real. difference of opinion... As 
soon as people, especially men, hear the term 
"feminism," or perceive that your argument is a 
"feminist argument," they're already up in arms to 
argue with you. I think the term has a lot of negative 
connotations attached to it. When I think back, it was 
mostly men that I argued with. 

Some women tol.d of confl.icts that were not necessaril.y 

rel.ated to "feminist issues." One woman from. a devel.oping 

nation says: 

I think they [my cl.assroom experiences] may not be 
completely typical. I mean, I've heard a few other 
peopl.e who have expressed frustration, or difficulty, 
especially with gender issues and feeling that they're 
not free to do what they want or say what they want 
because they're women. I mean I hear quite a bit of 
that. 
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However, some women attribute their experiences to their 

location in a gender, as well as in a racial and/or class 

hierarchy. One woman, a visa student from a developing nation 

has this to say: 

My department is composed of what I guess you'd call a 
typical "white, male camp." I know I've often felt 
like an intruder, especially in class discussions. 
When I would try to interject anything related to my 
own experiences as a person of colour, sometimes I 
would sense that they did not regard what I was saying 
as important. I guess this has to do with race on the 
one hand. Because this subject area was created and 
designed for the Western, white male. Most of what has 
been written was produced by this same group of people. 
What I can't figure out though is how much of this has 
to do with gender. There are only a few women in my 
ciepartlllent. Sometimes I felt that my male colleagues 
were arguing with me just to prove that their thinking 
is superior. 

A canadian woman, belonging to a visible minority group, 

offers her view of this issue. She says: 

Well, when I started critiquing and challenging their 
[professors' 1 assumptions, they would get so upset they 
would walk out, storm out, because I was challenging 
their divine right, as white people, to define the 
world around them, including mine and every other 
person' s, including women... By and large, there 
were a lot of good people. But again, it was obscured 
in a lot of jargon that was middle-class, white 
discourse that had little to do with any realities I 
was interested in. So I just went along with it .... 
It has to do with racism and sexism. They're just as 
powerfully effective in silencing you and demeaning and 
intimidating you. 

She continues to ezplain that, not only was her spoken word 
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neqated, but so was her riqht to construct written material 

based on her culture. She said that in some of her written 

work she felt compelled to use "white people's text and 

lanquaqe" to make sure that she received qood qrades. 

Similarly, a Canadian woman says that in an oral 

examination she felt that she had to answer in a manner which 

she knew the professor would favour. Her primary qoal was to 

ensure that she would pass. She links her experience to 

qender and class differences. She states: 

As far as the conflict I qot into with [this 
particular] professor, absolutely [class and qender 
were factors], because he, as a professional, upper­
middle-class, male, ... has a completely different 
ezperience than I as a workinq-class female from the 
prairies has. Be just does not see women's work the 
way I do. In my oral testinq he qave me that question 
and I was forced to answer in his terms to make sure I 
did well. 

~norities also offer accounts of havinq their 

ezperiences and their interests neqated, and sometimes not 

reqarded as leqitimate or valid. They perceive the reasons to 

be due either to the lack of experience of the professor or to 

the narrow focus of the course content. One man, a visa 

student from a developinq nation, describes his ezperience: 

In a course that I took, I was very disappointed in the 
pro-British focus. I fiqured that this is a very 
international university and there would be numerous 
writers and researchers of different backqrounds. I 
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was wondering about minority wri tars. Where were they? 

Another visa student, from a deve10ping nation, recounts her 

experience. She says: 

There is difficul.ty in writing either because the 
professor does not have that experience or is not 
interested. So you fu1 back on Western ways of 
ana1yzing things. 

Another woman, who be10ngs to a visib1e minority group, has a 

simd1ar ta1e to te11. 

In [one particul.ar] course I took, the professor did 
not know what to say about a book we were studying. 
He needed an African background to teach it. He cou1d 
not teach it proper1y and he 1eft us hanging, with a 
10t of questions unanswered. In a course on women I 
had a simd1ar experience. We did things 1ike women and 
ageism, but they were a1ways hand1ed from a white 
woman's perspective. It was 1ike---"We11, today we're 
dea1ing with women of c010ur! 11 (sarcastica11y) 

Some students who do not be10ng to minority groups uso 

fee1 that professors possess great power in determining which 

ideas are seen as 1egitimate and credib1e or at 1east more 

1egi timate and credib1e than other ideas. This is often 

accomp1ished using the technique of "gent1e persuasion. 11 One 

Canadian man comments as f011ows: 

I fe1t sometimes that the professors had a very 
specific idea of what the answer shou1d be, especia11y 
in [my discip1ine] ... a very conservative discip1ine. 
I think they wcul.d frame questions that to their minds 
had a very specific answer. But it wasn't rea11y a 
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political answer, it was just an intellectual answer. 
There was no real limit on the freedom of e3pression of 
ideas, but there was a sense that certain ideas were 
more "correct" than others. 

A Canadian woman gives her view: 

Some professors' angles more than others colour a lot 
of the discussion. You are not forced but "encouraged" 
to stick to these angles in discussions and papers. 
And you will follow what you believe they will favour, 
because you want to get good marks. 

FLEXIBILITY 

It is interesting to note that there are also a number 

of accounts of flexibility in the production of knowledge 

within the classroom. Even in the case of the visa student 

from a developing nation who was disappointed by the narrow 

focus of course tests, the end results were positive. He 

comments on how he influenced his professor: 

As I said, I was very disappointed in the course 
materials offered in that class. But the limited 
reading materials e3posed me to how institutions can 
marginalize other people. On the bright Side, I asked 
my professor if I could study some authors of my choice 
and I was allowed. The following year I noticed that 
some of the texts I had read and used in the term paper 
were added to this course list of required tests. It 
was great to s_ these minority authors added. I can't 
help but f_l that my objections had something to do 
with this. 

Similarly, in the case where a woman belonging to a visible 

minority group felt that at times, a professor did not have 
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the knowledge to teach a particular course, she was also 

allowed to go beyond required texts and choose her own 

materials. She comments as follows: 

[That particular] course was the only course I ever 
ezperienced where I just studied what I wanted to study 
all year. And it was just really neat. And I could 
really identify with these experiences. 

Some of the accounts offered by students are indicative 

of how some students can feel a sense of liberation in 

influencing course materials, while at the same time others 

feel constrained. One Canadian man says: 

I think that the professors I had were fair. Not 
surprisingly, they chose a great deal of the required 
books, but I had a fair bit of input my myself. On the 
whole, I'd say they were pretty lenient. And the texts 
covered a wide range of topics. 

Another Canadian man gives a similar view. He comments: 

The materials for my courses covered a broad range of 
topics. I was pleased with the topics anyway. I was 
also allowed to choose a number of books myself. So 
the whole experience was good. 

However, a Canadian woman gives an opposing view. 

I think the lists [of required readings] were quite 
rigid. 1: did not have much input myself. I would have 
liked to see more reading about working-class 
ezperiences and women's ezperiences. But we're dealing . 
with male professors, who are middle- or upper-class. 
They believe certain topics must be covered. And these 
topiCS don't include some of the things that I'm 
interested in. 
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Another Canadian woman makes the followinq comment: 

The materials for my courses could have covered a wider 
ranqe of topics. The focus was pretty narrow. I wish 
tha t I could have added. more books about women's 
history. But there are so many other topics that 
professors feel are important to cover that you don't 
have much say. A lot of this has to do with how 
professors structure their courses. One px:ofessox: gave 
his students thirty books to read instead of sizty. 

We now consider the significance of the relative sizes of 

groups for the dynamics of race, class and qender. 

THE POWER OF NUMBERS 

Accordinq to Georqe Simmsl (1977:208), the significance 

of nmnbA..rs for social life is that "numerical shifts tx:ansfox:m 

social life." In other words, in any qiven social situation, 

the dominant characteristics of the majority will allow the 

majority to have contx:ol and power over that situation. 

Shifts in the proportion of majority to minority may result in 

shifts of the distribution of power. Rosabeth Kanter has 

w:ritten about the social relations between men and women in 

larqe corporations'. She discusses the issue of the imbalance 

of power between majorities and minorities. She comments as 

follows: 

The presence of a person ox: two bearing a different set 
of social characteristics increases the self­
consciousness of the numerical dominant population and 
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the consciousness of observers about what makes a 
doudnant class. They become both aware of their 
commonalities and their differences from the token, and 
to preserve their commonality they try to keep the 
token slightly outside, to offer a boundary for the 
doudnant (Kanter, 1977:10-11). 

indeed, one Canadian woman describes the unfolding of 

her consciousness of the plight of m.inori ties. She makes the 

following comment: 

i was never really aware of the difficulties of my 
female colleagues who are not white. As i' ve discussed 
before, I know that women as a class, we have 
difficulty in engaging in a sort of argumentative 
approach to discussion. But i have come to realize 
through a friend of m.ine, who is a woman of colour, 
that she has to deal with the extra factor of race. 
She was in a couple of my classes. In the first one 
we took together, she was one of two women of colour. 
She did not say much, and when i asked her why, she 
said that she did not feel that the issues related to 
her experiences. She also said that the times she's 
tried to bring her own opinions into class discussions 
she would be attacked... But i did not really 
understand what she was saying until we took a 
particular class dealing with women, together. Because 
there were more women in this class, I think we all 
fel t we could speak more. i also noticed that the 
women of colour in the class were more than anxious to 
lend their own opinions and ~riences. 

Some minority students perceive that their numbers have 

implications for the legitimacy and importance attributed by 

others to their voices in the classroom. They also feel that 

their numbers have implications for their own willingness to 

have their voices heard. "Minori ty mE!!IIbA..rs have potential 
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al.l.ies among each other, can form coalitions, and can affect 

the culture of the group" (Kanter, 1977:9). One Canadian 

woman, who belongs to a visLble minority group, comments on 

this issue. She says: 

All the stuff they had [class curricul.UIIl] was written 
by white mal.es. So they were basicall.y in power and 
control, and didn't have any room to hear the voices of 
other alternative views. Sometimes I would say what I 
thought. But sometimes I would hold back, because I 
didn't have the patience or energy to engage in yet 
another argument. .. . I'm always frustrated at having 
to defend what I see essentially as my identity, my 
very essence. 

Another woman, who bel.ongs to a v:isLble minority group, had a 

s.imi.l.ar experience. 

What composed the negatives of the classroom was just 
that sort of fee1:ing of kind of not being able to speak 
total.l.y freel.y. The frustration of that course was 
pretty big. I don't know [she reflects], yeah, I like 
the professor. I don't know if it is a personal. thing 
but l.:ike I say, just being the only brown person :in the 
cl.ass, al.ways ... made me inhib:ited .... 

A further exper:ience is related by another woman, a v:isa 

student, who also belongs to a v:isLble minority group. She 

makes the fol.l.owing comment: 

When there is at least one other visa student :in the 
class, you're recognized more. Just the presence of 
another makes you feel. different, as you al.ways feel 
[that] some peopl.e don't understand you. .. . If you're 
stating an opinion, sometimes that other visa student 
can lend a hand in E!lIPlaininq it. I think somehow this 
lends more cred.ibili ty to what you're saying. 
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In the Sc:i.ences, the presence of larger numbers of 

m:i.nor:i.ty students leads SQ1lle students to be1:i.eve that there :i.s 

less tens:i.on :i.n the classroom. One Canad:i.an man, work:i.ng :i.n 

the Sc:i.ences has this to say: 

I have not w:i.tnessed any k:i.nd of confl:i.ct :i.n the 
classroom that was caused by rac:i.al factors. I th:i.nk 
that th:i.s :i.s because the Sc:i.ences are [h:i.ghly] 
:i.nternat:i.onal. So race :i.s not an :i.ssue :i.n the 
classroom. .. . Every other person :i.n the classroom :i.s 
from sQ1llewhere other than Canada, or at least :i.s not of 
wh:i. te background. 

One Canad:i.an woman, study:i.ng :i.n the Sciences, vo:i.ces a s:i.m:i.lar 

op:i.n:i.on. She says: 

There are a lot of fore:i.gn professors and students [:i.n 
the Sc:i.ences]. And professors are used to dealing w:i.th 
all kinds of backgrounds. I can't even think of who :i.s 
wh:i.te or not wh:i.te. I really have to th:i.nk. 

Another sc:i.ence student, a v:i.sa student from a develop:i.ng 

nat:i.on has a s:i.m:i.lar percept:i.on of the s:i.tuat:i.on. 

Over half of the student[s] :i.n my programme are [of my 
ethnic background]. So th:i.s [race] :i.s not a factor :i.n 
the classroom. [People of my background] have done 
good work :i.n the past too. So the professors have no 
problem. 

PERSONALITY 

Some students perce:i.ve that personal:i.ty can play an 

:i.mportant part :i.n shaping the:i.r EDper:i.ences. One Canad:i.an man 

g:i.ves the follow:i.ng account: 
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I think that my persona1ity and the persona1ity of a11 
graduate students has a 10t to do with the qua1ity of 
our eJrperiences. If you have an attitude that says you 
don't l=ea11y want to be hel=e, Ol= if you get into 
al=guments with your pl=ofessol=s and othel= students, 
you're not going to have a good ezpel=ience. 

Some students be1ieve that, in addition to race, c1ass and 

gendel=, persona1ity is important in shaping ezperiences. One 

Canadian woman states: 

I think that this guy [the professor] is a sez:i.st. But 
I a1so think that persona1ity has a 10t to do with our 
argument. Our pel=sona1i ties are quite diffel=ent. 

One man, a visa student from a deve10ping nation, working in 

the Sciences gives his opinion. 

I think accents are part of the reason peop1e don't 
speak out. It a1so depends on the persona1ity of 
peop1e. Like there is one gir1, she's in ... the 
programllle with me. In [a particu1ar c1ass we have 
together}, she neVel= ta1k[sl [1ike myse1fl. So I can't 
say it's just because of my 1anguaqe, or because in ~ 
case she's a woman. It's persona1ity as we11. 

Other students, who describe eJrperiences that they fee1 

al=e shaped by qendel=, l=ace and c1ass, sometimes fa11 back on 

persona1ity as the more important e1ement in the ezp1anation 

of these events. One Canadian woman gives such an account. 

I think my eJrperiences wel=e more persona1ity-based than 
gender-based. Some pl=ofessors simp1y structure theil= 
courses diffel=entiy than othel=s. 

One woman visa student from a deve10ping nation, working in 
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the Sciences, gives her view of the relationship between 

personality and women's speech patterns. 

I think men have an easier time speaking in class. 
Women worry about what others w1.ll th1.nk. Th1.s 1.s 
because of difference[s] in personality, not gender. 

The next section will ezplore how factors such as race, class 

and gender affect students' exper1.ences as teach1.ng 

ass1.stants. 

WOlUUNG AS A TEACHING ASSISTANT 

This sect1.on ezplores the exper1.ences of those graduate 

students who work as teaching assi.stants 1.n undergraduate 

classrooms. Some students feel that race, class and gender 

also shape the1.r experiences as teaching ass1.stants. 

Furthennore, the dynamics of race, class and gender have 

~lications for the construct1.on of knowledge. 

CUES AND SYMBOLS OF BELONGING 

AUTBORI'l'Y 

Some students perceive that women have greater 

diff1.culty establ1.sh1.ng their authority in tutorials. Some 

women also feel that men have less difficulty controll1.ng 

their classes. One Canadian man comments as follows: 

I have heard from female colleagues about situations 
that I don't thi.nk I would be put in. I've heard from 
a few female colleagues that they think that because 
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they're smal.l.er or women, certain students think they 
can come in and bl.uff their way through situations. 
[They have] this minor bul.l.ying going on that I woul.d 
never have to deal. with. So in that sense, there coul.d 
be a difference [between men and women's experiences 
as teaching assistants] . 

One woman, a visa student from a devel.oping nation al.so 

discusses this issue. 

I've had this discussion with other women col.l.eagues 
about teaching undergraduates. And, at one time or 
another, we have al.l. fel.t that students react towards 
us in a negative manner because we are women. For 
exampl.e, the odd time I've fel.t that a mal.e student is 
arguing with me just for the sake of argument, or at 
l.east trying to assert his power over me. I al.so think 
that both mal.e and femal.e [undergraduate] students 
question femal.e Iteaching assistants'] abil.i ty to teach 
to a greater extent than mal.es. [For exampl.e], when I 
grade papers I find I have more students coming to 
question me about their marks than my mal.e col.l.eagues 
in my office. 

Another Canadian woman al.so suggests that students are more 

wil.l.ing to question a woman's credibil.ity than a man's 

credibil.ity as a teaching assistant. She has this to say: 

A l.ot of women tal.k about things l.ike marks and 
students real.l.y bickering over marks and not being 
happy. And, you know, they're getting the sense that 
this person is real.l.y chal.l.enging their authority... . 
I have fel.t this way at times mysel.f... So I feel. 
that being a woman does affect the teaching ezperience 
for sure. 

However, minority students al.so have to deal. with the extra 

factor of race. One woman visa student from a devel.oping 



134 

nation, discusses the question:i.ng of her authority and relates 

her experiences to race and also to gender. She comments: 

Especially at the beginn:i.ng of a school term, I have 
sensed that students are not used to a black. person as 
a figure of authority. At least not at the front of a 
classroom. In the first few moments I walk in, I see 
the surprised looks on their faces. Some also have a 
questioning look as if they want to ask, "Are you sux:e 
you're the teaching assistant?" I remember one time, 
it was the first day of class, and a student poked her 
head in my classroom dux:ing the class and said nOh I 
must have the wrong classroom." The next week she 
showed up and said, "Oh I didn't realize the tutorials 
were on Tuesday" as if she thought I had not .remembered 
her from the week before. I think students are just 
not used to a black person as an authority figux:e. 
This, compounded with being a woman, makes it worse. 

A male visa student from a devel.oping nation recal.ls a simil.ar 

experience. Be says: 

I think they [the students in my class] were surprised 
to see a man from my country teaching a course on a 
Western topic. They believe that only Americans or 
Canadians are competent to teach. 

TYPES OF DRESS 

Styles of dress and appearance are also eval.uated by 

graduate students and undergraduate students. Graduate 

students perceive that undergraduate students are more l.ikely 

to respect teaching assistants who dress "appropriatel.y." A 

Canadian man discusses dress and authority. Be comments as 

fol.l.ows: 
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I give a seminar on T .A. ['l'eaching Assistantship 
Training] Day on how to dress. I think it's important 
to dress wel.l, especially the first few tilDes. Because 
these days authority is cheap, and we need to get a 
hold of as many of the trappings of authority as 
possible. This is important for both men an women. 
You want to convey authority. And whether you be a man 
or a woman in a t.a. [teaching aSSistantship] position, 
your ability to project authority can become 
established quickly depending on how you do it. This 
goes for the graduate classroom and graduate school in 
general. I have seen people who dress outlandishly or 
poorly, and others look at them as if they're strange. 
It's all about respect. 

Another man, a visa student from a developing nation, working 

in the Sciences gives his views on "appropriate" dress. 

I think that t.a.s [teaching assistants] should not 
dress in certain ways. Like I see guys [teaching 
assistants] going to class in ripped jeans. Although 
they tell me this is [the current] style! (Be laughs.) 
Students will not respect you if you dress like this. 
Women, in particular, should dress [well]. I mean, I 
have women friend[s] who tell me they have [a 
difficult] time controlling the class. So they should 
not dress in things like short skirt[s] or they should 
not wear heavy make up. '!'he class will not listen to 
them then. 

One woman from a developing nation, has a similar view of the 

situation. 

I take particular care with what I wear, especially on 
those days that I teach. I feel that men are ready to 
insult [you] and [to] test your authority any chance· 
they get. The last thing I want to do is to give them 
an extra tool to use. I mean, I would not wear 
anything too short or too tight. I have a friend who 
sometimes dresses in this manner, and she has been 
asked out a couple of times by her students. She's 
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sort of disturbed by this, because she says it makes 
her feel. as if they don't see her as authoritative, 
since they feel. they can approach her in that manner. 
I tol.d her maybe she shoul.d not dress the way she does. 
But I don't think she feel.s this has anything to do 
wi th it. I certainly do. 

However, one woman belonging to a visible lIlinori ty group, 

perceives that often ezperiences in tutorial.s are not just 

based on one factor, but on many. Gender, race, dress and 

appearance can all be :important. 

Yeah, I think being a woman, being a person of col.our 
affects my experience of teaching. I feel. when I first 
come into a room of students I don't know, it takes a 
littl.e while before they sort of ... (she can't seem to 
find the words to express what she means). I've heard 
this from other women, that they have to establish 
credi.bili ty. They really have to establish that first, 
where a man entering the room has that just by the dint 
of being a man. He walks in and already they're ready 
to give him credence because he has the authority of 
being male. Whereas being a woman of colour, I feel. 
this is not the case. I don't have the long flowing 
hair, and I often dress differentl.y than they would be 
used to. 

Age is a further criterion by which one can be judged 

by the students in one's tutorial.. Only women address this 

issue One Canadian woman comments as follows: 

I think my age and expertise has a lot to do with the 
acceptance of my authority in the classroom. I mean, 
I was an el.ementary school. teacher for many years. 
I've taught many tutorials and sessional.s. I also have 
a grown child. So there is nothing that these students 
can throw at me that woul.d embarrass me or bewilder me. 
The students learn fairl.y quickly that I'm not to be 
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messed with. I think this is an advantage I have over 
younger women. In the past, when I've taught 
sessionals, I have had younger women who do tutorials 
for me come to me about the prob1em of authority and 
contro1 in the classroom. I try to give them advice on 
how to establish their authority. 

One woman, who belongs to a visible minority group, a visa 

student from a deve10ping nation, presents a similar argument, 

but also relates her ezperience to her class position. She 

has this to say: 

I know that other students who are people of colour, 
especially women, have t01d me that they feel their 
students do not give them respect. I really don't know 
how students feel about my racial background. At 1east 
none of them have been open about it. But I've often 
thought that my age has a lot to do with the ability 
I have to exert control over my students, and also to 
receive respect from them. You can physically see that 
I am much older than a lot of t.a.s [teaching 
assistants]. I think in the students' minds, age is a 
sign of wisdom. Another thing is that I come from a 
middle-class background. In my home country, the 
middle class live side by side with the so called 
working class. So I am able to cross the boundaries 
quite easily. I can deal with and relate to students 
of any background. 

A Canadian woman adds her thoughts. She says: 

I find as I age, male students question my authority 
much less. (She laughs.) I think that students just 
equate wisdom and authority with age. I still have the 
odd battle wi.th men who want to show me who is boss. 
But these instances are very infrequent now. I think 
I've also became more diplomatic in how I state things. 
This is something that is not a forte of the working 
c1ass. If you just blurt out things, especially if 
they relate to touchy or highly controversia1 topics, 
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students will be on you in a second. I've been away 
from my working-class family since my early teens. So 
my lessons in middle-class mannerisms began a long time 
ago. Don't forget, I worked in offices for many years 
too. But academia has made me more aware of carrying 
myself in a certain manner to get approval or to win 
respect. 

ACCENT 

One's accent can also affect how one is judged as a 

teaching assistant by students in tutorials. Some graduate 

students feel that their accents hinder communication with the 

students they teach. One man, a visa student from a 

developing nation, comments: 

Sometime[s] it takers] a while to understand what the 
student is trying to say to me. Sometime[s] I take a 
while to understand the student. I wish my English was 
better so I could help them to understand the issuers] 
better. Most [students] are patient but some seem 
frustrated when they [have to] repeat themsel [ves] . 
But I feel bad, mostly for them. 

Another visa student, a woman from a developing nation, 

studying :in the Sciences, gives a similar opinion. She says: 

I think my English has improve[d] since I c[a]me here. 
But student [s] still have [a] hard time understanding 
me. I think they still learn the material. But we 
spend [aJ lot of time just trying to understand each 
other. I think some of them feel I do not know the 
material. I would like to be able to communicate 
better so I could be more helpful to them. 

Another visa student, a man from a developing nation, pursuing 

a degree in the Sciences, recounts his e2pP.rience. Be has the 
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fol.l.owing to say: 

The bad thing about my accent is teaching the 
student[s] • I often feel. embarrassed when I cannot 
understand what [the] student is saying to me. I feel. 
bad too when I cannot ezpress what I have to say in a 
way they can understand. Most student[s] have been 
nice. But one time a student compl.ained to [the] 
professor. Be said he was frustrated that he cou1d not 
understand me. And he said he fel.t I did not know 
what I was dOing. That bother[ed] me, because I did 
know. 

One Canadian man sheds l.ight on this issue. 

I real.ize that I might have an advantage over those 
teaching assistants who do not speak Engl.ish as 
fl.uentl.y as I do. I've had col.l.eagues who have accents 
tel.l. me of their probl.ems in cC'mmnnjcation with their 
students because of their accents. I've al.so had 
undergraduate students come and compl.ain to me about 
t.a. 's [teaching assistants] who have accents. Some 
want _ to cl.arify something that they fel.t their 
teaching assistant did not ezpl.ain wel.l.. Bowever, I 
often suggest they go to their assigned t. a. [teaching 
assistant] and work it out with him or her. 

THE CONS'rRUCTION OF XN9WT·ET>GE 

If there is any questiOning of the authority of the 

tutorial. l.eader, it is women, not men, who are questioned. 

What does this ~ for the construction of knowl.edqe? Since 

men' s ideas (and even their presence) are more often regarded 

as l.egitimate and important, this means that students give 

them more authority to define what is l.egitimate and 
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important. According to Dorothy Sm:i.th, (1991:246), if women 

have less authority they have less power in the construotion 

of knowledqe. The fo~ of knowledqe and the process whereby 

knowledqe is construoted will oontinue to be predominantly 

"male. " And any attempt to neqate these types will be judqed 

as not credible or less credible. Schick cQDDDents: 

The mascu1inist interpretation of know1edqe and 
practioe at the university has so suooessfully 
projeoted its own ways of seeing sooial reality that 
its view is aocepted as OOllllllOn sense and as part of the 
natural order (1994:7). 

White women who teach and oonstruot knowledqe about 

m:i.nority issues are sometimes questioned and ohallenqed by 

some m:i.nori ty underqraduate students. In other words, these 

students raise the question of whether one should or should 

not be teaching about experiences that one can never 

oompletely experience oneself. One Canadian woman has this to 

say: 

I have been a teaching assistant for various olasses. 
So I've had to teaoh some issues about m:i.nori ties, 
mostly in relation to women of m:i.nority status. I have 
had professors and oolleaques ask me if I feel I should 
be teaohinq about issues that pertain to realities that 
are not my own. I say that I have no problem with 
this, because in today' s society, having a white woman 
makinq others aware of the inequalities that m:i.norities 
faoe is a qood thing. I'm not saying that m:i.norities 
have no power in dealing with their problems. But 
having a white woman on their side can add strength to 
their battle. 
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Another Canadi.an woman has a similar opinion. She comments as 

follows: 

I have taught as a teaching assistant and as a 
sessional instructor. As a sessional instructor, I 
often incorporate issues of race in my curriculum. As 
a teaching assistant, I was never required to di.scuss 
issues about race. But I would raise them myself in 
tutorials. I want my students to realize that there 
are other realities out there other than their own. 
One t~ a colleague of mine sat in on a few tutorial 
sessions. He asked me if I felt I had the right or the 
authority to raise issues of which I do not have first 
hand elq)erience. I said that there are many other 
issues that do not relate to race of which I can never 
have di.rect elq)9rience but I teach those. I also said 
that you have to be careful when teaching issues 
pertaining to race. You have to be aware that you are 
not an authority. And in a class full of white 
students you have to make this clear. 

However, one woman who belongs to a visible minority group, 

bel.ieves that having minority issues di.scussed by a person who 

does not bel.ong to a minority group can have its 

di.sadvantaqes. She says: 

I taught for a particular professor one semester. He 
chose to have his students study a book by a minority 
group author who wrote about his elq)eriences. I was 
real.l.y upset that semester because he di.d not teach 
this book properl.y. He took it total.l.y out of context, 
and he di.d not understand at al.l, the points the author 
was trying to make. I told my students that I have 
another opinion about the book. I don't know if the 
professor will hear about this. And if he does, I 
don't know what wil.l be the end resul.t. But I could 
not just sit back and have what I consider my real.ity 
and elq)eriences fal.sel.y interpreted and worse yet told 
to l.arqe numbers of students. I think it's good that 
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he wants to add issues of race to the course but he has 
made me wonder if non-minority teachers shou1d teach 
our stuff if they don't rea11y understand where we're 
coming from. 

A Canadian woman offers another e x amp1e of the disadvantages 

of teaching about issues re1ating to minorities. She says: 

Being a non-m:i.nority [person] teaching minority issues 
can have its advantages. I think that a c1ass fu11 of 
whites might fee1 more comfortab1e dea1ing with issues 
of racia1 oppression and discrimination if a white 
person addresses these issues. Coming from a minority, 
they might fee1 attacked or in some way uncomfortab1e. 
On the other hand, sometimes if you have a 10t of 
students of co1our in the c1ass, there is some 
resentment on a white person standing there ta1king to 
them about racism. I had a friend, who is a1so white, 
who had this ezperience. A student came up to her and 
said that she resented having a white person teaching 
the course. 

PERSONALITY 

Some students fee1 that the persona1ity of the teaching 

assistant is an important factor in the undergraduate 

c1assroom. One Canadian woman has this to say: 

I think the persona1ity of teaching assistants has a 
10t to do with the interactions and enjoyment of the 
teaching experience. Some of my co11eagues are quite 
dismissive of undergraduate students. And some act as 
if they resent the "incompetence" of their students. 
I think this type of attitude wi11 1ead to 1ack of 
enjoyment of teaching. It can a1so 1ead to tensions in 
the c1assroom. Some professors and students seem to 
recoi1 from the ethnic mix of [students in this city] . 
But I think it makes it kind of fun. 

Another Canadian woman, studying for a degree in the Sciences, 
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gives a similar opinion. She comments as follows: 

I enjoy teaching undergraduates. I know some of my 
colleagues don't. But I think their personalities 
prevent their enjoyment. Some of them just see it as 
a burden and something extra they have to do. Some of 
them don't seem to have much respect for the 
undergraduates, like they're superior or something. 

Some students feel that personality is an even more 

important factor than race, class and gender in shaping 

teaching mrperiences. One Canadian man says: 

While I think race and gender and class can have an 
ilIIpact on the teaching eJq>erience, I think personality 
has a lot more to do with it. From what I've heard 
from other colleagues, it's their own attitudes that 
lead to positive interaction or negative interaction in 
classrooms. Undergraduates are not stupid. If you 
don't really want to be teaching, they will pick up on 
that. 

One woman, a visa student from Europe, offers a similar 

comment: 

Teaching is fun. At least that is how I see it. I know 
others don't enjoy [teaching}. And some of my female 
colleague[s] tell me they have problem[s] with men 
because they are women. But I think their approach and 
their attitude has a lot more to do with their 
trouble[s] than sexism or gender or what have you. 

ANALYSIS 

THE DYNAMICS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 

As was mentioned earlier, students display various 
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degrees of consciousness of race, class and gender. In some 

instances, age is also a factor. In some cases, it is 

difficult for students to separate out the relative importance 

of these factors in shaping their experiences. Furthexmore, 

the dynamics of consciousness have implications for the 

construction of knowledge. We have seen cases where students 

both accept and reject domi.nant ideologies. Some explanations 

for challenging the system were offered in the previous 

chapter. For example, the location of some students in the 

gender, race, and class hierarchy leads to a special 

consciousness of the ineqpalities in academia and, therefore, 

to a questioning of the system. In addition, the greater 

consciousness of these concepts of humanities and social 

science students as compared to science students was 

attributed to differential ezposure to social issues. Science 

students are not ezposed to subject matter that would 

sensitize them to these issues. Let us now consider those who 

do not challenge the system. 

It is obvious that some students do not perceive that 

there is anything wrong with the current system. However, 

even some who do realize that the dominant ideologies 

governing academic life may support and condone in~lities, 

do not challenge the system. What is the cOJlDllOn thread that 
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encourages all students (desp:ite the:ir vary:ing levels of 

consciousness) to support the system? It:is the :importance of 

the academic record. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ASSESSMENT AND THE ACADEMIC RECORD 

Students at all levels of educat:ion are taught that 

teachers' assessments of them are :important (Sanford, 

1976:v:i). Th:is:is called an academic record. The "academic 

:ident:ity" detezm:ines the content of the academic record 

(Sanford, 1976:9). Mark Sanford expla:ins the :importance of 

the academic :ident:i ty and the academic record for the student: 

The academic :ident:ity :is an :image of the student that 
makes up h:is personal reputat:ion as an apprent:ice and 
scholar. [It]:is ma:inly a record of off:ic:ial 
accompl:ishments, but :it also :includes more :informal 
judgments which are formed when the student performs 
before a group or a class or engages :in conversat:ion 
w:ith h:is professors. Th:is :ident:ity :is used to dec:ide 
how each student w:ill be rewarded; :it detezm:ines h:is 
su:itab:il:ity as a newly recruited graduate student, h:is 
eventual comparat:ive rank :in h:is department, and h:is 
placement after graduat:ion (1976:9). 

Thus, students may employ var:ious "system-beat:ing" strateg:ies 

(to be d:iscussed shortly) :in order to ensure favourable 

academic records (Sanford, 1976:3). Th:is type of behav:iour 

:ind:icates c9 dependence on the system, s:ince the student 

str:i ves to appear as :if hel she :is :in agree=ant w:i th the aims 
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of the institution (Sanford, 1976:3). It should be noted, 

however, that not all students will try to beat the system. 

Science students, in particular, are less likely to exhibit 

this kind of behaviour. The following discussion will explain 

this issue. 

DIFFERENTIAL VIEWS OF "OBJECTIVITY" 

The information which students receive about their 

performance varies widely in clarity and content. For 

esample, students in the physical sciences tend to have a 

clearer idea of their assessments, and the information that is 

comnn'nicated to them is fairl.y objective (Sanford, 1976: 9-10) . 

Sanford (1976: 10) discusses the situations of students in 

other fields: 

The quality of acac!emi c work in the humanities and 
social. sciences, on the other hand, more often all.ows 
for a variety of interpretations, and a graduate 
student in these fiel.ds of study may have considerabl.e 
difficulty in obtaining unequivocal cues from 
professors concerning his promise as a schol.ar and his 
relative standing in comparison to other students. 
Graduate students in these fields usual.l.y have a more 
difficul.t time l.earning esactl.y what the assessments of 
their abilities are, and thus are usually l.ess certain 
about their academic identities. 

Furthermore, a student in the physical. sciences achieves a 

greater awareness of his/her academic identity at an earl.ier 
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stage than those in other discipl.ines. This is partl.y because 

these students are channel.l.ed into independent research sooner 

(Sanford, 1976:11). "In some science departments students 

begin to do research allIlost i"""ediatel.y upon entrance, whereas 

in the humanities and social. sciences the opportunity to 

engage in special.ized research comes onl.y after two or three 

years of course work" (Sanford, 1976:10-11). 

In addition, students in the pbysical. sciences have 

l.ess distrust of the eval.uation system. 

science students interviewed by Sanford 

The majority of 

fel.t that the 

eval.uation of course work was based on cl.ear, quantitative 

criteria (1976:56). This is because examination in those 

fiel.ds general.l.y incl.ude probl.em sets which l.eave the 

professor l.ittl.e opportunity to empl.oy qual.itative criteria 

for assessment (Sanford, 1976:56). 

Another rel.ated issue is financial. support. Many 

science students are supported either by a fel.l.owsbip or by 

some other fO%m of institutional. financial. aid?> (Sanford, 

1976:81). Thus, grades and external. eval.uations did not 

affect whether a student woul.d be abl.e to finish the programme 

(Sanford, 1976:81). Most students are quite aware of the 

greater financial. support accorded to students in the physical. 

sciences. Consequentl.y, the winning of scbol.arships is 
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probably of greater importance to those in the humanities and 

social sciences. Since professors must offer rec()1ll1Dendations 

for a student to win a scholarship, humanities and social 

science students might be more careful in protecting their 

academic identities. "The implication is clear: a higher 

percentage of those who distrust the system try to beat the 

system" (Sanford, 1976:58). The student's main goal becomes 

the passing of exami nations rather than the acquiring of 

knowledge (Sanford, 1976:16). 

SYSTEM-BEATING STRATEGIES 

One strategy that can be used to obtain the favourable 

opinion of those in positions of control is simply to conform 

to their expectations. In graduate school, there are rules 

and regulations that indicate how a student should conduct 

his/her studies (Sanford, 1976: 16) . These include the 

requirements that a student must satisfy in order to gz:aduate. 

Some of these are the completion of required courses, the 

passing of preliminary examinations and the writing of a 

dissertation (Sanford, 1976:16). 

Another system-beating strategy is to conform to the 

opinions of others. "This conformity is not so much a 

response to social pressures as a tactic to influence social 
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responses: a student wi11 conform in order to appear 

attractive to professors" (Sanford, 1976:24). Sometimes it is 

necessary to accept professors' opinions. Grades are 

important in graduate schoo1, and professors often be1ieve 

that their own views are superior (Sanford, 1976:25). One 

student in an American study states, "X get the impression 

that, if X went against one of their ideas on an exam, X'd get 

marked down" (Sanford, 1976:26). Linda Carty reca11s an 

instance where she perceived that students did not cha1lenge 

a professor because of their concern over grades and 

assessment . 

... in the political science class ... though there were 
two Black.'" male graduate students sitting in on the 
course, they did not challenge the professor a11 year, 
nor did they support me when X did. Yet they would 
come to me after class to let me know that X had their 
support. . . Often we [Black women] have to work 
separately from Black men because, though we share a 
great deal as victims of racism, patriarchy allows 
them certain privi1eges which we are denied. Whatever 
those privileges were perceived by my male counterparts 
in that class, they were not about to risk them by 
getting on the wrong side of the professor. .. . Since 
they were being supervised in their graduate work by 
the same professor, they were in that c1ass for one 
reason, to fu1fill his expected wishes (1991:6). 

Xt would be wrong to believe that students a1ways agree 

with a professor's ideas in order to gain favourable 

eva1uations (Sanford, 1976:26). Students can truly respect 

the work, inSights and opinions of professors. Xn addition, 
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students who are system-beaters will not necessarily conform 

to the opinions of all professors, but more than likely they 

will conform to those who they perceive as being able to 

advance their careers (Sanford, 1976:26). 

PERSONALrTY 

The data reveal that some students perceive that 

personali ty is an important factor in shaping their 

exp<>.riences. rn fact, some students believe that personality 

is a more important factor than race, class and gender in 

shaping their experiences. rn these cases, personality is a 

perceptual filter that has been adopted through cultural 

practices. rt prevents students from seeing racism, sezism 

and classism. There are also instances in which students 

recount experiences that they perceive to involve racism, 

classism, or sexism. But they fall back on personality as an 

explanation. rn these cases, personality may be the strategy 

used by the individual to manage or deny unpleasant 

encounters. Another explanation might relate to Kadi 1 s 

concept of the nconquered self, n discussed in Chapter One. rf 

those who have been oppressed come to realize at some point 

that they have been oppressed, and even if they develop an 

awareness of the nature and source of this oppression, they 

can still vacillate between the new identity and the old 
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~dentity wh~ch has developed over many years. 

CONCLUSION 

The classroom ~s one avenue through w~ch knowledge ~s 

~ssem.inated. Accepted types of knowledge are to a large 

extent based on Western, middle-class, male ~deo1oqy (Sch~ck, 

1994:3). Those who occupy ~fferent pos~tions ~n the soc~a1 

h~erarchy often f~nd the~r real~t~es at odds w~th those 

def~ned by the dominant ~deoloqy as un~versa1. Sch~ck 

comments: 

... I saw that the ~vers~ty's def~tion of knowledge 
was not just racist or s~st, but ensured that 
marginalized voices could not speak in an~ng but 
previously defined roles. We cannot ~nterpret the 
world in ways that represent our ezperiences ~f the 
criteria for what ~s worth know~ng has already been set 
for us. Furthermore, ~f our interpretations are 
cateqor~cally defined as unacceptable and "other," then 
our otherness is also unacceptable (1994:4). 

This chapter has explored certain aspects of classroom 

dynamics through the examination of students' personal 

accounts and their subject~ve feelings about their 

e"tp4r~ences. As was mentioned earlier, students vary greatly 

~n the~r consc~ousness of the significance of gender, race and 

class. The ~cs of consciousness have implications for 
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the construction of knowledge. More specifically, students' 

consciousness of these issues will influence what they say in 

class and what they write in papers and in examinations. Some 

students conform to the dominant ideologies, while others 

choose to challenge them. Various reasons for the differences 

in consciousness of students were offered in the previous 

chapter. A number of reasons were put forward for students' 

acceptance and rejection of dominant ideologies. This chapter 

has elaborated on reasons for conforming to academic rules 

and regulations. Fear of receiving poor grades provides an 

incentive to abstain from challenging the system. This is the 

case even for the most radical and outspoken of students. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. Other students a1so mention the existence of competition in 
the c1assroom. They fee1 this is an attempt to score points 
for participation and/or to get into the good graces of the 
professor. 

2. As was mentioned ear1ier, a1though Kanter writes about men 
women in a corporation, her research resu1ts can 
extrap01ated to a11 large bureaucracies, even to 
universities. 

and 
be 

the 

3. This has a1so been documented in a Canadian study by Ella 
Baley (1989:33). 

4. As used here, the term "Bl.aclt" refers to people who are not of 
the white majority. This includes anyone not of Anglo-Saxon 
or European decent, for example, Ch; nese and Latin Americans. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE DISSERTATION 

IN'l'RQDOCTION 

This chapter wi11 discuss the experiences of graduate 

students as they choose research topics, conduct research and 

write their dissertations l
• The construction of know1edqe 

wi11 be a major theme. There w:Ul be a particular emphasis on 

ideology. What is generated as know1edge/ideology reflects 

the values and the features of a society (Dant, 1991:3). In 

this instance, we are dealinq with the uni versi ty settinq, and 

with graduate students and the members of their supervisory 

committees. 

It should be noted that the dynamics of 

ideology/knowledge are more important in some areas than in 

others. In many disciplines, issues rel.atinq to race, cl.ass 

and qender are not rel.evant. However, in the soc:i.al. sciences 

and :i.n the humanities these factors are often rel.evant, thouqh 

l.ess so in such fiel.ds as demography and statistics. 

Nonethel.ess, in the sciences as wel.l. as the human:i.t:i.es and 
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social sciences the quality of relationships between graduate 

students and the members of their supervisory committees has 

significant implications for the content of their 

dissertations. 

The form and content of knowledge are shaped by race, 

class and gender (and sometimes age). These act as filters 

through which ideology is shaped, moulded and contested. The 

findings are similar to those presented in Chapter Five. We 

show that students vary in their consciousness of race, class 

and gender. Furthermore, experiences are sometimes shaped by 

more than one of these factors, in ways that make them 

difficult to separate. 

These dynamics involved in the construction of 

knowledge affect each stage of the production of a 

dissertation. These stages include the choosing of a topic, 

the chOOSing of a committee and the process of conducting 

research and writing up the results in the form of a 

dissertation. As in the previous chapter, one important 

finding is how graduate students use the concept of 

personality as an alternative or perhaps parallel explanation 

of how experiences are affected by race, class and gender. An 

analysis of the perceptions of graduate students with regard 

to the usefulness of their dissertations will shed light on 
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the extent to which they believe they are producing new 

knowledge. These perceptions do, of course, have impl.ications 

for the process whereby ideologies are continually being 

contested in the university setting. The following section 

will provide an analysis of the data, with an emphasis on the 

stresses that students encounter and the great importance they 

place on the lIIost important pieces of work they have ever 

produced, their dissertations. 

CHOOSING A TOPIC 

One of the 1II0St important steps in writing a 

dissertation is that of selecting a topic (Smith, 1982:37). 

Refining and defining the topic in order to make it manageabl.e 

is also of great importance (Smith, 1982: 38) . However, 

finding a specific topic is often difficult. Ellen Regan 

(1994:138), a graduate student studying in the early 1990s, at 

the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, cal.ls this 

task a "germinating process." This lIIeans that the research 

problem generally begins in one's general area of interest, 

and is then narrowed down to a sub-field of the general area 

(Regan, 1994:138). It often takes a great deal of time and a 

great deal of consideration of all the possible areas that one 

would like to explore, before one can find a topic that is of 
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interest and is also manaqeable. Catherine Comuzzi, who was 

a qraduate student in the early 1990s, at the Ontario 

Institute for Studies in Education, describes the difficulty 

of this task: 

I am somewhat embarrassed to adm:i.t that I went throuqh 
three different topics, three proposals, two different 
methodoloqies, and three different committees before I 
finally settled on and felt committed to my final topi.c 
(1994:44) . 

Some qraduate students enter the qraduate proqramme 

with specific research interests in mind, while others have 

qeneral ideas or no ideas at all. When students perceive the 

"choice" as beinq completely their own, their personal 

ideoloqy is drawn upon to a qreater extent than in those 

instances where the supervisor plays Ii major role in the 

decisi.on. In both instances, race, class, qender and 

sometimes aqe shape the choice of topic. However, for science 

students, these factors shape the choice of dissertation topic 

to a much lesser eztent. Nonetheless, there are some common 

factors that students in the sciences and those in the 

humani ties and the social sciences have in common when 

choosinq topics. These include: pursuinq work in an area of 

interest that stenmed from an underqraduate deqree or an M.A. 

deqree. Some make choices simply out of interest. Some are 
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thinking of the relevance of the topic for future jobs. In 

reference to jobs, Mark Sanford (1976:33) who conducted 

research on graduate students, says "Choices are often 

determined by the student's degree of conservatism and by a 

consideration of how many jobs may be available in the new 

areas in comparison to the more traditional ones." The 

following discussion will address these issues. 

STODENT 'S CHOICE 

In terms of race, minority students, especially visa 

students, often choose topics related to their own cultures. 

For example, one woman, a visa student from a developing 

country makes the following comment: 

I chose this topic because I have always had the desire 
to understand my own culture. One of the issues I am 
looking at is the issue of skin colour and identity. 
I've noticed ever since I was little that one's skin 
colour is related to one's status. Obviously, those 
with lighter skin colour have greater prestige. This 
has always been of interest to me. 

This student feels that her choice of topic is also informed 

by her own middle-class upbringing and by her age. She has 

this to say: 

MY choice of topic was also a product of my class and 
my age. I grew up in a culture in which the middle 
class lived side by side with the "so called" lower 
class. Therefore, I've always been comfortable 
interacting with those of the lower class. And through 
reading and taking classes here, I came to realize that 
class dichotomies can be more pronounced in some 
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societies than others. So I decided to ezplore this 
question of identity in te%1llS of my own cul.ture. In 
te%1IlS of age, I think that I'm more focussed than a lot 
of younger students. I'm pursuing something that has 
always been of interest to me. Age has a lot to do 
with this. A lot of younger students are really 
worried about getting jobs when they're done, and their 
choice of topics might be influenced by this. 

Another visa student, from a developing nation, feels that bis 

choice of topiC was a product of his culture as well as job 

considerations. He says: 

I [chose] this topiC because this religion [is] 
dominant in my country. I'm proud of my countr[y's] 
traditions. Also, I have [a] lot of background from my 
undergraduate degree in this area, and I fiqure[d] [a] 
Ph . D. would not be too difficul. t . And I figure [d] I 
could teach in my country. Teaching job [s] [are] very 
stable in [my [country]. They pay well, and there are 
many teaching job [s] . 

Those not of minority status also choose topics related 

to their cultural backgrounds. One Canadian woman made such 

a choice. She also ezplains why she does not look at issues 

of class in her dissertation. 

Well, it [my cultural background] certainly has 
affected my choice. I mean, my background is British, 
Irish, Scottish and Welsh. And I guess that's why I 
chose to do this thesis topic. And I'm not looking at 
class issues, which you keep asking me about, probably 
because I'm from the upper-middle class. If I were 
from another class and felt oppressed or something, I 
might be more apt to investigate those questions. 

However, class sometimes directly info%lDB students' 
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choices of dissertation topics. For example, one Canadian man 

relates his choice of topic to his working-class origins and 

to the ease with which he crossed class boundaries. 

MY family is basically of working-class background. 
But in one generation, me and my siblings, through our 
education, have become middle-class. Class divisions 
and aspirations, I guess, have been an interest 
inspired by watching my own family. And this 
philosopher who I discovered in my M.A. year, discusses 
such issues. And I grew up with those same thoughts 
and ideas. 

He goes on to discuss a further reason why he chose this 

topic, and relates it to his lack of concern about future 

jobs. Be says: 

The other reason I chose this topic is simply out of 
interest. I'm not sure how feasible it will be in 
terms of getting a job. But I know a lot of my 
colleagues are really worried about getting jobs when 
they are done. I think this adds a lot of unnecessary 
stress to their graduate work. I don't really care 
about what job I will get. I mean, I took a year off 
to go to Europe, which puts me a year behind where I 
should be. This would concern a lot of students, but 
not me. 

Gender often informs women's choices of dissertation 

topics. Furthermore, the goal is frequently to address those 

past interpretations of women's issues that the student 

perceives to be too narrow or incorrect. For example, one 

woman, who belongs to a viSible minority group, links her 

choice of topic to both race and gender issues. She comments 
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as follows: 

Well, I have been reading a lot of [literature] since 
my undergraduate degree on women and race issues. You 
know, a lot of feminist literature. And I just saw 
areas where things were missing. And then figuring 
that being a woman of colour, and, like I said, feeling 
the need lately to connect with my own [people], I 
thought [a particular course] on women's autobiography 
would be perfect. I wanted to critique a lot of the 
[li terature] written about women and about my ethnic 
group. 

Another Canadian woman discusses how gender infol:Dl8d 

her chOice of topic. She says: 

My department is one of the most male-dominated 
departments in this university. This is the case in 
terms of both faculty and curriculum. I noticed, even 
as an undergrad[uate], that writinqs were mostly about 
men. I always wondered what the women were doing while 
these men had centre stage. So now that I have a 
chance, I want to write about the experiences of women, 
which I feel has been greatly overlooked. 

INFLUENCE OF FACULTY 

In some instances the choice of topic involves 

considerable discussion and negotiation between graduate 

students and their supervisors. Thus, ideoloqies are 

presented and discussed and some kind of consensus is reached. 

Sometimes students' original ideas are rejected, and the 

resulting choice may be seen by the student as less than 

satisfactory. The rationale from the point of view of the 

committee members is often that they are preventing the 
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student from malti.ng a serious mistake2
• However, the student 

sometimes does not share this point of view. One Canadian 

woman comments as fo~lows: 

I know a ~ot of peop~e who have difficu~ty coming up 
with a topic that they are interested in, that is 
suitab~e for their committee. I know students who are 
discouraged from doing topiCS that they find very 
interesting. I know there are professors who wowd not 
have approved my topiC, because of some of the feminist 
issues that I address. 

In terms of race, there seems to be a re~ationship 

between students' choices of topics based on their cu~tures 

and supervisors' ~ack of expertise in these areas. It shou~d 

be noted that facu~ty are not a~~owed to supervise students 

working in areas in which they do not have expertise. 

Therefore, as fie~ds change, there is a natura~ tension. 

However, students do not a~ways accept this point of view. 

For example, one woman, a visa student from a deve~oping 

nation comments on this issue: 

I wanted to ~ook at the socia~ history of the kinds of 
things that b~ack peop~e were doing in a certain 
society. But [lIlY supervisor] fe~t that he wasn't 
qua~ified enough. And he thought it was too IllUch work. 
At least that's what he said! So I just accepted it. 
Ei ther I was going to spend all. my tilDe arguing. or I' d 
just do what he said. and get on with it and have as· 
few problems as possible. 

Another visa student, a man from a developing nation makes a 
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si.m.il.ar point: 

I know some foreign students have probl.ems finding 
supervisors and committees that have the expertise to 
supervise their topic. But in my case it is not that 
my supervisor does not have expertise in this area. 
The problem is he sees this issue in a different way 
than I do. I think a lot of this has to do with a 
difference in my cul.ture and his cul.ture. So I had to 
chanqe the topic significantl.y. I am l.ucky though. I 
know of one student who came from my part of the world 
in [another department]. Be went back because his 
supervisor did not accept his ideas and they coul.d not 
work it out. 

Some women feel. that gender is a factor in the kinds of 

negotiations that go on between themselves and their 

supervisors as they choose a topic. For example, one woman, 

a visa student from Europe says: 

Through reading and writing papers in my M.A., I became 
interested in this topiC. But I realized that not much 
importance was allotted to women writers of this time 
and in this area. So I decided I woul.d pursue that. 
I also realized that I would have to find someone who 
would be interested in this, and, most important, see 
it as a valid topic. So I asked some of my female 
col. leagues for advice. Some mentioned one woman 
professor who has some feminist interests. Not that 
I'm necessarily heavily into feminism. But I knew a 
lot of male professors woul.d not want to deal with 
gender issues. So I approached her and we discussed 
what I wanted to do. She liked my idea, but she made 
some suggestions which changed my topic quite a bit. 
But the final topic is even more appealing to both of 
us. Yeah, so I think gender had a lot to do with my 
choice of topic and my supervisor's enthusiasm to 
pursue it. 

Another Canadian woman feels that the misgivings of her 
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committee with regard to her topic are related to gender and 

class issues. She comments as follows: 

I think that women normally pick "safe topics," not one 
that's a male domain. At least that's the way I see 
it. Part of my problem is that I chose a topic that's 
a male domain. I don't think [my committee] thought I 
could handle it. But when you come from my culture and 
having my cl.ass background [working-class], you become 
aware of how politics and economics affect individuals. 
The thing is they [my committee] don't recognize that 
a lot of their theories are racist to the core and 
based on views of a privileged class---the white males 
versus the less privil.eged groups they study. I think 
they let me go ahead with the topic because they 
figured in the end they could infl.uence my analysis of 
the data. I think a l.ot of women mght have given in 
and not done the topic, or they would have anal.yzed the 
data in the fashion their committee desired. 

THE SCIENCES 

Science students, more often than those in the 

humanities and the social SCiences, coll.aborate with their 

supervisors in choosing dissertation topiCS. It is rare to 

find a situation where a science student enters the graduate 

programme with a specific topic (or even a general. topic) in 

mind. There are a variety of reasons for this and they are 

linked to the nature of scientific work. 

The first reason has to do with the nature of 

scientific research. It involves team work. In addition, 

many science students receive part of their income from 

teaching aSSistantships and part from professors' grant money. 
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Grants are given for research on specific topics. Therefore, 

it is common for students to be working on aspects of projects 

in which the professors are involved. Obviously, these topics 

are not chosen by these students. The second reason is that 

in the sciences professors sometimes conduct research under 

contracts. They are funded by companies that require specific 

research. Students who have such supervisors have the option 

of working on these kinds of projects. Again, they will not 

be choosing their own topiCS. Third, when science students 

choose supervisors, they often have their future employment 

prospects in mind. They talk of the topic having "real life 

applications." Sanford (1976: 32-33), in his research on 

American graduate students in the 1960s, discusses this issue: 

When Chemistry students were asked about how they came 
to select their research directors, they often 
mentioned that their professors were working in areas 
which were believed to show promise of producing 
important scientific discoveries. The students wanted 
to be in new and different fields and to do work that 
would be recognized. .. . Students obtained clues about 
the most prestigious areas from the professional 
journals in the field... Almost every student 
interviewed claimed that his current field was 
currently "hot" or fashionable, or at least that it 
would be so in the near future. 

One woman, a visa student from a developing nation, pursuing 

a degree in the Sciences has this to say: 

My supervisor has a reputation for having contacts with 
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many companies. And when I started working with him, 
he info%Dled me of the types of things that are "hot 
topics." What we ended up choosing is a good topic, 
because it has "real life applications," and this is 
better for getting a job. 

However, not all students will choose a currently fashionable 

topic. And some may decide to play it safe, choosing a more 

traditional area which is already established (Sanford, 

1976:33) . 

A related consideration in terms of choosing a topic 

and future jobs for science students is how "solvable" the 

research problem is. In the sciences, publication on1y occurs 

if a project solves its research problem. Of course, most 

science students feel that having a publication to their names 

would be an asset in their careers (Sanford, 1976:34). One 

Canadian woman, studying in the Sciences comments: 

I know students who have done two or three different 
topics. This is because they get part way through and 
realize the problem is not going to be solved. If the 
problem is not solved, this is not good for many 
reasons. First, the student and the supervisor are not 
pleased. I mean, they are not satisfied. And most 
important, you do not get publication. This is 
important for a future jOb. It is good if your work 
is recognized. I mean, even if your problem is solved 
and you do not publish, people will be suspicious of 
how good your work really was. 

Even in those cases in which students do not 

necessarily have jobs in mind, their choices are often 
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restricted because of the nature of science. The finding of 

a suitable topic often comes after months or even years of 

experimentation. Students in the sciences sometimes describe 

this as a process of "evolution." One Canadian man, working 

in the Sciences remarks: 

He [my supervisor] gave me the topic and his point of 
view. And I thought it made sense. So I started 
working on it. After about five months of 
experimenting, I can better define my topic. And then 
after a year, it was better defined and so on. It's an 
evolution, you know. 

DEPENDENCE VERSUS INDEPENDENCE IN CHOOSING TOPICS 

It should be noted that, while some students like to 

choose topics themselves, others do not always find such 

independence desirable. Some prefer or require more guidance 

in the choosing of their topics. This is not unusual among 

students just embarking on their research. William Alexander 

(1994:2) recalls how, when he was a graduate student, he would 

ask for advice a number of times early in the process, only to 

have his questions answered with further questions. At the 

time, he was frustrated. But now, as a professor, he 

understands why this was the case. He explains the situation: 

The supervisor and committee might ask questions for 
clarification and even criticize the problem if not 
clear, or the methodology inappropriate. But they 
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generally do not see their job as providing specific 
direction---an appropriate stage one response under 
normaloircumstances (Alexander, 1994:6). 

Another reason why some students work on their own is because 

supervisors regard them as weak students and do not want to 

entrust portions of their research to them when there are more 

competent students available to them. One man, a visa student 

from a developing nation, working in the Sciences, discusses 

his experience of choosing a topic. He says: 

For my thesis, I was totally free to choose my topiC. 
And I [found] myself kind of in an ocean, not know[ing] 
what to do. My supervisor want[ed] me to find my topic 
on my own, but I need[ed] more guidance. So he helped 
me a bit to discover it. 

Those who have the freedom to choose their topics often 

comment that they are independent. Some also bel.ieve that, at 

the stage of writing up the dissertation, independence is 

essential.. For exampl.e, one Canadian woman hol.ds this view. 

She associates her independence with her age. 

I real.l.y l.iked the fact that I was free to choose my 
topic. I think a lot of students are l.ooking for what 
they "should" be doing, and are often trying to pl.ease 
their supervisors. But I think independence is a must 
at this stage [the dissertation stage] of the 
programme. You know what ... I think maybe my age has 
made me more independent, because I know exactly what 
I want to do. 

Another woman, a visa student from a devel.oping nation, tel.ls 
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a similar tale: 

I think a lot of students who are much younger than 
myself are looking for what they "ought" to do, instead 
of what they really want to do. And many are looking 
for guidance from their supervisors. Well I've just 
been around a lot longer. I have more than one degree, 
and I'm doing this because I'm more independent at this 
age. I'm also more focussed, and I've just come to 
know ezactly what topic I want to do. When I pursued 
my first M.A. degree, that was for job purposes. But 
my outlook changed. Now I'm pursuing something out of 
pure interest---something just for me. 

CHOOSING CCNfiTTEE MEMBERS 

The behaviour of committee members does, of course, 

have Significant implications for the experiences of graduate 

students. Thus, "the selection of committee members is a 

critical decision because advisers and committee members can 

also be major deterrents to the process" (Vartu1i, 1982:11). 

This is because support, encouragement, feedback and 

evaluation from committee members are important for the 

student's success in the dissertation journey (ColllUzzi, 

1994:46; Vartuli, 1982:13). In addition, their opinions are 

often drawn upon in the course of the development of the 

student's research topic. Thus, their ideology shapes the 

form and content of the dissertation. Students tend to choose 
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committee members they perceive as having simi1ar points of 

view. If the viewpoints do not coincide, then prob1ems may 

emerge (Al.exander, 1994: 4) . One woman, a visa student from 

Europe says: 

I know some peop1e have big prob1ems. But I did not. 
I think the reasons for these prob1ems is he 
re1ationship between supervisors and students, and 
sometimes the committee members and students. 

There is, of course, some f1ezibi1ity and some 

constraint in choosing committee members, even in those 

instances in which the student perceives the choice to have 

been his or her own. Furthermore, science students are more 

1ike1y to defer to their supervisors in choosing committee 

members than are students in the humanities and the social 

sciences. This means that they rely to a greater extent on 

their supervisors' perceptions of other facu1 ty members' ideas 

and viewpoints. 

STUDENTS' CHOICE 

Students often choose supervisors on the basis of prior 

knowledge of their work. For example, students may gain 

familiarity with the individual from courses taken at both the 

undergraduate and graduate levels. Students may also acquire 

information through conversation with other professors, 

secretaries and/or students. For example, Katherine Tracey 
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(1982:74), a professor in the United States, recal.l.s her 

graduate years and says, "I soon l.earnecl that significant 

info:coation was commnnicated info:coal.l.y from student to 

student about courses and professors." Students coming from 

other universities often gain info:coation from professors at 

their former universities about the character and reputation 

of certain professors at the new university. As a matter of 

fact, some students state that the main reason for coming to 

the university is to work with particular professors. For 

example, one woman, a visa from a developing nation, studying 

in the Sciences says: 

Back home, when I was consider ring] applying to 
graduate studies here, one of my professor[s] told me 
of a professor [whom] he knew here. They had met at 
[a] conference many years ago. Be said that this 
professor does good work, and does work in the area I 
was interest red in]. So that is the main reason I 
came here, and how I [chose my] SUPerVisor. 

Furthermore, when students in the humanities and social 

sciences enter graduate programmes they are assigned advisors, 

usually people specializing in the student's area of interest. 

Thus, the advisor often becomes the student's sUPerVisor. 

Since most science students in this sample did not do 

undergraduate work here, they often conduct info:coal 

interviews with professors soon after their arrival. They 
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then choose one to beco.e their supervisor. For example, one 

woman, a visa student from a developing nation, pursuing a 

degree in the Sciences c()1ll!llents: 

:r do not know why, but before :r came here :r receive[d] 
a letter expl.iciUy saying that :r shoul.d not contact rrry 
potential supervisor. From what other student[s] tel.l. 
me, they receive[d] a simil.ar l.etter. So I had no 
contact whatsoever with rrry supervisor before I came 
here. Then I decide [d] when I qot here to conduct so.e 
interviews with professors. And then I [chose] one. 

Despite the freedom to choose supervisors and committee 

members, there are often a l.imited number of faculty who 

specialize in the student's area. In fact, some supervisors 

may not have the ezpertise to supervise the proposed topic. 

This is especiall.y probl.ematic for minority students, who 

often want to do topics that rel.ate to their own cul.tures. 

For example, one woman, a visa student from a devel.oping 

nation comments as fol.lows: 

:r had problems finding professors in rrry department with 
knowledge of rrry country. I had to qo outside rrry 
department to the humanities. There, I found a man who 
is al.so from rrry country, and he does European 
l.iterature and especial.l.y black l.iterature. 

A Canadian woman had a simil.ar ezperience. 

No one in rrry department real.l.y does work in this area. 
This is not a typical. topic. My committee _Mrs were 
not too happy to be chosen, because they have to do a 
lot of work to l.earn about rrry topic. 
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In teDIIS of qender, many students COl1lllleJlt that women 

faculty are few in number. Brian Mac:M:i.llan (1989:2) notes 

that in Ontario universities, at the faculty level, the number 

of women is limited. This situation is even more pronounced 

in the sciences (Bellamy and Guppy, 1991:185). For some 

women, this is not a problem. However, others feel that they 

would like to work with women, especially when the topic 

involves issues relating to qender. One Canadian woman says: 

I had to go outside my faculty to find a woman to be 
on my committee. It really disturbed me, because of 
my heavy concentration on women's issues. I just feel 
the need to work closely with a woman, because she 
would be more able to relate to women's issues. 

Sometimes women who want to pursue a topic relating to 

f~st issues have difficulty finding suitable supervisors. 

Carol Schick addresses this issue: 

F~nist students in particular frequently have to 
teach their supervisors something of a f~nist 

perspective so that these faculty members can s1lPQrVise 
them. Not surpriSingly, the results are often 
unsatisfactory with the students being told that their 
f~nist orientation is unacceptable (1994:57). 

Indeed, one Canadian woman describes the problem: 

One of my female colleagues was quite frustrated when 
she was trying to find a supervisor. The problem had 
to do with her topiC, which had to do with feminist 
issues. There was one woman who could have supervised 
her. But she did not want her [as a supervisor] 
because of some personal differences. So she went to 
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this one professor, a man, who told her quite b1untl.y 
not to use patriarchy as a category because it was too 
"fuzzy." So she decided to do another topic. I fel.t 
bad for her. 

Whil.e some women are bothered by the l.ack of 

avail.abil.ity of women facul.ty, others feel. that it is better 

to avoid women. The reason for this is that they feel. some 

women facul.ty can be more oppressive than men. "It shoul.d be 

noted that there are gender-obsessed women who can be even 

more harmful. to women than men" (Levy, 1982:57). 

SCience students al.so real.ize that female facul.ty are 

fewer in number than men. However, women students in the 

sciences do not perceive this to be as pressi.ng' an issue as do 

those women in the humanities and the social sciences. In 

addition, they do not perceive there to be any negative 

ramifications in terms of the production of knowledge. One 

Canadian woman, working in the Sciences has this to say: 

I woul.d l.ike to see more femal.e facul.ty, just because 
I sense it is unfair that there are so many more men in 
my department-and all of SCience, for that matter. I 
don' t know, I can' t figure it out real.ly, but I think 
a l.ot of it has to do with the fact that women are 
still doing a lot of the [work] in the home. I mean, 
grad [uate] scbool takes a lot of time. 

Another woman, a visa student from a devel.oping nation, 

pursuing a degree in the Sciences comments: 
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There are definite~y a sma~~er nUlllbel: of women than men 
in my department. This does not bother me. But it 
wowd be nice to see more. You know, just to see that 
having chi~dren, a husband and a career are a~~ 

possib~e. I mean, women sti~~ have to do more than men 
in the house. Sometime[s] I wonder if this is why 
there aren't that many women professor[s1. 

However, the genera~ consensus among science students 

is that gender is not a major consideration in terms of 

choosing committee members. One Canadian man states: 

I don' t think gender p~ays a ro~e in teJ:ms of committee 
members. The on~y question you ask about a scientist 
is, "How we~~ does he do science?" There' s no 
difference between men and women in doing physics. 

:INFLUENCE OF FACULTY 

In some cases, once a supervisor is chosen the graduate 

student and supervisor work together to choose the other 

commi ttee members. Some students prefer this method, because 

they trust the advice of superviso:r:s who usually have intimate 

know~edge of facW ty memb<>..:r:s, something which students do not 

possess. Linda Wil~iams, a forme:r: graduate student, comments: 

With his ez:perience in the department, my 
knew in whose fie~d my interest lay 
individua~s would be "good" to have on my 
politically and academical~y (1994:155). 

superviso:r: 
and which 
committee, 

This is especially true for fo:r:eign students and for others 

who have not completed their undergraduate or thei:r: M.A. 

degrees here. These students are not alreadY familiar with 
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facul.ty. For example, one man, a visa student from a 

developing nation, found this to be his ezperience: 

I had choice. But it was mostly my supervisor's idea 
who woul.d be on my C()!I!ID; ttee. When you come here, you 
may not know any facul.ty. You know your supervisor 
basical.ly. So I met with him, and he suggested who 
would be the best choices for my committee. 

Another visa student, from a developing nation, had a simil.ar 

experience: 

My supervisor pick[ed] my committee member[s]. I was 
new to the department. I figure [d] he would have 
better judgment [than myse3.f]. No, this did not bother 
me. 

The next section wil.l explore students' ezperiences when 

conducting research and when writing it up in the form of a 

dissertation. 

WORKING ON THE DISSERTATION 

Relations with committee mem):,..-rs, especial.ly with one's 

supervisor, are of prime importance throughout the devel.opment 

of the dissertation. "Styl.es of supervisors should match 

thesis students' styl.es and the journey goes more smoothly if 

both parties know and adapt to this style" (Alexander, 

1994:4). The fol.lowing diSCUSSion wil.l explore the kinds of 

problems that students encounter when working on their 
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dissertations. We pay particular attention to issues relatinq 

to race, class, and qender and ideology. 

FLEXIBILITY 

There are numerous ways in which beinq of a minority 

race, class and qender can either help or hinder one when one 

is pursuinq qraduate work. For example, students of visible 

minority backqrounds are sometimes considered authorities when 

the topic under study is related to their cultures. One man, 

a visa student from a developinq country comments: 

My committee is actually learninq from me, since I know 
more about the topic than they. They are now readinq 
about [these particular poets], and they're enjoyinq 
it. So J: have quite a bit of freedom in pursuinq the 
topic, since they see me as somewhat an authority on 
the topiC. 

Another visa student from a developinq nation, qives a similar 

account. But she also relates her ezperience to qender. 

My committee is very flexible. They qi ve me the 
impression that J: know more about my society than they 
do. For ex=mq>le, I had total freedom in desiqninq the 
questionnaire, because I know what questions are and 
are not acceptable :in my society. I think J: have a lot 
of freedom, too, since I am a woman dealinq with 
women's issues. So they see me as having first-hand 
ezperience with the topic. 

Other women, not necessarily of minority status, also 

find that their qender is somethinq perceived to be a positive 

attribute, especially when there is another woman on the 
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committee. They phrase their experiences in terms of "being 

able to relate to the topic" if the topic focuses on women's 

issues. They also talk of "being able to relate to each 

other" because of a common gender. One Canadian woman says: 

I like the fact that there are two women on my 
committee. They're interested in topics of family, 
also [in]women's issues. I just feel they are able to 
relate to the topic---and to me. We can relate to each 
other, because we have similar experiences. And I 
think they take a special interest in me on a personal 
leveJ. because of that. 

Being middle-class was mentioned as being a positive 

attribute. Having the same mannerisms and feeling comfortable 

in a predominantly middle-class setting was important. 

Indeed, Donna Langston (1993:72) discusses the comfort of 

understanding middle-class behaviour and the sense of 

discomfort when one does not. This pattern is also reflected 

in classroom dynamics. Thus, students are generally aware 

that there are advantages to being middle-class in the 

university setting. One Canadian man has this to say: 

I think we're [my committee members and myself] from 
similar backgrounds. They're also white men with 
beards. So we're sort of a type or of the same class. 
We speak the same language when it comes to [the 
philosopher I study], who is also of the Christian 
tradition. 

Older graduate students sometimes benefit in certain 

ways'. For example, some mature students feel that, because 
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they are cl.oser in age to their committee members, there is 

more respect for their opinions. Furthermore, mature students 

tend to see themsel. ves as being more independent than younger 

students. They do not have to rel.y as lILUch on committee 

members for direction. Committee members al.so appreciate 

this. One Canadian woman be1ieves this to be the case: 

I think I haven't run into a 10t of probl.ems because of 
my age. I'm cl.oser in age to my committee memMrs than 
a l.ot of younger students, and I just think there is 
respect because of that. I'm also much more 
independent at this age. And I know e.zactl.y what I 
want to do, which I think my committee a1so respects. 

However, it shoul.d be noted that some students perceive 

that race, class and gender do not have anything to do with 

their experiences. One Canadian man states: 

You know, just because the other members of my 
committee are white and also mal.e, I don't think that 
has anything to do with the way I interact with them. 
I don't think in general, race, and cl.ass, and all. that 
really come into play. I think for most students, it 
either works or it doesn't. They either get along with 
their committee, or they don't. 

CONSTRAINT 

There are a1so cases in which students feel. constrained 

in the production of know1edge. AJ.exander (1994:7) suggests 

that, in most cases, the deSires of committee members for 

changes in content or interpretation stem from their beliefs 

that the dissertation will. be more adequate. However, he goes 
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on to explain that this is not always the case. 

If the supervisor is insecure, overly sensitive to 
criticism or brand new and naive about the process, 
then he or she may be particularly hard on the thesis 
student. The student is left with the complex task of 
protecting the reputation of the supervisor, the 
committee, the department and the university 
(Alexander, 1994:7). 

One canadian woman comments on the issue of disagreements 

over perspectives: 

It comes down to a fundamental disagreement about how 
one perceives the world. I mean, for my committee 
members to accept the way I look at things at face 
value would mean they'd have to give up the way they 
look at things. And they're not going to [do that]. 
That's one thing I've learned, academics will not give 
up the way they look at things. And they only give 
them up very slowly if at all. 

In terms of race, we noted several instances in which 

the ideology of the student did not coincide with that of 

his/her committee members. For example, one woman, a member 

of a visible minority group, discusses a disagreement with her 

colllllli ttee members over the issue of theory. 

My colllllli ttee wanted me to incorporate post-modern 
theory, but I was not happy about this. If you go 
right back to the assumptions of white society's 
theories and their methodologies, they're racist. You 
can't take the racism out. So I tried to do this, and 
what I ended up with was a reflection of two realities, 
one my own and the other white. And it just "asn' t 
working. So I rewrote it, and I threw all the theories 
out, and just came at it from an another perspective. 
Whether they pass it a:, not, I don't care. I'm not 



181 

using my people's tragedy to prove one ridiculous 
theory or another. 

Another minority student, describes difficulties that 

developed because of the lack of experience with issues 

relating to her ethnic group among her committee _})D..rs. She 

makes the following comment: 

MY committee has been just as supportive as they can 
be. But I feel there is a point beyond which we just 
do not understand one another. I've been increasingly 
feeling this need to have someone who knows exactly 
what I'm talking about. And not this sense of the 
blank stare or the feeling of, ''Who is teaching who 
here?" I went to an al.l black university, and you talk 
to somebody, and they know exactly where you're coming 
from. 

When one is pursuing a topic related to one's own 

culture, one is often hindered by difficulties in obtaining 

material. One man, a visa student from a developing nation, 

recounts his experiences: 

I am sometimes frustrated at the distance I have to 
travel to obtain materials. A lot of times I have to 
go to the universities [in a city some miles away]. I 
mean, I'm frustrated that [this university's] library 
has very little literature [in my area of study]. 

Other students indicate that they often have to wait 

considerable lengths of time for material.s to arrive from 

overseas. One man, a visa student from a developing nation, 

says: 
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I encountered some ... prob~em.s in terms of finding 
enough material.s in the ~ibrary. I write home for 
things, but it can take a ~ong time to arrive. 

A student's class and politica~ perspective can affect 

his/her experiences. One Canadian woman of working-class 

background, describes her diffi~ties with her committee and 

~inks these prob~em.s to class and gender differences. She 

makes the fo~~owing point: 

Coming from a working-c~ass background, I've a~ways 
been aware of po~i tical and economic differences 
between groups. And a lot of it revolves around power. 
This trick~es down into my thesis also. I'm saying 
that this group of people do not like our Western 
institutions, and they like theirs. My committee does 
not agree with my interpretation, because they're from 
a more privileged c~ass and they want to be~ieve that 
in no way are we abusing these peop~e. They're also 
of the old boys' network, and think they have the power 
to negate a woman's point of view. 

Another Canadian woman of working-class background, tells a 

similar tale: 

I've said before that, in my working-class fami~y, we 
were al.ways allowed to say what we wanted. Age and sex 
were never factors in voicing our opinions. I think 
this has caused some troub~e with that one committee 
member [mentioned earlier]. When I would have 
discussions with him about the content of my theSiS, 
he seemed angered when I did not agree with his point 
of view. I don't think he elEpected me to speak up as 
much as I did. And he probably E!lEpected me to back 
down. I know part of this has to do wi th c~ass. But 
some of it has to do with gender. But I'm not sure how 
much of a factor it is. Be made it qIlite clear that he 
did not ~ike my "feminist s~ant," as he cal~ed it. So 
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I really hope we can get him off my committee. 

One Canadian man offers a different point of view: 

There are certain rules that govern aca~a. And I 
think if you want to get along with others you should 
follow them.. I have heard of people who get into 
arguments with their supervisors and committee members. 
And I would not doubt if some of this has to do with 
class differences. I mean, I come from a working-class 
background. But I choose not to wear my working-class 
beliefs on my sleeve. 

THE SCIENCES 

SCience students are much less conscious of issues 

relating to gender, race and class. Women are somewhat aware 

of gender differences, but they often state that they are not 

sure what these differences are and that they cannot pinpoint 

the nature of these differences. For example, one woman from 

a developing nation, studying in the Sciences, remarks: 

I sense there are differences between men and women in 
doing our work. But you know, I can't put my finger on 
exactly what these differences are. I had a male 
supervisor before I switched to my present supervisor. 
And while they're both nice people, I just feel more of 
a bond and a common understanding with Imy femal.e 
supervisor]. Part of it is that she has a husband and 
children, and she makes me see that a career and a life 
are possible. This also makes her more understanding 
of the difficulties r might have as a woman in pursuing 
a graduate degree. 

HOwever, most science students do not perceive there to 

be any differences based on race, class or gender in the 
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university setting. The exp~anation they often give is that 

the sciences are very "internatio~." One Canadian woman has 

this to say: 

There are peop~e of many different eul.tures in my 
department, and [a~~ of] the sciences as a matter of 
fact. I think the professors and students are just 
use[d] to dea~ing with a~~ sorts of different peop~e, 
and I'm just another one. I don't think it's an issue 
that I'm white or Francophone. What about the one from 
India? What about the Chinese? Or South American? 

Another reason science students offer is the nature of 

their work. They do not ~ with social issues. One man, a 

visa student from a deve~oping nation, comments: 

I am working with mathematica~ things, so race and 
gender and a~l those background things don't come into 
p~ay. We're not ~ookinq at social issues. I mean, how 
can one get excited about E=mc2? 

One Canadian woman offers a simi~ar explanation. She says: 

In the sciences, race, and class and all that really 
does not come into pl.ay. I mean, we're just not 
dea~ing with highly charged emotional issues. The only 
question you ask about a professor is how well does he 
or she do his or her work? And how much time does this 
person give to his or her students? Our criteria for 
evaluation are somewhat different, I would think. I 
mean, we are either getting close to solving the 
problem, or not. Or using the right equipment, or not. 
Maybe science students are not as worried about 
personal opinions entering evaluations. 

DEPENDENCE VERSUS INDEPENDENCE IN PURSUING RESEARCH 

It shoul.d be noted that, whil.e some students like 
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independence in pursuing their research, others prefer more 

guidance from their supervisors, especial.l.y during in the 

initial. stages (Al.exander, 1994:5). Sometimes students do not 

receive as much guidance as they woul.d l.ike. One canadian 

woman, studying in the SCiences, comments: 

Academical.l.y, my [committee mernMrs] are pretty good. 
My supervisor is hel.pful., but he's not as focussed on 
my project as I woul.d l.ike him to be. Be sort of just 
didn't give me a l.ot of direction, which I'm not real.l.y 
sure is his job any more. At this stage, maybe I 
shoul.d be more independent. But I don't think it's 
something that can be hel.ped. Re real.l.y has a l.ot of 
projects he's tied up with. 

Another WOJIIan, a visa student from. Europe, finds hersel.f in a 

simil.ar situation. 

Sometimes I wish my supervisor woul.d provide more 
direction. I think that he just wantrs] me to discover 
things on my own. So he's not trying to be difficul. t 
or anything. He just thinks this is the best way to 
l.earn. Part of it might be that he is very busy. Be 
has other student[s] to supervise, and [he has] his own 
work too. 

Those who prefer l.ess guidance from. their supervisors 

often l.ink their preference to their desires for independence. 

One Canadian man says: 

My work has basical.l.y been sel.f-guided. I know some 
peopl.e consul.t their supervisors about every l.ittl.e 
detail. . That might work for th_, but I can't hel.p but 
feel. that at this stage you shoul.d be somewhat more 
independent. If you're not, I think you're in some 
sort of troubl.e. 
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Other students see their desires for independence as being 

linked to their age. For example, one man, a visa student 

from a developing nation states: 

I don't require a lot of guidance from my supervisor 
or my committee mpm ..... ..rs. I know some students require 
more guidance than I do. I can't help but feel that 
my age has something to do with this. Most students 
are ten to fifteen years younger than myself. Some of 
them are looking for what they "should" be doing. I 
guess, at one time, I was like that. But now I'm 
pursuing something I really want to pursue. And I 
don't really care to defer to professors to gain their 
respect. Perhaps younger students feel they must do 
this. So my age might be an advantage, because there 
is an automatic respect from professors. 

PERSONALITY 

While we have described several instances in which 

graduate students feel that race, class and gender (and 

sometimes their age) have affected their experiences, others 

feel that personality is more important. One Canadian man 

makes the following comment: 

I have heard of instances where students have had 
problems with committee members. But I think, in most 
cases, what stood out was personality differences more 
than anything else. I mean, my family is of working­
class background. And I could come in here raving 
about my working-class origins. But, I choose not to. 
Why would I want to cause trouble for myself? 
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Even those who descr1be situations in which they feel 

that race, class or gender had been significant, often 

downplay their experiences and tend to see any problems that 

arose in terms of personality differences. A Canadian woman, 

who belongs to a visible minority group says: 

Gender does not matter, because women can be just as 
oppressive as men. A woman might not have liked my 
focus on my people's experiences or my disregard for 
theories either. It's really the personality of the 
professor that counts. 

Science students, in particular, feel that personality 

is more :i:mportant in determining behaviour than race, class or 

gender. One man, a visa student from a developing nation, 

working in the Sciences, has this to say: 

When I was choosing a supervisor, I considered [a woman 
from my home country]. Then I thought, she knows more 
about me than others. Back in [my country], if a 
professor asks you to work al.l. night, you do it. So I 
thought she might expect more from me. I also heard 
she causes trouble for students in the department. So 
I think the personality of the person is what counts. 
A man could be just as nice or just as mean as a woman. 

Some students s:i:mply believe that racism, sexism and 

classism are discussed too much. For example, one woman, a 

visa student from a developing nation, working in the Sciences 

states: 

Actually, I am quite tired of people jumping on the 
race or gender argument or what have you. It's only 
since coming here that I have heard of this race 



188 

division, and this division between man and woman. I 
think female [s] in Canada have made good improvements 
toward equality. And they act like men are treating 
them so bad, and like there will be a war between the 
sexes. I think, in [the] graduate programme anyway, 
it's the personality of the people that matters. 

STUDENTS' PERSPECTIVES ON THE CONTRIBUTIONS TO KNOWLEDGE 

~E BY THEIR DISSERTATIONS 

Students' perceptions of the usefulness of their 

dissertations reveal their feelings about the new knowledge 

they are producing. FurtheJ:mOre, these. perceptions have 

implications for the various ideologies that are being 

contested. We now explore these issues. 

Some visa students believe that their research will 

help others in their home countries. For example, one male 

visa student from a developing nation, studying in the 

SCiences says: 

Since I am getting my education abroad, I will take 
this knowledge and experience back home, where I will 
pass it on to my students. It will help them. get a 
broader knowledge of the topic. I mean, we do not have 
nuclear reactors back home, so they can never get 
first-hand experience. But I did. So this wi~~ help 
them.. 

Another visa student offers a si.mi.lar account: 

I hope my dissertation wil~ help other women back home 
and in the Third World in general. I did a ~ot of 
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reading before I chose my topic, and I came to realize 
that a lot was written on women's reproductive health. 
So I thought I would look at other problems women face. 
It seems that the literature is saying that all women 
know how to do is to produce, and that the only 
problems they have are in relation to reproduction. 
So I hope it does help other women, especially those 
back home. 

Those who are not of m:i.nority status also tend to think their 

dissertations will help others. One Canadian woman makes the 

following comment: 

I think I will send [my dissertation] back to [the 
country I studied}. And I think it will help them. It 
will give them the words by which to stand up for 
themselves against unwanted Western customs. 

Some students feel that their dissertations will 

correct m:i.sinterpretations and explain previous perspectives. 

One Canadian woman remarks: 

I think one of the main problems with feminist history, 
up to this point, has been a tendency to isolate women 
from other fo:cms of history, and to treat women's 
history as a separate discipline. " . What I think my 
thesis does is to draw women back into the larger 
picture. And, yes, gender is a crucial part of it. 
I'm in that school of women's history, a kind of 
revisionist women's history, that realizes that the 
history of women can only be understood in relationship 
to the history of men. 

Others believe that they are contributing new knowledge 

in an establ.ished area, or developing a better understanding 

of a new area. Science students often say this. One Canadian 
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woman, working in the Sciences comments: 

There's a lot of people publishing about this topic, 
and they view the process [a] certain way. When they 
work with this material, they do it in what X would 
call an archaic fashion. Xt' s very "trial and error." 
Nothing is very [well] thought [out] and plan [ned] , and 
X think my work will contr1bute to a better 
understanding of the process. 

Another contribution of the dissertation is the 

provision of new information on a neglected topic. For 

example, one man, a visa student from a developing nation 

gives the following account: 

I think it [my dissertation] will [bring more 
recognition] to researchers and writers [who] are not 
mainstream. X think I've already had [some] influence 
here [by influencing the content of] course curriculum.. 
And back home I plan to expose students to these [works 
of neglected researchers and writers]. Even back home, 
they teach only [works by particular authors]. 

Another student, a Canadian man has a similar reaction: 

I think in looking at Canadian-American relations in 
history, sometimes we stress the differences between 
the two countries, and at other times we stress 
simil.ari ties. Often in this process there hasn't been 
a focus on local. issues to see how they relate to the 
wider issues. So X think X will be discussing a topic 
that is often neglected. 

Some students believe that their dissertations have 

provided valuable critiques of previous perspectives. One 

woman visa student from a developing nation says: 
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I think it [my dissertation] critiques the discipline 
itself and my region in tezms of identity. It 
addresses, head on, the issue of colour and power 
relations, and who constructs them, and who continues 
to use them, and why. I think it has relevance for the 
discipline in tel:DlS of [encouraging academics in my 
department] to critically look at themselves. It looks 
at the whole question of "the other" and past 
constructs of identity. 

ANALYSIS 

THE DYNAMICS OF CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF 

The interviews reveal that there are instances in which 

issues rel.ating to race, cl.ass, gender and, in some cases, age 

are associated with ideologies that are contested in the 

university setting. While students occasionally disregard the 

wishes of their committees, there are also cases in which 

students have willingly or unwillingly accepted the ideas of 

their cODllllittees. For example, some visa students unwillingly 

adopt the perspectives of their committee members, because 

they want to avoid any complications that would delay their 

degrees and force them to pay further tuition fees. One man, 

a visa student from a developing nation has this to say: 



192 

'Why wou1d I want to argue with him [my supervisor] ,and 
cause problems for myself? I hoped to have written it 
[my dissertation] from a more religious point of view, 
but mostly I just want to get the degree and not have 
to pay extra fees. 

One Canadian man offers a simil.ar account: 

I feel. it's important to have your supervisor on your 
side. Not only knowledgeabl.e, but al.so sympathetic to 
the kinds of things I'm looking at. However, I'm not 
going to take any controversial view that woul.d cause 
me any problems. 

Another reason for refraining from questioning dominant 

ideol.ogies is the student's awareness of the importance of 

his/her assessment and the academi c record. These issues were 

discussed earlier in rel.ation to classroom dynamics. Students 

at all lE!VQ1s of education are very much aware that teachers' 

assessments of them are important (Sanford, 1976:iv). 

Students recognize that formal and informal. judgements affect 

their academic records (Sanford, 1976:9). Furthermore, the 

academic record determines whether or not the student enters 

graduate school., his/her rank in the department, and his/her 

E!VQntual pl.acement after graduation (Sanford, 1976: 9) . 

Therefore, the need to maintain a good academic record 

discourages the student from questioning the present academic 

system. Tbey are also discouraged from questioning what is 

considered to be establ.ished ideol.ogy. 
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It should be noted that producing a dissertation that 

is in accordance with one's true subjective beliefs can be 

particularly difficult. It is the single most important 

piece of work the graduate student has to tackle. It is the 

most important indication of his/her abilities as a graduate 

student. The quality of the dissertation deteJ:mines his/her 

future as an academic. In addition, it is a very long and 

tedious process. Thus, the student may refrain from 

questioning the approaches of his/her committee members, in 

order to ensure that the dissertation does not take longer 

than is necessary. For example, some visa students have 

suggested that they do not want to challenge their committee 

members, because they do not want to have to pay further 

tuition fees or to delay their returns to their home 

countries. 

PERSONALITY 

While some students perceive that factors relating to 

race, class and gender shape their e3PQriences in academia, 

others believe that persona1:i.ty is the most important factor. 

In these cases, personality is a perceptual filter that 

prevents students from seeing racism, sexism and class:i.Bm. 

There are also :i.nStances in which students recount ezperiences 

they perceive to involve racism, sexism or c1assism. But they 
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then fall back on personality as an explanation. In these 

cases, seeing the problem in te%ms of personality may provide 

the individual with a means of managing unpleasant encounters 

and denying the existence of the underl.ying problem. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has described the ezperiences of graduate 

students who are conducting research and writing it up in the 

form of dissertations. The construction of knowledge is a 

main theme. We consider how the dynamics of race, class and 

gender, and in some cases age, shape, lIlOul.d, and construct 

ideologies in the university setting. Exam;nation of issues 

relating to race, class and gender reveal that students vary 

in their consciousness of these concepts and, therefore, in 

the extent to which they are likely to question ideologies. 

However, it has been demonstrated that it is not al.ways the 

case that a student who perceives the system to be unfair will 

openly question it. Some of the reasons for deferring to 

facul.ty members were described. For exarcq:>le, students need to 

have strong academic records. 

These dynamics involved in the construction of 

knowl.edge were exam; ned at each stage in the student career. 

First, there is the choice of a topic. Second, one must 
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choose commi. ttee menibers and conduct research. Then, one must 

write the research up in the form of a dissertation. Our 

discussion of the importance of personality reveals that 

consciousness is not static. And it is imbued with 

contradictions. Some students see personality factors as 

parallel and sometimes a1 ternati ve ezplanations to experiences 

shaped by race, class and qender. In some cases, this 

prevents students from seeing the inequalities of race, class 

and qender. In other cases, seeing problems in terms of 

personality clashes, provides a coping mechanism which allows 

students to deny the seriousness of the problem. The final 

section explored students' perceptions of the contributions 

made by their dissertations to the construction of knowledge. 

This offered insights into what students' feelings are about 

what they are actually producing and its value to society. 
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ENDNOTES 

1. Students in the fiel.ds of the humanities and the social. 
sciences often use the te:cn "dissertation" to refer to a 
doctoral. thesis. Science students use the te:rm "thesis." To 
simpl.ify matters, the te:rm "dissertation" wil.l. be used 
throughout. 

2. Some of the serious mistakes incl.ude choosing a project that 
requires too much work, or one which has been so wel.l. 
researched that no publ.ication is possibl.e from it. 

3. Some current literature (for example, the various experiential. 
accounts offered in Col.e and Runt) suqqests that ol.der 
graduate students tend to pursue research relating to their 
prior careers. This is not the case in our sample. One woman 
had chosen a topic for her M.A. thesis that related to her 
prior job, but her later degrees were undertaken purel.y out of 
interest. Another woman had been an el.ementary school 
teacher, and had l.eft the profession when she married. Upon 
decidinq to return to the workforce, she real.i2ed that she 
would need more than a B.A. in order to be competitive. 



CHAP'rER 6 

COPING MECHANISMS 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter deals with coping mechanisms. Students 

often find that graduate school ia demancung, both physically 

and emotionally. This is eapecia11y the case during the atage 

of doing reaearch and wri.ting the diasertation. "The thesis 

travel is challenging, exhi.larating, richly rewarding, 

arduoua, seemingly endless, and very lonely" (Cole, 1994:35). 

Some students report that it is the hardest thi.ng they have 

ever done. A student can become egocentri.c and can lose 

perapecti.ve on lile (Vartuli, 1982: 11). Margaret Patteraon, 

who worked on her Ph.D. thesis, in the late 1980s, at the 

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, says: 

I found that duri.ng the data analysis and discussi.on 
phases of my thesis, I became totally absorbed in my 
thesis and had great difficulty focusi.ng on such 
necessary things as my day-to-day work, my fami.1y, and 
personal responsibilities (1994:120). 

The loneliness experienced at the stage of wri.ti.ng the 

dissertation is problematic for many. Ardra Cole, a professor 

at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, explains: 

191 
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Writinq a thesis is a very lonely and all-consuminq 
process and no one outside the academic community 
understands, or really even cares to know, exactly what 
you are doinq or why... . It is difficult, if not 
impossible, for someone unfamiliar with the process, to 
understand it. It is unfair to expect otherwise 
(1994:39) . 

Therefore, many require other sources of rewards and 

validation. Katherine Tracey offers some suqqestions: 

The key to maintaininq physical and emotional health 
durinq the doctoral process seems to center around 
developinq and maintaininq an adequate support system, 
and maintaininq a physiopsychosocial balance of 
meaninqful activities (1982:67). 

A student's support system often includes the followinq 

people: advisers, peers and family members (Vartuli, 1982: 4) . 

Indeed, much has been written about the importance of friends, 

family membel::s, colleaques and committee members in providinq 

academic and social supports throuqhout the process of writinq 

the dissertation (Alexander, 1994:10; Comuzzi, 1994:47; 

Vartuli, 1982:4). 

In ezplorinq copinq mechan; SIllS, three main issues will 

be discussed. First, there are financial issues. Second, 

there are supports and academic advice. It will become 

evident that some sources of support are more accessible to 

some students than others. It will also be demonstrated that 

race, class and qender often shape the abilities of students 
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to cope with the demands placed on them at this stage. In 

addition, experiences are sametiJlles shaped by more than one of 

these factors, and in ways that make it difficult to separate 

out individual factors. 

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Most students, at some time during their academic 

careers, face financial difficul.ties. However, this is a 

greater problem for same students than for others. The first 

section deals with the various material resources to which 

students can turn for financial support. 

PART-TIME/FOLL-TIME WORK 

While same graduate students survive on the wages they 

receive as teaching assistants, a few must seek supplementary 

income. This may entail obtaining jobs off campus. Once 

their funding has run out, graduate students often have to 

seek employment in order to support themselves. If one is a 

parent, finding a job is of even greater importance. For 

example, one Canadian woman makes the following comment: 

I can' t say being a parent made things more difficul. t . 
r mean, it made me a lot more organized about the tiJlles 
I would work [on my dissertation]. I know some people 
say they can't work between these hours and these 
hours, because it's not their rhythm or whatever. 
Well, when you're a parent you just have to do things 
when you have to do them. But you know what was more 
of a strain was being more responsible in terms of 
getting a job when funding ran out. 
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Another Canadian woman gives a similar account of the 

financial implications of being a parent. She states: 

Being a parent has affected me in at least two 
different ways. On the positive side, it gives me 
motivation to do very well, to qat the scholarships, to 
qat the job [she teaches sessionals], or whatever. In 
fact, I am the financial support of our family, since 
my huaband and I decided we wanted one of us to stay 
at home and raise the kids. I'm not sure I'm self­
motivating enough to have worked that hard without the 
motivation of the kids. 

SCience students tend to be better funded than 

humanities and social science students (Baley, 1989:33). One 

Canadian woman, working in the Sciences has this to say: 

I think science students, in general, are better off 
[financiall.y] than arts students. I think I'm better 
off. At least this is what I gather from talking to 
other students, especially humanities students. They 
don't qat paid a l.ot. 

Another explanation could be that when funding runs out 

for science students, they are sometimes supported from their 

advisors' research grants until they complete their 

programmes. These sources of funding come from professors' 

government grants for research. One Canadian man, pursuing a 

degree in the Sciences, says: 

My funding will run out in a month and a half. But I 
have made an agreement with my supervisor to pay me 
after that. You see they [supervisors] have money from 
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NSRC' . And whether they pay you or not depends on your 
own particular case. If your supervisor can afford it, 
then, yes. 

One Canadian woman, studying in the Sciences, offers a silllilar 

account: 

I'm lucky that my supervisor has agreed to pay me, but 
this only covers the rent and tuition. So I am worse 
off than when I was funded. But on the bright side, I 
have my parents, who are very generous. They send me 
money when I need it. 

The following section will consider parents as sources of 

financial support. 

PAREN'l'S 

Some students can rely on their parents' help when they 

are facing financial difficulties. Some state that, while 

their parents have not given substantial financial support, 

they have been there at crucial times. One Canadian woman who 

belongs to a visible minority group says: 

Well, they haven't helped me substantially, but they 
have been there when I was really feeling a strain. 
You know, they'd lend a couple a hundred bucks here and 
there. And my dad bought me a computer one time. 

Other students feel that their parents provide substantial 

financial help. One Canadian woman from a Visible minority 

group, pursuing a degree in the Sciences has this to say: 

Oh yeah, they've been a great help ... for important 
things like holidays and a car. When it looked like I 
needed a vehicle, they gave me their old car, which is 
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in fine workinq order. I don't need it abso~ute~y, but 
it makes ~ife a ~ot easier. They a~so send me money 
without me asking. I coul.d get by without their help. 
But because of them I can afford al.l. the little extras 
that make 1ife more to~erab~e. 

This student ~inks her abi~ity to re1y on her parents for 

financia~ hel.p to her cultural background. 

I think I'm typical in gettinq he~p from my parents in 
terms of [my cu~tural.l collllllUllity. The parents are 
always there for the kids, and fami~ies stick together. 
I have friends who are [of the same cultural 
background) that did graduate work or went to law 
schoo~ or medica~ schoo~. And I'd say their parents 
belped them out as much as mine be~ped me. I mean, 
they never had to worry about going hungry. 

One woman from a deve~opinq country tel~s a similar ta~e: 

I think I 'm atypica~ because a l.ot of students have 
debts from [their undergraduate years] that they carry 
over into graduate school. My parents paid for my 
undergraduate school.inq. Part of this, I think, is 
because of my cul.ture. I think fami~y support is much 
stronger in my cul.ture than what I've seen of Canadian 
cul.ture. My parents would be happy to support me as 
mucb as they can even now. It's not a question of 
you're eighteen or twenty-five, and you're on your own. 
And I mean, it's just since I've been in graduate 
school that I've been financia11.y independent. They've 
bel.ped me a11 a1ong. 

Some students ~ink their abi1ity to re~y on their 

parents for financial. support to their c1ass backgrounds. For 

examp~e, one Canadian man comments as fo110ws: 

We11, my parents aren't l.ending me any extra money. 
They're 1endinq me money they've saved for their 
retirement, and I'm feeling quite gui~ty rigbt now. 
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Since funding has run out, I've been borrowing two to 
three hundred dollars a month from them. r'll probably 
owe them about twenty thousand [dollars] by the time 
I'm done. But, you know, I'm fortunate that I can 
borrow from them. If they were working-class, they 
might be completel.y rel.iant on government pension, 
which would put them at a very l.ow level. And they 
woul.dn't have any reserves to spare. 

Some science students al.so feel that their class 

position has had positive effects on their careers. One 

Canadian man, pursuing a degree in the Sciences, describes his 

Situation: 

Yes, [my class position has had an impact] in the sense 
that I wouldn't be here in the first pl.ace if it 
weren't for my parents' class position and their help. 
I wouldn't have been able to afford to go to 
uni versi ty. Or if I did go, and kept going, I would 
have had staggering l.oans by now. 

One Canadian woman CCI1I!!IIQnts: 

I know that I cannot rely on my family. They do not 
have the money. And for that reason I have been 
pushing myself to get done in the four years. And I 
know people in their fifth year, when you don't get 
funded anymore, have compl.etel.y relied on their 
parents. And because I know I can't, I'm doing 
everything possible to get done. I think I also face 
additional. stress because, if I don't get a job when 
I'm done, or don't get done, I'm in trouble, because I 
can't rel.y on my parents. I'd have to get a job. And 
I woul.dn' t be able to work on my thesis. Whereas 
friends receive cheques from their parents every month 
so they can continue. And they are thirty years old! 
I mean, it kind of annoys me, 

Some visa students al.so rel.y on their parents for 
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financial support. However, this is sometimes difficult 

because of the fluctuating exchange rates. For examp1e, one 

woman from a developing nation, says: 

When r was [back home, my parents] provided everythi.ng. 
r didn't have to worry about anything. They really 
can't help now, because the exchange rates are so 
terrible. 

Another visa student, a woman from a developing country, 

describes having similar problems: 

Well, they haven't helped me considerably. But there 
were times when they helped a great deal. Like at the 
[M.A.] level, when r first came here, and my husband 
hadn't arrived yet in canada, my parents would send me 
a little bit of money now and then. They could not 
help too much, because of the value of our money in 
Canada. But r also consider it financial help that my 
mother would send me clothes. Because r couldn't have 
afforded to buy clothes anyway. Even though they 
didn't always send me physical cash, they helped, 
because r could spend my money on other things. So 
they did help in that respect. 

Some visa students report that their parents pay for 

their airline tickets. Parents pay for them initially, when 

they came to canada, and also when they return to visit. For 

example, one man from a developing nation, pursuing a degree 

in the Sciences, comments: 

After r came here, they couldn't help too much. You 
know, the money exchange. But last year r got my 
flight ticket to go back. And when r came here too. So 
they always pay for that. 
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PARTNERS/SPOUSES 

Those graduate students who have partners or spouses 

often rely on them for financial support. Those involved in 

common-law relationships often report that their partners do 

not necessarily support them or give them money. However, 

they pool resources or rely on one another when there is a 

shortage of money. A Canadian woman describes her si tua tion: 

We lend each other money when one person is flush and 
the other person ian 't. 1:t equals out. So 1: wouldn't 
say he gives me money. But it's good that he's there 
as sort of a safety net. So 1: think 1: I m luckier than 
others in that sense. And also 1: have my parents, who 
would help if 1: n_ded it. 

Those who are married often report that their spouses 

support them. Often because their spouses have full-time 

jobs. One visa student from Europe relies on her husband. 

1: think 1: 'm lucky because my husband has a fairly 
well-paid job. 1: 'm much better off than most of the 
other students. 

Some students who are married report that their spouses 

do not necessarily support them. However, they do share their 

incomes. They also s_ this as advantageous. One woman, a 

visa student from a developing nation, working in the 

Sciences, comments: 

It's not like [my husband] gives me money as such. We 
pool our resources. 1:t' s comforting to be able to rely 
on each other if one of us is out of money. 
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SCHOLARSHIPS 

There is a general. consensus among those who hol.d 

sehol.axshi.ps that they are l.ucky to have won these, and that 

they axe much better off financial.l.y than those who do not 

have schol.arships. For exampl.e, one Canadian woman, pursuing 

a degree in the Sciences, finds this to be the case: 

I sure am l.ucky to get a [schol.axship]. It has been of 
substantial. hel.p. And yeah, I think I am better off 
than those that do not have schol.arships. I was abl.e 
to buy a ccu::, cl.othes, a dog. (She l.aughs.) I was abl.e 
do a l.ot of fun things. 

Those who do not have schol.arships are al.so conscious 

of the better financial. posi tiona of their colleagues who have 

schol.axships. One man, a visa student from a devel.oping 

nation, studying in the Sciences has this to say: 

I know if you are a Canadian getting NSRC or OGS2 

you're getting al.most fourteen thousand (dol.l.ars). So 
yeah, they are better off. They don't have to pay as 
much tuition as I do, and this year they brought in a 
new law so visa students have to pay OHIP'. 

However, some students who hol.d schol.arships, whil.e 

they consider themsel.ves to be l.ucky to have attained such 

awards, bel.ieve that others who have parental. support are 

equal.l.y l.ucky'. They feel. that they are in even better 

circumstances if they al.so have scholarships. One Canadian 
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woman of working-class background, comments: 

I'm lucky to get this scholarship. But some people who 
don't have scholarships have parental support, which I 
don't have. So perhaps it evens out. And I guess 
those who have scholarships plus parental support are 
even luckier! 

Another Canadian woman gives a similar account: 

I guess I'm atypical, because I have the SS~ 
[scholarship]. But, on the other hand, I don't have 
the outside funding that many people without SSBRe do 
have. Like I know people who get their visa bills paid 
by their parents, and their plane tickets home, paid 
for. So I think in many ways it probably evens out. 

It is interesting to note a few of the students 

interviewed perceive that there is a gender bias in the 

awarding of scholarships. MOre specifically, some students 

feel that the new Affirmative Action policies in wider 

Canadian SOCiety have trickled down into the university, and 

now affect the awarding of scholarships. Some men who were 

interviewed believe that Affirmative Action is resulting in 

reverse discrimination against white men. For example, one 

Canadian man says: 

I have not received any [scholarships]. I believe 
that, as a white male, I'm virtually shut out from 
receiving OGS and SSBRC [scholarships]. It's all tied 
to the government and the whole question of Affirmative 
Action, and so on. So if you're studying trendy 
initiatives, trendy fields, then the funding council 
smiles upon that. 
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One Canadian woman provides the followinq counter-argument: 

I think some people, especially men, would say that I 
received the scholarship because I'm a woman. I 
obviously do not accept this. I think my funding is 
dependent on my marks. I really do. I worked hard to 
get good marks. I'm not goinq to rely on the 
"government policy" argument. And no one knows how 
they make their deciSions anyway. 

Another Canadian woman says: 

When you're a woman in graduate school, you have the 
added pressure of always being told you get everything 
because you're a woman. It got so bad when [another 
woman in my department] and I got the [scholarships] 
that one of the men was very upset. It didn't matter 
what sort of records we had! 

One Canadian woman who belongs to a visible minority group, 

makes the same pOint: 

I think I got my scholarships because I'm a hard 
worker, and I've established a reputation for beinq a 
worker. My marks are very high. My reputation, which 
I have built for myself, also leads people to ask me to 
do projects related to certain issues and they fund me. 
But I've earned this. 

A Canadian woman, working in the Sciences, gives her opinion 

of Affirmative Action and issues relating to gender. 

If you get the scholarship just because you're a woman, 
then it doesn't have the same meaning. This is why 
samet; mes when people make a big issue about women. I. 
don't like it, because they miss the point. They have 
a goal, but they don't go about it in the right way. 
They just end up makinq the point that women are 
different. 
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VISA STtlDENTS 

Most students bel.ieve that visa students are in a worse 

financial. situation than their Canadian counterparts. This 

perception is in part rel.ated to the fact that visa students 

cannot receive government schol.arships. One woman visa 

student from a devel.oping nation, has this to say: 

If you're a visa student, as soon as you come here 
you're put in an economic situation that is worse than 
most of your col.l.eagues. I mean, we onl.y have access 
to a certain amount of money. We can't get 
schol.arships, and our tuition is higher than other 
students. If it weren't for my rel.atives, and being 
abl.e to l.ive at their pl.ace, I don't think I coul.d have 
done it. 

Graduate students are general.l.y not al.l.owed to work, 

except as teaching assistants. Some visa students feel. this 

restriction makes l.ife especial.l.y difficul.t for them. One 

woman from a devel.oping nation, comments as fol.l.ows: 

Being a visa student means I can't do any work outside 
campus. This means I onl.y have access to funds from my 
teaching aSSistantship. HOwever, I do have funds that 
my husband contributes. If I had the opportunity to 
work, even on campus during the year, it might be a bit 
different. I know al.l. visa students have this probl.em. 
They wish they coul.d do some extra work to make things 
better. But they can't, so they're frustrated about 
that. I woul.d say money is my biggest concern and 
pressure as a graduate student. 

Canadian students are al.so aware of the often more 

precarious financial. status of visa students. One Canadian 

man working in the Sciences, says: 
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Being a Canadian lIIaltes a difference financially. '!'he 
foreign students don't have access to this kind of 
funding [scholarships]. I don't think their lifestyle 
is nearly as fun. 

It should be noted that there are different categories 

of visa students. Among visa students, there is a common 

consensus that certain scholarships are better than others. 

For example, some scholarships pay the student's tuition fees. 

One woman from a developing nation, pursuing a degree in the 

Sciences, says this: 

I'm a CIDA5 scholar. It's one of the best. At least, 
I've heard that from the people I know in the 
department. It's Canadian funded, I think. '!'he CIDA 
pays my tuition fees. So what I would have paid for 
tuition I get every month to spend. So in that sense, 
I think I'm better off than some other visa students. 
And I have my parents to help me too. 

Another student from a developing nation is in the same 

situation: 

MY tuition is paid by CIDA. 
spouse, who has to pay it 
assistantship. 

So I'm luckier than my 
out of the teaching 

Another type of scholarShip available to visa students 

is the Bilateral CIDA. One student from a developing nation 

discusses why he would have been in a more advantageous 

financial position if he had received this type of 
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schol.arship. 

It woul.d have been much better if I had the CIDA 
Bil.ateral. schol.arship. This is qovernment to 
government, where your fam:il.y is taken care of. There 
woul.d be money for my wife and the and the chil.d, even 
if [my wife] wanted to qo to school.. 

Some visa students can al.so receive a waiver that 

al.l.ows them to pay Canadian fees instead of the hiqher visa 

student fees. One woman from Europe says: 

When I started the proqraJllllle, I qat a waiver. So I 
payed Canadian fees, which was a qreat hel.p. I think 
you qet this differential. waiver dependinq on your 
marks. I'm not sure how I qot it. Al.l. of a sudden, 
I just had it. And I think I'm l.ucky because of that. 

Bowever, it is not al.ways that easy to qat a differential. 

waiver fee. One man from a devel.opinq nation has this to say: 

When you are a visa student, you have to pay hiqher 
tuition fees, and you have to fiqht with them for the 
differential. fee waiver. I think the onl.y criterion 
is your marks. But the first year I came here my marks 
were qood. Then I qot it. So that makes thinqs a l.ot 
easier. 

The next section considers the social. supports of students. 

SOCIAL SUPPORTS 

PARENTS' EDUCATIONAL/LIFE EXPERIENCES 

Many students report that their parents have qreat 

infl.uence on their education, at al.l. staqas. Some students 
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believe that their parents' lack of education resulted in 

their desire for their children to attend university. One 

man, a visa student from a developing nation says: 

My peasant illiterate father believes in education. 
So he pushed all of his children, including his 
brothers, to go to school. He didn' t have the 
opportunity, so he made sure that we all went to school 
and stayed in school. And he provided the home; that 
is a home of love and care and that kept us going. 

Another visa student from a developing nation, describes a 

similar situation: 

At home, we struggled. My father died when I was 
nine, so my mother st.rugqled. I think because of that 
she encouraged me to get an education. So I would not 
end up in her situation. My father had also encouraged 
me to get a good education. He himself was an 
immigrant, and found that getting a good job was 
difficult. So he definitely saw the value of a good 
education. And he had me taking private lessons and so 
on. 

Other students suggest that they wanted to pursue 

higher education because of thei.r parents' university degrees. 

They had a certain social inheritance. For example, one woman 

from a developing nation, states: 

[My parents] are both well educated. Education has 
always been an important thing in our family. They 
encouraged my brother and myself to pursue our 
education and to take it as far as we want to go. And 
there's never been any barriers to going. 

Another Canadian woman, working in the Sciences, describes the 
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influence of her parents. 

I think that my father influenced me to consider a 
career in science. Be works in this area. ~ mom also 
encouraged me to go into science, although she does not 
work in this area. So I think they were a big 
influence on my education. 

A woman visa student from a developing nation, pursuing a 

degree in the Sciences, also camments on the importance of her 

SOCial background: 

~ parents always said it was good to get an education. 
And I guess they influence[d] me, just because I grew 
up in that background. ~ father is a professional 
back in [my country]. And my mother is too. 

Other students directly see connections between their 

parents' class status and their own education. For example, 

one Canadian woman COlllllleDts: 

My class background certainly did {affect my 
education] . Both of my parents are professionals I 
which I guess would make us at least upper-micidle­
class. My parents were in training up until I was 
fifteen. So there's a certain lifestyle that I'm quite 
familiar with. Bowever, because my father is a 
professional, this has led to significant oppOSition 
from him. Be thinks that I should be doing something 
more practical than [studying in the field I have 
chosen] . So I've had to stick to my guns a few times I 
and that has led me to feel quite secure about what l'm 
doing. And to feel that what I'm doing is important. 

Another Canadian woman describes the importance of class 

background: 

I think that the fact that I come from a middle-class 
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family has clearly affected _. The idea of 
university, well, there was no question that my 
brothers and sisters and I were going! Although my 
parents have never supported [financially] my 
university [career]. They have never given _ a cent 
towards it. 

One Canadian man, pursuing a degree in the Sciences, offers a 

similar account. 

I think the fact that I am in [science] is directly 
attributable to my middle-class background and the fact 
that both my parents have university degrees. They 
also have nice jobs and a nice house. And you just 
think you're naturally going to do the s~ thing. 

One Canadian woman cmmnents on her lower-class background. 

My lower-class background probably affected my 
education in that I did not go to university right 
away. You see, my parents did not go to university. 
And again, that's part of class. I took a course in a 
technical institute, just to get a job. So I worked in 
an office for years, and it never occurred to _ to get 
a university education. What was the point? 

What this student experienced for the greater part of her life 

is what Joanna Kadi (1993:90) addresses in her account of her 

own working-class childhood experiences. She discusses the 

nature of the working-class child's environment. Children do 

not question their working-class status or their parents' lack 

of education. Nor do they question their own tendencies to 

drop out of school at an early age. Consequently, they do not 

pursue higher education. These young people have certain 
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perceptions of the way "life shoul.d be" or the "natural. order 

of things" (Kadi, 1993:90). 

Another woman of 10wer-cl.ass background, discusses the 

lack of emotional support from her parents. This graduate 

student, a Canadian woman, remarks: 

I would say my parents' lower-class background has 
definitely affected my education. Some of my friends 
are lower-class, and we've discussed the lack of 
support and understanding from our parents. They think 
we're not working somehow, and we can just go grocery 
shopping on a Tuesday afternoon, because we're home 
anyway. But the basic point is they just don't think 
we're working. You know, I don't even know how I came 
from that family. I look at the world in an entirely 
different way. r mean, if I tell them they're being 
racist, they just don't understand, and tel.l me to shut 
up. I can't even partiCipate in conversations with 
them any more. And I think that's partly my faul.t. 
I've isol.ated myself through my education. I can't 
relate to them any more. And that bothers me. I'm 
more comfortable with my colleagues. 

OTHER :INFLUENCES 

Some students report that peopl.e other than their 

parents al.so infl.uenced them to pursue education. Other 

famil.y members were sometimes important. One woman, a visa 

student from a developing country says: 

My aunts, my mother's sisters, were all very 
infl.uential. I think that they're also very aware of 
the value of a good education. As I've mentioned 
before, in the my country, in addition to skin colour, 
education is the only other way up in terms of status. 
So they see my education as their education, something 
they have never had. It's not just something for me, 
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but for the [whole] family. 

Other students feel that the educational achievements 

of particul.ar family _bars served as examples. Once again, 

we see the importance of social inheritance. One Canadian 

woman makes the same point: 

My older sister has always served as an example in 
tel:2llS of education. When r was ten or twelve, r went 
up to visit her at university, and r saw university 
life. And that was the point [at which] r decided r 
was going to uni versi ty. r think this might be typical 
of a lot of us, having other family members who have 
been to university before us. 

Another Canadian woman tells a similar tale: 

My sister has a Ph.D., and my brother nearly has his 
M.A. r think that, because my sister went through this 
ahead of me, it has made ita hundred times easier. 
Because r knew what to expect, and r had someone who 
knew exactly what r was going through. 

Another source of influence for graduate students is 

friends. For example, one Canadian man discusses the 

influence of his friends and links this to class position. 

r think the friends r grew up with were somewhat an 
influence on my education, and this will reflect 
economic class. Most of my friends are white, and most 
of them are men. And they all have gone on to higher 
education as well. So r guess having similar 
backgrounds and values, we all thought higher education 
was the natural thing to pursue. 

One woman, a visa student from a developing nation, reports 
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that a friend of the family was very influential. 

There is a very good family friend of ours [my family] 
who has always pushed me to do things... She's 
always been there, since I was little, saying, "Don't 
let anyone tell you that because you're a woman you 
can' t do this and you can't do that... " She was a 
paediatrician. And so, coming from her, I knew that it 
could be done. And she was successful at it. She's 
been a good role model for me. 

One Canadian woman belonging to a visible minority 

group, feels that her friends are influencing the direction 

her dissertation is taking. She relates how these friends 

contributed to her understanding of issues relating to gender 

and race. 

I think the association with my friends in the theatre 
groups and the feminist community affects the things I 
want to study and the outlook I want to take in my 
dissertation. They confirm that this alienation I'm 
feeling, in terms of having no other blacks around in 
my department who can relate to my experiences, is not 
nonsense. This is because some of these people hold my 
views in terms of differential ezperiences based on 
race. And, in terms of the feminist community, they 
confirm that the alienation I feel as a woman is indeed 
real. So this encourages me to address these issues in 
my thesiS, and make them seem all the more important to 
me. 

Some students feel that their teachers, even those at 

the high school level, influenced their educational careers. 

For examp te, one Canadian woman, pursuing a degree in the 

Sciences, reports: 
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Some of my teachers in high schoo~, for better or for 
worse, were inf~uential. So you bad both sides. I 
remember one math teacher who was really helpful, but 
the [science] teacher was the worst. So r'm surprised 
r'm in [science] right now! 

Others report that professors at the undergraduate 

leve~ were important. One woman, a visa student from a 

developing nation, studYing in the Sciences says: 

There were some professors in my undergraduate 
programme that I think were influential. They served 
as role models in that you see how much they enjoy what 
they're doing. And that makes you want to do it too. 

FRIENDS 

Friends are another source of support. Students' 

networks include colleagues, both wi thin the student's own 

department and in other departments, friends outside the 

university, especially in those cases where students have come 

from far away, parents and other family :members and, finally, 

partners/spouses. However, most students mention multiple 

sources of social supports and only a few described faculty as 

friends. 

COLLEAGUES 

Some students report spending a great deal of their 

time with other colleagues. Linda Levstik, a professor of 

education in the Uni.ted States, recalls her graduate student 

years, and explains why she believes friendships with other 
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students are essentia1. 

Graduate student friends can 1isten and share their own 
experiences. They know and sympathize with the 
prob1ems of their c011eagues. They can see the humor 
in it a11. One day, for instance, I observed my three­
year-01d p1aying with her d011s. She had decided to 
move on to something e1se, so she carefu11y 1aid each 
d011 in the carriage, kissed them genUy on the 
forehead and said, "Be good, now. Mommy has to go to 
c1ass. " A neighbour to whom I re1ated the incident 
shook her head and Sighed. My graduate student friends 
1aughed and shared s~lar tales (1982:100). 

Colleagues can also help when there are periods of 10w 

producti vi ty during the research and the writing of the 

dissertation. Solveiga Mieztis, who studied at the Ontario 

Institute for Studies in Education in the early 1990s has this 

to say: 

Peer support and external validation can be invaluable 
at critica1 times to enab1e students to get over thesis 
blocks and dispel the debilitating attacks of se1f­
doubt. I felt I was back on track and I was able to 
seek out the statistical advice which I needed to 
complete the ana1ysis (1994:102). 

One Canadian woman, working in the Sciences, discusses her 

relationship with her colleagues. 

Oh yeah, I spend a 10t of time with other graduate 
students here. Most of them I hang out with are from 
my department. My on1y other close friend is back in 
Quebec. But here, yeah, we do a 10t of fun things 
together. Professors do not rea11y jOin us. On1y when 
we have departmenta1 activities. 

One man, a visa student from a deve10ping nation, pursuing a 
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degree in the Sciences , gives a simil.ar account. 

I social.ize a l.ot with students, other col.l.eaques from 
al.l. different departments. Since I am in [a student 
group], I made l.ots of friends. They're not al.l. [from 
my country] though. We do l.ots of things. Like we go 
[to] Tuesday night movies. Two of my col.l.eaques are 
not onl.y peopl.e to have fun with, but they heJ.p me with 
my thesis. When I am having probl.em[s] with writing, 
they wil.l. sit down and discuss [the probl.em] with me. 

Bowever, some visa students report spending most of 

their time with other visa students or students of their own 

national.i ty. For examp l.e, one man from a devel.oping country 

says: 

I spend a l.ot of time with other [students from my 
country], but not with a l.ot of students in my 
department and definitel.y not professor[s] . [Mysel.f 
and col.l.eagues from my country] discuss our homel.and 
and sometimes school., but not often. 

One woman, from a devel.oping country, working in the Sciences, 

gives a simil.ar account: 

Both academical.l.y and social.l.y, I spend a l.ot of time 
with col.l.eaques. This is mostJ.y the case with the visa 
students or others who don't have famil.y around. We 
just sort of do things together on a regul.ar basis. 

Some students report that they spend very l.ittJ.e time 

wi th other students. There are a variety of reasons for this. 

One reason is that, once course work is over and the student 

begins to work on the dissertation, the writing and anal.ysis 
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is often carried out in isolation. One Canadian woman 

descr1bes her experience. 

I used to spend more time with colleagues. Now, I 
spend a lot of time workinq on my own. What happens 
is when you're doinq course work you're there at the 
univerSity. NOW, I find I don't work in my office, but 
at home. And the friends you make in your courses are 
normally the ones you keep. As the years qo by, so 
many new faces come in, and it's not as easy to become 
familiar with them as if you were takinq courses with 
them. With all the work I have to do too, I find you 
can easily come in and qet side-tracked with 
socializinq. Now, I zip in and use the library. But 
most of the time I'm at home workinq. 

Another reason for spend:inq very little time with 

colleagues is marriaqe. Some students also have children. 

Sharon Barnett, who worked on her Ph.D. in the late 1970s, 

says that this was her experience in graduate school.: 

Married students tended to have more friendships 
outside the proqram and to participate more in non­
academic groups. Sinql.e students tended to center 
al.m.ost all contacts within the proqram (1982:66). 

Rosalind Williams, who worked on her Ph.D. theSis in the early 

1980s, expl.ains why this miqht be the case. 

The woman with a husband wai tinq for dinner or children 
at home will not be able to stop with friends for a 
drink or dinner after a late afternoon class. 
Likewise, she may have difficulty findinq time to qet 
toqether with other students outside class to work on 
a take-home exam or to do joint studyinq (1982: 89) . 

One woman, a visa student from Europe has this to say: 
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r used to socialize more with students, but r think 
what has happen[ed] is social circles have changed. 
Like when my husband got his job and got to know people 
from work, we start [ed] socializing with them. And 
after r had my children, r became closer to women who 
also have children, like my next door neighbour. 

Another woman, a visa student from a developing nation, 

describes her experience. 

Before my husband came [from my country], r spent more 
time with other students, mostly other visa students. 
NOW, r don't hang around the university as much as I 
used to. r want to go home to spend time with him. 
And r feel more compelled to make dinner on a regular 
basis. So more of my time is being taken up. r can't 
afford to spend so much time socializing any more. 

One man, a visa student from a developing country, purSuing a 

degree in the Sciences, makes a similar point: 

I can't spend much time with students. r mean, r have 
so much of my own work. And when I'm not doing my work 
there is my wife and child to consider. Of course, r 
have to spend time with them. 

Other students suggest that the main reason why they 

spend little time with other students is because they are 

coming to the end of their programmes. They need to immerse 

th ..... selves in the; r work in order to complete their theses on 

time. One Canadian woman, studying in the Sciences, says: 

Not any more. I used to. I I m working a l.ot harder 
than r used to, and so r don't have any time for that. 
r want to give [my thesis] the best shot in terms of 
being done on time. And any free time 1: do have 1: 
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prefer to just spend going home or going to my dance 
group to rel.az. And I prefer to spend l.unch hours 
working rather than socializing now. 

A further reason for spending very little time with 

colleagues is a sense of alienation or the lack of a feeling 

of belonging. One Canadian woman comments, 

Until this year [I spent time with colleagues and 
faculty] . Since I've had this probl.em with my 
commi ttee, especial.l.y my supervisor, over my 
dissertation, I just don't want to be around here. In 
te:oDs of students, wel.l, I was never terribly cl.ose to 
many. But some I don't even want to see now. You see, 
word gets around about everything in our department, 
and I don' t need any sni.de remarks about the probl.ems 
wi th my committee. 

One Canadian woman who belongs to a visibl.e minority group, 

discusses her feel.iogs of al.ienation from other students. She 

rel.ates this to gender and to race. 

I've never socialized much with students. And a lot 
of this has to do with the "bl.ank stare" I've been 
tal.king about. I mean, even if peopl.e seem to be 
sympathetic to what I'm tel.l.ing them, you stil.l. get 
this l.ook. And you know they don't reall.y understand. 
I actual.l.y feel al.ienated from students and facul.ty 
too. That's why as a bl.ack feminist I social.ize more 
wi th peopl.e and groups outside of the uni versi ty. .. . 
I bel.ong to theatre groups composed of minorities and 
some femini.sts. 

Some students regard their parents and/or other famil.y· 

members as their best friends and see them as important 

sources of social. and emotional support. One woman from a 
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deve10ping nation says: 

My fami1y are my c10sest friends, actual.1y. My parents 
are very supportive of my pursuing a Ph.D. My brother 
is gOing through the same thing, and he and 1: talk all 
the time. So _, re very supportive of each other. 

Another woman, a visa student from a deve10ping nation has the 

following to say: 

1: would say my family are the closest [friends]. I 
mean, most [of them} are back home. But if 1: call and 
I'm complaining or upset, they will try to comfort me. 
My parents and siblings write often as _11, and they 
always give me words of encouragement. So they're my 
main source of support, I would say, and my best 
friends also. 

Those students who have partners or spouses often 

indicate that they are their best friends and also sources of 

emotional support. One Canadian man says: 

My wife is my best friend. We don't always discuss my 
school work. Especially after working on it all day, 
I don't want to talk about it. But if 1: 'm having 
problems, she's there to listen, and give some comfort 
and sometimes advice. So she's been a real asset to 
me. 

One woman, a visa student from a developing nation, gives a 

similar account. 

My husband has always been a good source of emotional 
support. Whenever I feel down or I feel like giving 
up, he simply says, "Oh just take a vacation, and when· 
you come back to [your work] you'll feel better." And 
he understands because he just got his Ph.D. And he 
knows what it's all about. 



225 

Another visa student, a man from a developing nation, working 

in the Sciences, also says that his wife is important. 

My wife is the closest [friend], especially when we 
came here. We found ourselves in [a] strange place. 
So we rely on each other for confidence. 

ORGANIZATIONS 

Some students feel that they benefit from belonging to 

groups and organizations. Students report a variety of 

reasons for joining. One commonly mentioned reason is the 

desire to engage in an activity that is different from work. 

One Canadian woman says: 

I don't belong to any clubs in [this city]. In [a 
neighbouring] province, I belong to the NDP [New 
Democratic Party], which means I do a lot of political 
work. It· s much more fun than working on my 
dissertation! I guess the main reasons I belong are 
because it's interesting and it's just something 
totally different than school work. 

One Canadian man has a similar view of the importance of 

organizations. However, he adds that his involvement in 

organizations also helps to relieve stress. 

I belong to [a student group on campus]. I think it 
adds something to my life. I mean, it's a long haul, 
the Ph. D. If you don't have these other things, I 
think you're likely to become unbalanCed. [Belonging 
to this group] relieves some stress by just changing 
the mix of things you do. It's just important to take 
your mind off your work every once in a while. 

Some students report that they engage in physical 
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exercise, because this is something different from academic 

work. They al.so find that it hel.ps to rel.ieve stress. One 

Canadian woman, working in the Sciences, comments as follows: 

Every day at l.unch tillie, I go for a swim.. I find it 
rel.axes me and it rel.ieves stress. It's good to get 
away from your work. I find, when I go back to my 
work, I can concentrate much better. I think everyone 
shoul.d do something that's not aSSOCiated with their 
work. 

Peopl.e al.so join organizations in order to social.ize. 

This is especially important for visa students, who do not 

have family membA.rs here. One woman, a visa student from a 

devel.oping nation, working in the SCiences states: 

I bel.ong to [an organization on campus for students 
from my country]. This [provides] you with more social. 
activities. You wil.l get to know more people. Al.l my 
family and friends [are] back home. 

Another woman visa student from a devel.oping nation, al.so 

val.ues the student organization to which she bel.ongs: 

I bel.ong to [an association of students who are from 
my country]. I don't social.ize with students even in 
my own department. If I do, it's with other students 
from. my country. other students are nice, but somehow 
I just feel. different. So that's mainly why I joined, 
for identity and socialization. We normal.ly don't tal.k 
about Canada. So it's a way of bringing home here. I 
mean, when I came here I missed my famil.y so much. I 
just cried a lot, and ate a l.ot of ice cream. (She 
l.aughs.) Soon after I joined this club. 

Some students join organizations for a variety of 

social. , religious and spiritual reasons. One man, a visa 
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student from a deve~opinq nation, studyinq in Sciences says: 

I be~onq to [a rel.iqious qroup1 on campus. [Peop~e of 
my re~iqion] shou~d pray five times a day. There is a 
prayer here on Friday. When I came here, I asked 
around to see what was avai~able, because reliqion is 
important to me. Then it became social. We have some 
acti vi ties, and we have a small maqazine. But I'd say 
the reliqious part is of qreater importance than the 
social part. 

One woman from a developinq nation, qives simi~ar reasons for 

belonqinq to a re~iqious orqanization. She has this to say: 

I'm a member of [a re~iqious qroup] here on campus. 
Fai th is a very important part of my life. It's 
probably the most important thinq. It's a way of 
qettinq in touch with other [people of this reliqion] 
on campus, and doinq thinqs and orqanizinq thinqs. So 
it's partly socia~, but most~y re~iqious. 

Other students report joininq orqanizations in order to 

help others. One Canadian woman remarks: 

1: hel.p out at a women' s centre downtown. We hel.p women 
that are abused, or poor, or whatever the case may be. 
1: belonq just to he~p those that are ~ess fortunate 
than myself. I fee~ ~ike it's selfish to just be 
invo~ ved in my own work and nothinq e~se. 

One Canadian man, studyinq in the Sciences, has a similar 

a~truistic approach: 

1: [be~onq to a qroup that he~ps immiqrants] and a~so 
[to] an orqanization that tutors inmates. These are 
vo~unteer organizations. 1: be~onq to them. for social 
conscience reasons, I guess. Just to help. 

Some students report joining organizations for 
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professional reasons. one Canadian woman gives this reason. 

I'm quite active in [a group that is interested in the 
same issues I address in my dissertation]. It's the 
fiel.d I'm interested in, and I want to meet with other 
people who are interested in that field and exchange 
ideas. Part of it is social, and part of it is 
professional. 

one man, a visa student from a developing nation, pursuing a 

degree in the SCiences, describes his involvement in a 

professional group as follows: 

I belong to a SCience group. I want to get in touch 
with other colleagues f:rom different countries, to see 
what they're wo:rking on. So it's [a] good career move. 
It's good to get your name on the list, and people can 
contact you if they want to know more about yoUX' wo:rk. 
It's part social, I guess, too. You can meet people, 
even if [it's] not face to face. 

ACADEme SUPPORT 

MENTORS 

A mento:r is an ezperienced and trusted adviser. Some 

students report having had mentors at various stages in their 

academic careers (Bolig, 1982:18). For example, a canadian 

woman who belongs to a visible Ddnority group, discusses her 

ezperience of mentorship at the undergraduate level., and links· 

her ezperience to her status. She says: 

I had a couple of mentors that were really good. They 
gave me the whole political strategy of the univerSity. 
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{They] kind of laid things out for me. I met both of 
them in my undergraduate [years]. I really only have 
contact with one of them now. They taught me the ins 
and outs of the university, and they just validated and 
acknowledged that there is racism. It was just to hear 
me out, when I was blowing my top or wanting to 
quit. .. . 

One Canadian man, working in the Sciences, describes the 

mentor he had when he was an undergraduate. 

I had a mentor at the undergraduate level. He gave me 
advice on what universities to choose for my graduate 
work, and, basical.ly, what and what not to do in te%mS 
of my future career. He was really wise and very 
inspirational. 

One Canadian woman, gives her account of mentorship at 

the graduate level and l.inks her experience to gender. She 

comments: 

I had a mentor at the [M.A] level. She's unfortunately 
gone now. She seemed to me to be different than any 
other professor, so much so that she was inspirational. 
I thought that maybe I can get through all of this. 
And I can be like her, and organize my teaching 
assistants like her, and teach my classes like her. 
She gave me verbal advice, mostly in the context of 
teaching. She was very supportive, just by helping me 
to get through the programme and being abl.e to talk to 
her. I think, in my case, since she was a woman and 1: 
am also, this had an impact [on our relationship]. 1: 
think it might be easier for the men to find mentors, 
because there are more male professors around. In 
fact, talking to someone yesterday, she said that she 
can' t find a femal.e rol.e model. at al.l. in the department 
anymore. 1: mean, the one that may have been good is 
gone now. 
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One Canadian man, studying in the Sciences, describes his 

experience of mentorship. 

My current supervisor is a mentor in the sense that he 
advises me, not just on research, but also on 
professional matters. lie makes suggestions that will 
help me in my future career. :r mean, some supervisors 
are better at [mentorship] than others. I happen to 
have one that's good, and :r was sort of looking for 
this. But I had no clue that :r was actually going to 
get it. :r mean, a mentor is someone that cares about 
how you 1 re progressing or someone that sends you to the 
right conferences, who introduces you to people, and 
who is interested in the development of your chances 
of getting a job. Some supervisors never consider 
that. They're just interested in what research you're 
churning out. 

LACK OF MENTORSIIIP 

Some students report not having mentors. There are 

various reasons for this. One is that the student simply does 

not see the need for a mentor. For example, one man, a visa 

student from a developing nation, discusses his lack of 

interest in finding a mentor, and 1inks this to his culture. 

lie makes the following comment: 

:r don't need a mentor. You see, in [my country1 we 
don't have mentors at all. You get advice from your 
parents. You don't get close to your teacher t because 
it's not allowed. You don't even talk to your teacher. 
So I'm not sure about the issue here in Canada. 

Others who do not fee1 the need for mentors link this 

to their own independence and sometimes to their ages. 
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Another Canadian man says: 

If I had anyone even cl.ose to a mentor, it woul.d have 
been at [the M.A.] l.eve1. Other than this, no. This 
probabl.y has to do with my age . I thillk I'm more 
independent than some peopl.e at this stage of the 
Ph.D., onl.y because I'm older and a bit more 
experienced in certain things. I think it might be 
more important at an earl.ier stage. 

A n,.nnMr of other students stated that they woul.d have 

liked to have had mentors earl.y in their graduate careers. 

This coul.d be linked to the anxiety and insecurity often 

reported by students in their first year (Vartul.i, 1982:3). 

For example, one Canadian woman, pursuing a degree in the 

Sciences, remarks: 

I thillk I woul.d have liked a mentor in the beginning 
of the progrannae, when I got here. I woul.d have l.iked 
somebody to tel.l. me which directions to take in terms 
of my research. Is my work correct? Shoul.d I have 
more results? Are my resul.ts normal.? Yeah, at that 
point, I woul.d like to have [had] one. But I know more 
about what I'm doing now. 

Some students simply do not see the need for mentors. 

One woman, a visa student from a devel.oping nation, studying 

in the Sciences, comments: 

I never had one, and it never bother[ed] me. [In] my 
opinion, I don't think most students need an advisor. 
I am not asking anyone [to be my mentor] . I don't want 
to coPY anybody, and I don' t want somebody to tel.l me 
[what to do] all. the time. I'm not taking one person 
as God or mentor. 
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However 1 other students report that they regretted 

their l.ack of access to mentors. Women are most likely to 

suggest that this is a problem. They often link their l.ack of 

access to mentors to issues relating to gender. Indeed, 

Phyllis Levy (1982:47) documents that a male student has a 

greater chance of being taken on as a protege. Levy offers a 

possible explanation: 

Many adul.t males are simply uncomfortable with women. 
Men often do not know how to communicate with women as 
equals and competent professionals; they have 
experience only in playing the roles of son, brother 1 

husband, father, and sex partner and cannot play the 
role of friend or colleague. Finally, there are those 
men who cannot see a woman as anything but an object 
for sex (1982:47). 

Furthermore, in an institution staffed largely by white males 

it can be fairly difficult to find a female role model who 

suits one's "style of operation" (Levy, 1982:57). For 

example, one Canadian woman links her lack of access to 

mentors to gender as well as to class. She says: 

Oh, .i t bothers me .immeasurably. I have not been abl.e 
to talk to anybody in a position of authority about my 
thesis and the problems I'm having with my committee. 
I just can't tal.k to [my committee], because I'm not 
even sure they can understand what I'm trying to say or 
do. I am not going to toe the middle-class line, and 
do what they tell me to. I'm not going to write what 
I think is incorrect. I think this is why I don't have 
a mentor. I mean in [the f.iel.d .in which I specialize] 
we don't have any women [professors], so I can't really 
turn to anyone who might be able to relate to me on a 
gender level.. Basicall.y, I think women just see the 
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wor~d in a tota~~y different way than men, and I rea~~y 
be~ieve a woman wou~d be more supportive of the views 
I've taken. I think a ~ot of women, at ~east in my 
department, can't find fema~e mentors. So they're 
going outside the department. 

One woman, a visa student from a deve~opinq nation, gives a 

simi~ar account. She a~so ~inks her experience to race. 

I wowd have ~iked a mentor, especiu~y here in a mal.e­
dominated department. I think that a few of my ma~e 
co~~eaques do have mentors. And they find it easier to 
have mentors, because there are so many ma~e professors 
in the dePartment. They probab~y find it easier to get 
a~ong, perhaps because of the comfort thing, being 
white and being mal.e. 

One Canadian woman, pursuing a degree in the Sciences, 

describes why she wou~d have ~iked to have had a mentor. 

When you're going to graduate schoo~, you' re a~ways 
thinking about chi~dren. When am I going to have theDl'? 
Bow am I going to support theDl'? It wou~d be nice to 
see how a woman jU99~es that, a career and a fami~y, 

and a~l those other womanly duties. It is much harder 
for women to find mentors in science. The guys cou~d 
pick [from many male] professors to be their role 
models or mentors. 

One Canadian man believes that women find having a 

mentor especial~y he~pful. 

From what I've seen in my dePartment, and what I've 
heard from [my partner], women, in particular, need 
mentors. I think a ~ot of this has to do with the 
alienation they feel in this context. I mean, a ~ot of 
dePartments are stil~ ma~e-dominated, and I think women 
have to put up with a ~ot of gender related remarks and 
put downs. 
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Indeed, some students suggest that, within their own 

departments, they feel that women have closer relationships 

wi th their supervisors who are also women. One Canadian man 

states: 

I think, the way I've seen it, is some of the females 
might have closer relationships with their female 
supervisors than males with their male supervisors. 

One Canadian woman says: 

I'd say the women facu1 ty members do have closer 
relationships with their students than the men. And 
the women facu1 ty _hers usually are supervising women 
students. [Usually only] women faculty dea1 with 
feminist issues, and you don't find a lot of men doing 
feminist [work]. And maybe it's because I have a male 
supervisor that I don't have this kind of close 
relationship with him. 

One Canadian woman who belongs to a visible minority 

group, offers a different reason for her lack of access to 

mentors. She makes the following comment: 

In my case, I don't think being a woman has so much to 
do with it [my lack of access to mentors] as race. I 
think it's easier to find a mentor if you're white. I 
think this is specifiC to this area and this university 
though. I mean, at one particular university there's 
a whole heap of black professors that black students 
can choose from. Like I've said, there are professors 
here who are sympathetic. But unless they're black, 
and have had myezperiences there will always be a 
wall there. 
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DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH 

An important part of the process of wri ting a 

dissertation is having people with whom to discuss ideas. 

These sources include academic friends, supervisors, family 

members and partners/spouses. Discussion of one's research 

with family members or partners and spouses is often described 

as being qui te general. For example, one woman from a 

developing nation has this to say: 

I discuss my work with my supervisor, and my committee 
to a l.esser extent. Occasional.l.y, I discuss it with 
other graduate students. I also discuss it with my 
famil.y members sometimes. But more in generalized 
terms, not about the specific detail.s. I don't seek 
hel.p that often, but there are times when I do need 
some input or advice. And I do have people to turn to. 

Another woman from a developing nation, studying in the 

Sciences, gives a similar account. She comments: 

Oh absolutel.y! My entire office is avai.l.able to tal.k 
to. They all work under my supervisor, so they have 
some idea of what I'm doing. There's aJ.so my 
supervisor, and, once in a while, my committee members. 
TheY're all there. Al.l you have to do is knock on 
their doors. There have been times, I must say, when 
I was reall.y stuck, and at l.east one of these people 
have helped a great deal. 

Others feel that they can turn to their 

partners/spouses to discuss their research. One Canadian 

woman, working in the SCi.ences, makes the following statement: 

I discuss my research with my supervisor and my 



236 

husband. But. my husband first. lie's in [my area of 
study], so he knows what. I'm tal.king about. It's 
really nice, because it.' s so abstract, what. I do, that 
I can't ezplain it to anybody else. He's been a real 
help, and I consider myse~f ~ucky. 

It shou~d a~so be noted that science students often 

turn to post-doctora~ fe~~ows7 for help. One man, a visa 

student from a developing nation, studying in the Sciences, 

has this t.o say: 

If I'm having [a] prob~em with my research, I wi~~ 

normally talk to the two post-doc[tora~ students] in my 
group. If they advise me to go seek my supervisor or 
another person, I wi~~. I real~y see them as very wise 
as they have work[ed] in this area ~ong before me. I 
don't rea~ly speak to my cODllllittee. We meet twice a 
year, as a group, and discuss my progress. But. I'm 
satisfied with the help these two post-doc[toral 
students] give me. 

Some students report that theY lack people with whom to 

talk when they need t.o discuss their research. One reason for 

this is that very few people are familiar with the student's 

topic. One male visa student from a developing country says: 

I can't really brainstorm, as such, with anyone. 
There is one other colleague I can talk to, but on a 
general level. As for my supervisor, he, himself, is 
now just getting into reading about [these issues]. 
I'm the one who's introducing him to these issues. 
Be's very far behind. However, I know people at other 
universities. Like [a university that is nearby] is· 
very strong in my field, and I can call any time for a 
discussion. So, while I wish there were more people 
close at hand sometimes, I know I can find others. But 
I have to go to greater lengths to reach them. 
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One Canadian woman from a visible minority group, also reports 

a lack of people with whom she can discuss her research. She 

states: 

Well, I could talk to my supervisor, I guess. But, 
like I've said so many times before, those who aren't 
of my group can't really relate to my experiences. 
Actually, I feel so alienated right now that I've been 
kind of avoiding my supervisor. I much prefer to 
discuss my research with my friend [a student who 
belongs to the same group and who studies in another 
department]. I just get so much out of it. We're like 
sparks, and it just clicks and away we go and it's like 
real recognition. 

Other students report that they have no desire to 

discuss their research with others. They often link this to 

independence. One female visa student from a developing 

nation has this to say: 

Well, I guess there would have been people to 
brainstorm with if I'd went looking. But I never did. 
I never felt the need. I think it has to do with my 
age again. When I decided to go to graduate school, I 
knew exactly what I wanted to do. And I just didn't 
feel I needed any input from anybody. 

One Canadian woman from a visible minority group, gives a 

completely different reason for not seeking others with whom 

to brainstorm. 

[I only discuss my thesis) with this group I'm 
studying. It's their community, their [values and 
their way of life) being written about. They are the 
only ones that have the right to decide what is 
written, how it's written, what needs to be in my 
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thes~s and what he important po~nts are. 

The next secUon will deal w~th the relationship between 

support and completion. 

ANALYSIS 

Students' perceive that their levels of support, 

(f~nancial, social and academic) have implications for their 

rates of completion. We now deal with finances and compleUon 

rates. 

F:tN1oNCES AND COMPLETION RATES 

Some students believe that their financial status has 

i.mpeded the compleUon of their dissertations (Holdaway, 

1994:1; Sheridan and Pyke, 1994:85). For example, taking on 

a part-time job, and someUmes a full-Ume job, before the 

completion of the programme sometimes slOWS down a student's 

progress. Some women point out that having children, which 

sometimes requires the taking on of part-time and/or full-Ume 

jobs, can slow one down. For example, one Canadian woman 

says: 

I'll say having children did! 1Ihen you have children, 
finances are even more of an issue. It's not just 
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yourself you're worzying about. Some students I who are 
single and do not have ch:ildren can go on unemployment 
at various stages. But when you have children, you 
need a substantial amount more. At one time I I put my 
doctoral work aside for a year so I could earn enough 
money to support myself I my fam:ily and continue in the 
programme. 

Another Canad:ian woman makes a sim:ilar pOint: 

I'm not sure how much longer I will take. But I think 
having a husband and ch:ildren has slowed me down 
:immeasurably. Until recently I I have been the sole 
financ:ial support of my fam:ily. Ch:il.dren al.so take up 
a lot of your ti.me. You have to play with them, read 
them stories, tuck them in. And the list goes on and 
on! 

Indeed, Linda Williams d:iscusses the stress often associated 

with being a married woman with children and also pursuing 

doctoral stud:ies. 

Juggling between Kindergarten and babysitters, making 
suppers and cleaning house, driving to soccer and music 
lessons, I was able to collect my data by June 13. I 
understood what women live through! For the rest of 
June I could just be MOm with the exception of a few 
l.etters and phone call.s to complete this stage. My 
supervisor and a col.1eague jokingly suggested I should 
write my thesiS on the transition to mom (1994:156). 

Financial constraints can sometimes force students to 

complete their programmes on ti.me. This is often the case for 

visa students. For examp1e, one woman, a visa student from a 

developing nation, azperienced this pressure. She also talked 

of her maturity and of her high level of motivation". 

/ 
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I have passed my defence and I just have a few final 
things to do. Yes, I did complete my degree in four 
years. I just worked really hard. Being a visa 
student, I cannot work here when my funding runs out. 
And I cannot receive any loans from the Canadian 
government. So part of my drive was because of 
financial reasons. But I think I'm very motivated at 
this stage of my life. I knew from the very beginning 
what topic I wanted to do. And it was a topic that I 
was really interested in. I think a lot of younger 
students make the mistake of doing a topic that they 
think their supervisor would like. And therefore, they 
might not really be interested in the topic. This 
could slow them down. 

Another visa student from a developing nation, gives a similar 

account: 

I think I will be finish (ed] on time. I have to 
(finish], because when funding run(s] out I cannot get 
money from anywhere. And I'm also anz:i.ous to return 
home. 

One Canadian woman also perceives that financial constraints 

will encourage her to finish on time. She links this to her 

working-class status. 

Oh, I must finish on time! My parents are not in a 
financial position to help me out if I go over time. 
Whereas I know a lot of middle-class students have that 
option. Actually, even if my parents had the money, I 
don't think they would help. As I've said before, they 
think that I'm getting too much education. I'm also 
not willing to accumulate loans or to work, because I 
know this will slow me down. So I must finish on time. 

MOst science students report that they will finish on 

time or go only a few months over time. Some suggest that it 
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is the higher levels of funding that science students receive 

that leads to earlier completion (Holdaway, 1994: 5) . One 

Canadian woman, working in the Sciences says: 

I'm positive I'll be done on time. Most of my 
colleagues feel they will finish on time too. In the 
sciences, most people finish on time, or only go over 
by a few months. From what I know of my friends in the 
humanities and the SOCial sciences I I thi.nk funding has 
a lot to do with this. We get a great deal more money 
than they do. 

'!'hose science students who say they will not finish on time do 

not attribute this to finances. The reasons they offer will 

be discussed below. 

SOCIAL AND ACADEMiC SUPPORTS AND COMPLETION RA'l'ES 

Some students believe that one reason for eztended 

completion times is numerous requirements. For ezample, one 

woman, a visa student from Europe, c()1D1llAnts: 

No [I will not finish on time]. I think the programme 
is too heavy. There' s no [students in my area of 
study} who finish in four years. There are too [many} 
course requirements and comprehensives. All of this 
takes time to fulfill .... 

Another woman, a visa student from a developi.ng country, 

offers her point of view: 

I don't think four years is feasible. You have courses 
and comprehensives. And all this time, you're teaching 
when you're supposed to also be working on your thesis. 
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So you real.l.y don't start [working on the dissertation] 
until. fourth year. And writing takes [a] l.ong [time]. 
You're not just churning out chapters. Writing just 
doesn't work that way. And peopl.e have l.ives other 
than academic work. So other things might crop up. 
And for most adul.ts things do crop up---marriage, 
death, chil.dren. 

One canadian man, pursuing a degree in the Sciences, describes 

how unforseen occurrences can set one back. 

I wil.l. go over time about six to eight months. 
reason for this is that my brother died. That was 
difficul. t and set me back. 

The 
very 

Another reason for going over time is the research 

itself. Sometimes the programme of research does not unfol.d 

as the student had pl.anned (Hol.daway, 1994: 5) . Science 

students often give this reason. For ...... ample, one Canadian 

man, working in the Sciences, remarks: 

There's a l.ot of different reasons why students do not 
finish on time. Somet1mes you choose a prObl.em that 
doesn't work out very well. It is important to choose 
a prObl.em that can be done. If you choose a topic that 
does not work out very wel.l, you will probably have to 
choose another and start all. over again. This takes a 
lot of time. Some people lose sight of what they're 
doing. So they end up following tangents that lead 
nowhere and consume a lot of time. This is often a 
problem for science students. 

Science students al.so suggest that there can be problems with 

equipment and instruments. These are beyond the control. of 

students. One woman, a visa student from a developing nation 
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has this to say: 

For a l.ot of science students, there is one probl.em 
that can sl.ow them down. You cannot real.l.y control. 
this. We often deal. with instrument[s]. And sometimes 
they just do not co-operate. So sometimes you have to 
wait days or weeks for them to decide to co-operate or 
to be fixed. I guess there are instances where you 
l.ose time. It can't be hel.ped. 

Another reason offered by students for going over time 

is l.ack of appropriate supervision (Hol.daway, l.994: l.; Musel.l.a, 

1994:110) . One woman, a visa student from a devel.oping 

nation, studying in the Sciences, makes the fol.l.owing cmnment: 

There are different reason[s] for finishing l.ate. One 
has to do with your supervisor. Some supervisor[s] 
[have hiqher standards] for the qual.ity of [the] 
thesis. Some say, "Okay! That's done." Others say, 
"No! You missed this and this." Some professors 
correct thes [es] very quickl.y. And others just l.eave 
it there for hal.f a year or one year, and then correct 
it. 

Indeed, Donal.d Musel.l.a, a qraduate student who studied at the 

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, in the earl.y 

1990s, comments on this issue: 

We al.l. know the exampl.e of the professor who has an 
average turn around time of four to six weeks. Usinq 
the business metaphor, this seems to me to be a waste 
of money and time for the student (1994:110). 



244 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter ezp10red f~nanc~a1, soc~a1 and academic 

supports as cop~nq mechan.i.sms for graduate students. We have 

demonstrated that students have ~fferent 1eve1s of access to 

these sources of support. Some students feel. that their race, 

their c1ass and their gender, have imp1ications for the 1eve1s 

of support they receive. Th~s affects how wel.1 they cope w~th 

the demands of graduate schoo1. Some students a1so fee1 that 

age and maturity have he1ped them to cope better. 

Some students perceive that the 1eve1s of support they 

have received had imp1ications for the 1ength of time taken to 

compl.ete the ~ssertation. For examp1e, some sc~ence students 

fee1 they compl.ete on time, or short1y thereafter, because 

they have more generous f~nq. Some women with husbands and 

chil.dren feel. that their progress is sl.ower because they must 

find jobs to support their dependents and/or their famil~es 

consume a great deal of their time. A further considerat~on 

~s the sel.ection of students. If good students are sel.ected, 

they w~l.l probably compl.ete. However, it shou1d be noted that 

students tend to v~_ themsel.ves as all being rather simi1ar 

and do not see ability as a factor. Nor do they discuss the 

s~~f~cance of a student's undergraduate education and the 

extent to wh~ch he/she ~s prepared for work at the graduate 
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~eve~. In conc~usion, it seems that how one c~s with the 

demands of graduate school bas implications for the qua1ity of 

the experience and the time taken to comp~ete the degree. 
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ENDNOTES 

1 . The Natural Sciences Research Council supports research in the 
sciences in Canadian universities. 

2. All graduate students i.n all faculties are eligible to apply 
for the Ontario Graduate Scholarship. 

3. OHIP stands for the Ontario Health Insurance Plan. 

4. It is possible that students are trying to avoid seeing too 
much difference by offering such statements. 

5. SSBRC stands for the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council. 

6. CmA stands for Canadian Internati.onal Development AgenCY. 

7. Post-doctoral fellows are students who have already graduated 
from a doctoral programma and who have received scholarships 
enabling them to conduct research and to teach at the 
university. 

8. Edward Holdaway' s (1994: 5) study suggests that high motivation 
is an important predictor of successful completion of a 
doctoral degree. 



CHAPTER 7 

SUMMARy 

INTRODUCTION 

When we began this study, we started from the premise 

that research often has demonstrated quite clearly that the 

inequalities of the larger society tend to be reinforced and 

perpetuated in the educational setting. We also pointed out 

that recent literature demonstrates that the inequalities of 

race, class and gender shape one' s ezperiences as one 

completes a degree. Therefore, in order to understand who 

does and does not complete a degree, we need to understand 

what is involved in the process. We also felt that these 

findings would have implications for the construction of 

knowledge. Bence, we felt that the university would be an 

ideal setting in which to explore such issues. MOre 

specifically, we decided to look at the ezperiences of 

students in the later stages of Ph.D. programmes. This is the 

case since a main area of focus is the construction of 

knowledge and it is here that budding scholars are free to 

produce knowledge. Furthermore, students in the later stages 

2.41 
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are often working on their dissertations. We fel.t that this 

woul.d enabl.e us to ezpl.ore the possibl.e freedoms and 

constraints in the production of knowl.edqe. In essence, we 

woul.d be ezpl.oring the extent to which the univerSity is an 

arena where the pol.itics of social. inequal.ity, in its various 

forms, are negotiated. We woul.d al.so be abl.e to ezpl.ore the 

extent to which the inequal.ities of race, cl.ass and gender 

prevent peopl.e from chal.l.enging dominant ideol.ogies. 

Our conceptual. framework STAnmed from our decision to 

use data derived from interviews with students. We real.ized 

that students face tangibl.e obstacl.es, such as financial. 

strains. However, they al.so face other types of obstacl.es, 

for ezampl.e, feel.ings of not bel.onging in the academic 

setting. Thus, students' views and perceptions about 

themsel.ves and how they fit into the university setting, their 

goal.s and their ambitions inform our study. We rel.ied on such 

key concepts as ideol.ogy, consciousness, identity, 

perceptions, subjectivity, structure and agency. In order to 

contest dominant ideol.ogies, a person must devel.op a certain 

kind of awareness. Students' perceptions of their own 

bel.iefs, their social. backgrounds and their ezperiences al.l. 

shed l.ight on the mechanisms that enabl.e some students to 

perceive inequities and chal.l.enge ideol.ogies , whil.e other 
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students do not. 

OVERVIEW OF THE FINDINGS OF THE DATA 

THE DATA 

The data reveal that students have varying levels of 

consciousness of race, class and gender. Some students 

perceive that these factors do, in fact, shape their academic 

expPxiences . The students who hold this view tend to be women 

and members of ethnic lllinori ty groups. For QXalllp 1e, one 

woman, a visa student from a developing nation, suggests that 

she has more difficulty gaining respect from undergraduate 

students because of her race and her gender. She says that 

students are not used to s_ing a lllinority group woman as an 

authority figure in the classroom. She is but one example of 

those students, mostly women, who believe that it is difficult 

to separate out the factors of race, class and gender in 

shaping their experiences. However, one's social position is 

not always felt to have negative implications. For example, 

one woman from a visible minority group, believes that while 

her background has created some difficulties, it has also 

aU.owed her to have what she perceives to be a richer and 

broader understanding of life than most other people. 

Some students believe that such factors as race, class 
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and gender have on1y minor effects or no effects at a11 in 

shaping their experiences. Those who h01d this view tend to 

be white, midd1e-c1ass ma1es and science students. For 

examp1e, one Canadian woman, working in the Sciences, be1ieves 

that these factors are not significant because there is a 

1arge num ...... ..r of minority students in the sciences. Therefore, 

she fee1s that both students and professors are fami1iar with 

and comfortab1e working with those of minority backgrounds. 

She a1so does not be1ieve in the concept of c1ass. This is 

not to say that a11 of those who be1ieve race, c1ass and 

gender have not shaped their experiences in academia do not 

perceive that the exp<"..riences of other students might be 

affected by these factors. For examp1e, the majority of 

midd1e-c1ass students perceive that their c1ass position gives 

them greater financia1 advantages than those of the 10wer 

c1ass. One Canadian man fee1s that his midd1e-c1ass 

background a110ws him to borrow money from his parents. Be 

recognizes that this is not avai1ab1e to c1assmates of 10wer 

c1ass backgrounds. Be a1so be1ieves that his c1ass position 

makes him more comfortab1e with the socia1 ritua1s of 

academia. 

Some mature students be1ieve that their age has shaped 

their academic experiences. For example, one Canadian woman 
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feels that her age has been an asset in her ezperiences as a 

teaching assistant. Her former career gave her skills that 

many younger students have yet to learn. In addition, she 

~ieves that because of her age students do not question her 

authority as much as they do younger teaching assistants. 

'!'he data confixm another of our initial propositions. 

One's social position does appear to have implications for the 

production of knowledge. Some students feel that their SOCial 

posi tion has helped them in their research. For example, one 

woman, a visa student from a developing nation, believes that 

her status as both a woman and a woman of colour has helped 

her in pursuing her dissertation. She feels that, because she 

knows the customs and values of her home country much better 

than her COIIIIIIittee mmm....rs, they have all.oweci her more freedom 

to conduct her research than otherwise would have been the 

case. Other students bel.ieve that their social. poSitions have 

created some obstacles. 

We al.so found that one's SOCial position affects 

whether one does or does not contest dominant ideologies. 

Those students who display a greater consciousness of race, 

class and gender are more likely to perceive inequaliti.es. 

Therefore, they are more l.ikel.y to contest dominant 

:i.deol.ogies . However, there are other factors besides the 
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awareness of these inequalities that deteJ:mi.ne whether or not 

a student will contest dominant ideologies. For example, some 

students will not pursue ideas that are not in favour with 

their committee members because they do not want to delay the 

completion of their theses. This is especially the case for 

the visa student. Another factor in deteJ:mi.ning the 

likelihood of contesting dominant ideologies is assessment and 

the academic record. This will be discussed below. 

Some students believe that their social backgrounds 

affect how they cope with the pressures of graduate school. 

Some believe that their social backgrounds have forced them. to 

develop coping skills. For exanql1e, one Canadian woman feels 

that ber gender has resulted in forming close relationships 

with her femal.e committee members, especially her supervisor, 

who she sees as her mentor. She suggests that they can relate 

to her eJq)Qriences as a woman, and especially to the pressures 

she faces as a woman in academia who also bas a huSband and 

children. However, some women feel that, because there are 

fewer female faculty than male faculty, they bave difficulty 

finding mentors. One black woman feels this way. She adds 

that she feels alienated because there are no black women 

professors with whom she can speak. 

One interesting finding is the inqlortance of students' 
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perceptions of the ro~e of personal.i ty. Some students reduce 

their explanations of experiences to discussions of 

persona~ity. For esample, one Canadian woman be~ieves that 

the difficulties that she had with a particular professor over 

feminist issues were more the resu~t of persona~ity 

differences than of gender differences. Some students bel.ieve 

that persona~ity is a more important factor than race, class 

and gender in shaping their experiences. For example, one 

Canadian man believes that his female col~eagues' compl.aints 

of difficu~ties in control~ing underqraduate students rel.ate 

to their individual. perso~ity traits rather than to gender. 

ANALys:rs 

Xn reviewing the data, we suggested that one's position 

in a race, cl.ass and gender hierarchy has implications for 

one's l.evel. of consciousness of the significance of these 

factors. Those who bel.ieve that their ezper:i.ences in academia 

are shaped by these factors tend to be women, ethnic 

minorities and those of the l.ower class. Their experiences 

are shaped not just by the structures of the university, but 

a1so by those outside. Whil.e it is possibl.e that one coul.d 

become conscious of these issues in academia, it seems that 
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this consciousness stems from experiences in ear~ier stages of 

one's l.ife. For exampl.e, women have strugql.ed for many years 

against the forces of patriarchy that have al.l.owed men to be 

the dominant sex. They sometimes find that the discrimination 

they face in the worl.d outside the university is a~so present 

within the university. Of course, gender discrimination is an 

eltperience that women as a group e:Eperience. Men do not 

ezperience it, they may not be aware of it and they may tend 

to deny its existence. This social. positioning may make women 

more conscious of and more wil.ling to accept feminist 

approaches in the humanities and the social sciences. 

Science students displ.ay lower levels of consciousness 

of race, class and gender because their academic work does not 

ezplore these issues. On the other hand, the work of social 

science and humanities students does deal with these issues. 

This may perpetuate, reinforce or develop the student's 

consciousness of these issues. And students who are 

interested in these issues, will of course, be attracted to 

these fiel.ds. 

We also suggested that a student's level of 

consciousness of race, class and gender determines whether or 

not he or she is likely to contest dam; nant ideo~ogies. Those 

students who possess higher leve~s of consciousness of these 
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issues are more likely to perceive inequalities. Therefore, 

they are more likely to contest dom:inant ideolog:i.es. However , 

there are several reasons why this is not always the case. 

One reason that was mentioned earlier was the student 1 s desire 

not to prolong the length of time required for the completion 

of the dissertation. Another reason is assessment and the 

academic record. Some students are more concerned about their 

marks and personal assessments, which will affect their future 

careers, than they are about producing research that is in 

keeping with their personal beliefs. 

We believe that personality plays a dual role in 

students r assessments of their academ; c ezperiences. In some 

cases it is used by the student as a coping mechanism. It 

allows the student to reduce the impact of unpleasant 

experiences. In other cases, it is serves as a perceptual 

filter that prevents the student from seeing the inequalities 

of race, class and gender. 

FUTURE PROSPECTS 

PROGRESS AND OBSTACLES 

There is some question about the advances that have been made 

in achieving greater equality. While many people believe that 

great advances have been made, they also believe that many 
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obstac1es are yet to be overcome. Jessie Bernard, a we11-

known American soci010gist, uses the "ha1f-fi11ed g1ass" 

ana10gy to describe these views. :In specific reference to the 

impact of the fie1d of Women's Studies on sociology, she says 

"The half-filled glass, though not empty, is far from. fu11" 

(Bernard, 1987:210). The fo110wing discussion will address 

some of the advances that have been made and a1so some of the 

obstac1es that remain. 

THE DEBATE 

In terms of sheer numbers, great progress has been 

made. For example, in the USA in 1969 there were on1y sixteen 

courses in the field of Women's Studies. In 1982, there were 

about twenty-thousand courses and four-hundred and fifty 

degree-granting progr_s (Bernard, 1987:194). :In addition, 

there were no fewer than thirty centres conducting research on 

issues re1ating to women (Bernard, 1987:195). 

This has resu1ted in a great number of books, 

conferences and publications (Bernard, 1987:195; Thibau1t, 

1988:88). This means that there is now much more research on 

women's views and ezperiences. One resu1 t has been the 

weakening of the structure of patriarchy (Schick, 1994:82-83). 

car01 Schick discusses her view of the progress that is being 

made: 
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The feminist intent of social change is a slow process 
that takes place daily in classrooms as people support 
each other... . Women articulate the political, self­
reflective, and historical practices of their lives; 
their experiences are recognized and recreated in the 
writing and interpersonal activities they share with 
other women. Women affi:z:m the right to use both the 
heart and the head in learning, and to speak, argue, 
and debate in classes without translation (1994:82-83). 

Bernard believes that attitudes towards women's issues 

have also changed. In 1969, the field of Women's Studies was 

sometimes the object of ridicule (Bernard, 1987: 195). Today 

the most blatant fo:z:ms of sexism are no longer acceptable and 

they are not tolerated (Bernard, 1987: 195) . Despite these 

advances, some women wonder whether they are not sometimes 

being "ghettoized." The concern here is that amongst the 

various diSCiplines, the field of Women's Studies receives 

little recognition and the ramifications of feminist theories 

are not taken seriously (Bernard, 1987:196). Gisele Thibault 

echoes this concern. She says that many have suggested that 

feminist research is "biased., " "trivial" or "trendy" 

(Thibault, 1988:88). "Considerable numbers of academics 

continue to view the whole idea [of Women's Studies] with 

suspicion, disdain, or indifference" (Bernard, 1987:206). 

Methodology is not a major focus of this study. 

However, several points are worth mentioning. It is well 
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known that the traditiona11y accepted methodology is 

quantitative research. It is thought to be "objective" and 

"unbiased" (Mackie, 1988:5). Those who have an affinity for 

this type of methodo1ogy have a preference for "hard" data, 

laboratory exper~ts, is01ating and contro11ing variables 

and using statistical tests of significance. However, some 

researchers in the fie1d of Women I s Studies believe that a 

qua1itative approach, inv01ving intuition and experience, 

provides inSights and findings that cannot otherwise be 

researched (Bernard, 1987 :206). However, scholars who prefer 

traditional methods often question the re1iabi1ity of such 

research (Bernard, 1987:206). To suggest that discip1ines 

need to adapt their ideas or methodologies is to cha11enge 

professors I be1iefs about what they understand to be the 

fund amenta1 assumptions of their disciplines. 

Bernard describes the ezpansion of the feminist 

research network to include women from a11 over the wor1d. 

This does not mean that these women have been included only as 

objects of Western research but as researchers themselves 

(Bernard, 1987: 195). These women meet at conferences in order 

to offer insights and to exchange ideas and criticisms. 

Linda Carty attests to the great strides that have been 

~de by minority women. However, she also notes that many 
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obstacles remain. This is evident to her when she teaches 

underqraduate students who make blatant racist and sexist 

remarks (Carty, 1991:40-41). Bimani Bannerji is also of the 

same opinion. She says that, while white feminists have 

invited minority women to join their cause, they do not take 

into account the specific histories and experiences of 

minority women. These are often very different from their own 

(Bannerji, 1991:82-85). In not recognizing these differences, 

whi te feminists do not acknowledge their superior class 

position. Therefore, they are pe>:petuating and reinforcing 

class divisions. 

Another obstacle that will be mentioned here briefly is 

the "political correctness" (PC) movement. This is a neo­

conservative qroup involving such qroups as the media and 

intellectuals. This movement initially targeted anti-racist 

and feminist qroups within univerSities, labeling these as 

"forms of tyranny that destroyed academic freedom and merit" 

(Richer and Weir, 1995: 3) . 

the early 1990s. The 

This movement gathered force in 

qreat success of the political 

correctness movement as a news theme was adopted by those 

lodging a neo-conservative campaign against what has come to 

be known as the "inclusive university" (Richer and Weir, 

1995:4). This campa~ includes the objections from 
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universities when policies relating to sexual harassment and 

discrilllination are implemented. They cry out that these are 

lilllits on academic freedom (Richer and Weir, 1995: 8) . Some 

faculty fear that they will have their behaviour challenged. 

Of course, this would lilllit their autocratic authority 

«Richer and Weir, 1995: 9). 

Given that the power of the political correctness 

movement comes largely from the mass media and serves to 

deleqitimize movements designed to achieve greater equity and 

the claims of marginalized groups by denying them authority in 

the publ.ic domain, certain comments must be made. '!'he effects 

of this movement carry over into the university. Stephen 

Richer and Lorna Weir, professors of Sociol.oqy in Ontario 

universities, suggest that the challenge of building the 

inclusive university is not simply a matter of adding numbers 

of women, ethnic minorities, lower-class and disabled 

individuals. It is essential to contest the political 

correctness movement, both ~ rel.ation to human rights and 

affirmative action policies and within classrooms (Richer and 

Weir, 1995: 11). For example, while it is difficult to remedy 

the situations in classrooms where men are "garrulous" and 

women lack the confidence to speak, human rights policies 

prohibiting sezual harassment (including sexual remarks) can 
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give some degree of power to female students (Richer and Weir, 

1995:5-6). 

Despite these obstacles, there have been cba.nges for 

the better. While some may bel.ieve that we have numerous 

obstacles yet to face, we must remember the starting point. 

In the 1960s discussions of issues relating to feminism and 

racial inequities were often ridiculed and marginalized. Now 

most universities have courses that address these issues. 

This is indeed a great step forward. MIl.ch has been written, 

both inside and outside the university, to enlighten people 

about the inequalities in our society. The very fact that I, 

as a black woman, am able to write this thesis, with the 

support of two white committee members and one minority 

committee member, in itself says a lot. Finally, I agree with 

Bernard that most SOCiologists, and I would add many other 

academics, will come to realize that the composition and 

culture of the university is changing and that this is 

someth;ng they will have to accept and/or deal with. Bernard 

has this to say: 

It might happen one day when the brightest doctoral 
candidate in the department asks if he can do his 
dissertation on a feminist-oriented topic and his 
mentor realizes that his usual down-putting, 
discouraging remarks---about how bad it would be for 
his career if he did write on a feminist-oriented 
topic---fall on uncomprehending, if not incredulous 
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ears. And that he is going to have to run fast to keep 
up with the oncoming generation (1995:210-211). 

Ii"OTORE RESEARCH 

We now offer some suggestions as to how this topic can 

be developed through future research. The first suggestion 

relates to sampling procedures. There were a very small 

number of minority group women in the later stages of Ph.D. 

programmes to be found on campus. While the information that 

was offered by those minority women who were interviewed was 

very rich, a greater understanding would emerge if we had had 

a larger sample. Thus, it is suggested that further studies 

be conducted in other cities and in universities with more 

minority group students. For example, it would be very 

interesting to conduct a study of this type in certain 

universities in New York city or California, where so-called 

minority group students outnumber white students on some 

campuses. 

It is important to remember that we did not ask about 

students' perceptions of how factors relating to gender, class 

and race would affect their ability to find jobs or to be 

successful in careers in their fields. It is likely that some 

of the students in the sciences who did not perceive these 
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factors to be :i:mportant at the doctoral stage might feel that 

they would be more :i:mportant at later stages. It is also 

important to remember that many Ph.D. students are not yet 

fully aware of how the academic world functions, or of the 

importance of recommendations and informal networks in 

academia. 

Another approach is to look at the perspectives of 

faculty. This research examined the student's perspective. 

Students emphasize the "sameness" of each graduate student. 

If one were to talk to faculty, one might find that the 

process of supervision is perceived by some faculty as being 

different for each student. 

Finally, some additional issues might be addressed. 

For exanq;.le, one could explore students' perceptions of their 

chances of being successful in their chosen careers. 

Students' views of the importance and validity of various 

methodologies might also be explored. Here we are referring 

specifically to quantitative and qualitative approaches in the 

social sciences. For example, students might be asked about 

any problems that they had encountered when wishing to use 

certain methodologies. Research on the students' experiences 

of wri tinq conq;.rehensi ve exam; nations might be explored. This 
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coul.d provide interesting information, as this appears to be 

one of the most stressful. stages in graduate students' 

careers. 



APPENDIX A 

THE J:N'J:gvrEW QUESTl:ONS 

PERSONAL DATA 

1. What department are you studying in? 

2. What year did you start the M.A. programme? 

3. What year did you start the Ph.D. programme? 

4 . What stage are you at in this programme? 

S. Are you a part-time or a full-time student? 

6. Are you a visa student? 

7. What year were you born? 

8. What is your ethnic background? probe: AIlg~o­
Sazon(English) French Canadian Native Canadian European 
(specify) Asian (specify) African (specify) West 
l:ndian (specify) Other (specify) 

9. What is your father' s occupation? 

10. What is your mother· s occupation? 

11. Have any other members of your family attended 
university? :If yes: What type of degree did they attain? 

12 . Where do you reside? 

13. With whom do you reside? (married/single, children, 
common-~aw relationship, parents) probe: Do you have 
children? 
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14. Is your partner a student as well? If yes probe: Is 
he/she employed on a full-time basis? 
15. Do you think there are classes in Canadian society? 
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probe: Why or why not? 

16. Do you consider yourself to be a member of a class? I 
yes probe: Which class? 

17 . What is your definition of class? (What do you mean by 
class?) 

ACADEMIC HISTORY 

18. Where did you do your undergraduate degree? 

19. What was this degree in? 

20. How long did it take you to compl.ete your undergraduate 
degree? 

21. When was your undergraduate degree completed? 

22 . Did you go to graduate school right after you completed 
your undergraduate degree? If no probe: Why not? 

23. How do you ezplain how you got to graduate studies? 

24. Why did you choose this university? probe: Was it a 
specific faculty member/scholarship/location/programme? 

25. How did you find the course work section of your Ph. D. ? 
Probe for classroom dynamics: 

26. Did you feel free to ezpress your views: 

27. Do you feel classroom discussions were restricted in any 
way? probe: Do you feel that the fact you are a woman has 
anything to do with this? (The subject "woman" might be 
replaced with "man," bl.ack woman," "visa student," "working­
cl.ass" etc.) 1 For visa students or others with an accent 
probe: Do you think your accent/ language skill.s have any 
affect on cl.assroom interaction? 

28. Were classroom discussions rel.evant to your own 
ezperiences? 

29. Do you think that your ezperiences/feelings are typical. 
or atypical of most graduate students? (The subject "graduate 
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student" might be repl.aced with "man," "bl.ack woman," "visa 
student," "working-cl.ass" etc.)' 

30. Why did you choose the courses that you took? 

3l.. Did you do your M.A. at this university? 

32. How were your ezperiences of your M.A. simil.ar or 
different than your ezperiences of your Ph. D. ? 

Now l.et's discuss you as a teacher/teaching assistant. 

33. What are the positive and negative aspects of teaching 
undergraduate students? probe: Do you feel. that the fact you 
are a women has anything to do with this? 

34. Do you think that your ezperiences are typical. or 
atypical. of most araduata students? 

35. Do you feel. you al.l.owed your students to express their 
own vi_s? 

CURREN'l' RESEARCH 

Can you tel.l. me something about your dissertation research? 

36. How did you arrive at your research topic? probe for the 
fol.l.owing: 

37. Did you enter university with a specific research 
interest in mind? If no probe: How did it devel.op? If yes 
probe: How has it changed? 

38. What infl.uenced your choice of methodol.ogy? 

39. How free did you feel. to pursue the topic you wished? 
probe: To what eztend did facul.ty infl.uence your choice of 
topic? 

40. To what eztent did other graduate students inf1.uence your . 
choice of topic? 

41. . How do you feel. about your supervisor and other comm; ttee 
members? probe: Are there any women on your cODllllittee? Was 
this your own choice? 
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42 . Do you think that the fact you are a woman has anything 
to do with your dissertation experiences? 

43. Do you think that your feelings/experiences are typical 
or atypical of most graduate student,? 

44. What are the positive and negative aspects of your 
current research? 

COPING MECHANISMS 
FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Can you tell me something about how you have funded yourself 
throughout univerSity? 

45. Did you have to work part-time/full-time? 

46. Did your parents help you out? 

47. Did your partner help you out? 

48. Did you receive loans or scholarships? 

49. Now that funding has run out how are you managing? (if 
applicable) 

50. How does being a parent affect your studies? (if 
applicable) 

51. Describe a typical day in your life? 

52. Do you think that the fact you are a woman has affected 
your financial Situation? 

53. Do you think that your feelings/experiences are typical 
or atypical of most graduate st'pjepts? 

OTHER MEANS OF COPING 
SOCIAL SUPPORTS 

54. How do you cope with the pressures of being a graduate 
student? probe for the following: 
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55. Bow has your parents' educational/life ezperiences 
influenced/affected your studies? For visa students probe: 
Bow does having your family members back home affect your 
studies? 

56. Are there people other than your parents who have 
influenced your education? 

57. In what ways do you see continuity and discontinuity 
between you and your family? 

58. Who are your closest friends? 

59. With whom do you discuss your research? 

60. Do you have a mentor(s) to advise you? If no probe: why? 
Does this bother you? Do you feel that the fact you are a 
woman has anything to do with this? 

61. Do you think your feelings/ezperiences are typical/ 
atypical of most graduate students? 

62. Do you belong to any organizations on or off campus? If 
yes probe: What are your reasons for being a member? If no 
probe: Have you ever belonged to any such organizations? 

Follow up: 

63. Do you spend a lot of time with other students/faculty? 

64. Are there other people to brainstorm with to get 
intellectual input? 

65. Do you feel that being a woman you have different 
concerns/experiences/pressures/strengths? 

66. Do you feel your class position has had an impact on your 
educational pursuits? probe: why or why not? Do you think 
your feelings/ezperiences are typical or atypical of most 
people of your class position? 

CLOSrNG QUESTIONS 

67. For those who have not completed their fourth year: Do 
you think you will finish in four years? Why or why not? 



270 

68. What do you pl.an to do with this degree? 

69. What kind of contribution do you think your dissertation 
has made/wil.l. make? 

70. If you were to become a professor are there any changes 
you woul.d l.ike to make to the university system/curricul.um? 

71 . Woul.d you l.ike to add anything? 

72. Have I missed any important issues? 
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ENDNOTES 

1. This wil.l. be the case in al.l. forthcoming questions where 
"vrnnan" is indicated. 

2 . This wil.l. be the case for al.l forthcoming ~estions where 
"graduate student" is indicated. 
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