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Abstract

Using interviews and ethnographic observations, this study analyzes the ways the Tufts
University career center engages with and understands issues of social mobility.
Sociological literature shows that higher education and job markets often perpetuate
social inequality, rather than operating purely on merit. As a prominent institution
facilitating the transition between these realms, career centers play an important, but
unexplored role in creating unequal social outcomes. I found that, while the Tufts center
did not actively exclude students, it facilitates a broad system of passive exclusion. By
largely ignoring differences among students, the career center furthered the advantages of
students coming in with more social and cultural capital. This passive exclusion
manifested itself in the ability to access the career center, the skills promoted by the
center, and the language the center’s staff used. I conclude by examining the ways this
system decreases social mobility and its impacts on systematic inequality.

Introduction

Over the last 10-15 years, university career centers have emerged as one of the
primary actors in facilitating the school-to-work transition. Whereas getting a job after
college used to be seen as inevitable, increases in the number and diversity of students
attending universities and the subsequent increase of competitiveness in the job market
has made this transition much more difficult to navigate. As a result, institutions that can
guide students have risen greatly in importance. For many university students, going to
the career center is a rite of passage and their main means of finding a job. However,

centers may not simply be neutral actors that help the right students find the right jobs.

Sociological literature, such as work by Bourdieu (1984) and Rivera (2012), has
shown that both higher education and the job market contain high levels of inequality,
despite often being assumed as meritocratic. Students are differentially rewarded based

on cultural and social capital and objective tests to sort them are often fundamentally
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biased. Similarly, corporate hiring practices favor applicants with high cultural fit, often
reproducing the parameters of the existing employees. Both of these factors prevent
social mobility and limit the life chances of lower class students. Nonetheless, it is
unclear what role career centers play. Despite being a major facilitator between these
two realms, little research exists to show how career centers deal with social inequality
and whether or not it factors into their strategic positioning. Thus, the primary question
of this study is how do university career centers engage with and understand issues of

social mobility?

Through this study, I analyze the actions of the Tufts University career center, as
well as the way its employees think about their roles, to illuminate its influence on social
inequality. I argue that the Tufts University career center largely ignores issues of social
mobility, and in doing so perpetuates the inequalities already existent in the two spheres
it bridges. The center practices what I refer to as passive exclusivity, where
underprivileged students are not actively kept out, but are also not compensated for their
disadvantaged position. This manifests itself in three main ways: the negotiation between
open/closed access, an emphasis on networking, and a culture of class-blind rhetoric.
The Tufts career center makes seeming welcome and open a priority, but a degree of
exclusivity is retained, often at the expense of underprivileged students. In addition, by
viewing networking as an unbiased means of findings jobs, students with high cultural
and social capital get further ahead. Finally, the center believes that, in the interest of
fairness, all students should be treated equally, limiting their ability to level the playing
field. These three primary findings coalesce to show the ways the Tufts career center

further hindered social mobility.
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This research has great implications for understanding inequality in our current
social world. With increasing concerns surrounding income disparity, the supposed
meritocracy of job sorting needs to be questioned. This study shows the inherently
hierarchical structures in place, while also showing the multitude of factors playing a
role. Not only are universities and job markets unequal, but the surrounding institutional
infrastructure also links them together. University career centers help to reproduce
inequities across social realms and create systemic hierarchies. By studying them I have
demonstrated the interconnected nature of inequality, and shown the necessity of

researching facilitating institutions.

Literature

Although there has been little research on career centers, sociological literature
still provides a framework through which to analyze these institutions. For example,
often-cited works like Bourdieu’s (1984) Distinction and Cicourel and Kitsuse’s (1963)
The Educational Decision-Makers demonstrate the ways educational institutions can
further perpetuate existing inequality. Bourdieu (1984) argues that schools operate under
the guise of being meritocratic, but in fact selectively reward students with high cultural
and social capital. Because schools are treated as meritocratic by the rest of society, good
students are seen as being talented and hard working and have a much easier time gaining
high status employment. However, according to Bourdieu (1984), these students have
actually been rewarded based on their background, rather than on the basis of ability.
Similarly, Cicourel and Kitsuse studied high schools, with a particular focus on the
bureaucratization of education. Through interviews with students, parents, and school

counselors they found that because of institutionalized means of sorting students based on
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perceived merit, “the high school tends to control the students’ access to higher
educational facilities and, in turn, their life chances” (Cicourel and Kitsuse 1963:16).
College counselors and other gatekeepers were tasked with weeding out students and
often did so based on cultural and attitudinal biases, not ability (Cicourel and Kitsuse).
These seminal works lay the foundation for an entire category of later sociological

studies of education, all of which provide insight into looking at career centers.

For example, Valli’s (1986) study of the transition of female high school students
into becoming clerical workers expressly models itself on Bourdieu’s theories. Valli
spent a year ethnographically observing the Cooperative Office Education program at a
Midwestern high school, which essentially served to track certain students into clerical
work. While this study may seems irrelevant to evaluating university career centers, as
none of the subjects went to university, it demonstrates a concrete example of the
reproduction of inequality in education. Valli (1986:65) found, as Bourdieu suggests,
that women were largely placed into pre-professional tracks such as the one she studied
based on cultural background and biases by administrators. Similarly, Lareau and
Weininger (2003) also work in direct relation to Bourdieu’s theories in their work
interviewing the parents of 10 year-old children with varying racial and class
backgrounds, as well as observing the children in a school setting. They argue for a view
of cultural capital that focuses on institutionalized standards. In other words, inequality
is not just perpetuated through certain populations being given more cultural capital, but
also the way institutions create supposedly objective standards of assessment. This
version of deploying Bourdieu’s theories is critical for analyzing career centers, as it

focuses us on what criteria the centers are using to assess “quality” and “performance,” as
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well as how they do it and how they link students to employers. Not only may employees
display bias that overrides objective standards, but those standards themselves may also

be biased.

The theoretical framework provided by Bourdieu, as well as the early study of
inequality in education by Cicourel and Kitsuse, provide a lens through which to view the
setting of career centers. These centers do not exist in a vacuum, but instead are a part of
an educational system often deemed to reproduce inequality. This means that, while
there is a lack of attention to career centers themselves, the work on higher education and
stratification proves highly relevant. For example, career center staff members may often
act as gatekeepers, similar to college counselors in Cicourel and Kitsuse’s study. As
Bourdieu claims, the counselors also rewarded students differentially based on
background, not just the criteria initially established. Finally, Lareau and Weininger

encourage the analysis of those initial criteria, not just an acceptance of objectivity.

The second half is part of a growing body of sociological work on corporate
hiring practices and the process of entering the labor market. Rivera (2012) conducted
120 interviews with hiring managers at elite professional service firms, as well as
observed hiring committee meetings. She argues that one of the most salient and
important criterion for new applicants is “cultural fit.” Interviewers often judged
applicants based on whether or not they would get along with the applicant and like to
spend time with them (Rivera 2012:1007). This occurred somewhat subconsciously, but
it was also explicitly stated by all firms investigated that cultural fit was one of the three
most important criteria for judging candidates (Rivera 2012:1007). Instead of

diversifying the profile of workers in elite firms, these hiring practices led to more
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employees with similar backgrounds, attitudes, and interests. This research takes
Bourdieu’s ideas of cultural capital and the reproduction of class inequality in education
and applies them to the corporate world. Just as educational systems do not sort students
purely based on merit, hiring practices in the corporate world likewise undermine

meritocracy.

Similarly, Shavit and Miiller (1998) argue that stratification is institutionally
embedded in the labor market. They divide occupations into two categories: qualification
spaces and organizational spaces, analyzing who systematically ends up in which fields.
Qualification spaces tend to be more vocationally oriented, and are often less prestigious,
whereas organizational spaces are the types of corporations discussed by Rivera. Based
on their quantitative analysis of census and occupational data, they found that family
background and other non-merit based factors were much more influential in
organizational spaces, replicating Rivera’s findings in elite firms (Shavit and Miiller
1998:19). These findings are also mirrored in the field of social psychology, where
Huffcut (2011:65) found that interviewers are subconsciously more likely to give
interviewees higher ratings based on what he calls “personal/demographic
characteristics.” This means that factors such as race, gender, and cultural background
strongly correlate with “objective” interview performance, outside of the conscious desire
to hire those with strong cultural fit. These findings reflect Lareau and Weininger’s
contribution to Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, where subjective criteria become
institutionalized. Not only do employers claim to be looking for candidates they could

get along with, but their supposedly objective criteria also favors certain people.

This link between educational inequality and inequality in the job market is not
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just a purely theoretical parallel. Rivera notes that the elite firms she investigated
conducted initial recruitment through select universities, often based on prestige rankings
of schools. In other words, to even get to the interview process one must have attended
one of these top tier, elite universities. In fact, many of the employers interviewed stated
that grades, coursework, and prior work experience were largely ignored as long as one
cleared the threshold of prestige (2010, p. 78). The connection between educational
credentials and hiring is an important part of triangulating the role of career centers.
Rivera’s work seems to indicate that top tier schools serve as a sort of pipeline into elite
investing, law, and consulting firms. Career centers work within this pipeline and their
express goal is to help facilitate the transition and to efficiently match candidates to jobs.
The literature on hiring practices provides one notion of what this transition looks like

and allows for a basic framework through which to analyze career centers.

While there is abundant sociological literature on the topics of corporate hiring
practices and inequality in education, very little has been written specifically about
university career centers. In fact, I found only one source expressly focused on their role.
Damaske (2009) worked for 6 months as a participant observer at a career center in what
she calls Metropolitan University, “a large public university in an urban area in the
Northeast,” “chosen to exemplify a low-status university” (406). Her study gives insight
into the daily processes of a career center, and in particular the way the career center at

Metropolitan University perpetuated inequality.

She argues that career centers fit into a long history of schools and employers
building mutually beneficial ties. Because Metropolitan was a low-status university,

Damaske (2009:404) says that the career center faced high pressure to ensure those ties
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would be valuable for employers. Metropolitan University career center employees often
engaged in a sort of preemptive screening process, providing only who they deemed to be
the best possible candidates. For example, the career center only provided full services to
students with a GPA of 2.5 or higher in the humanities and 3.0 in the sciences, under the
logic that students below this threshold were “unemployable” (Damaske 2009:413).
According to Damaske’s (2009:419) observations, staff consistently used a language such
as “unmarketable” and “unemployable” to negotiate the space between helping students
gain employment and helping employers find the best students. Through this rhetoric
some low-performing students were seen as simply having no career prospects and no
possible way of finding jobs, thus the career center had no obligation to help them.

While Damaske’s work focuses on a low-status university, the idea that employers use
career centers as mediators or brokers in their hiring practices is relevant to my study of

how such centers shape the social mobility paths of college students they serve.

Damaske’s work also helps provide concrete examples of how career center
employees gave certain student groups favorable and unfavorable treatment, thereby
becoming active players in social stratification. Because the staff saw it as their job to
determine whom employers would consider worthy of a job, they further reinforced
biases in corporate hiring practices, including on the basis of race, gender, and country of
origin. In the observed time period, 19 out of 74 students who qualified based on GPA
were nonetheless denied services. Of these 19 students 9 were Black men, 5 were Latino
men, and the remaining 5 were Black and/or Latina women. In addition, 26 of 77 non-
qualifying students were still given full services. These 26 students consisted of 14

international men, 2 Latino men, 4 Black and/or Latina women, and 6 White women
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(Damaske 2009:415-416). In other words, the center turned away many qualified Black
and Latino men because they were seen “as difficult to market,” (Damaske 2009:418)
while international men and White women were seen as “a good person to work with”
(Damaske 2009:417). While it is important not to generalize Damaske’s findings to be
representative of all career centers, her study is important as the lone work detailing the
inner workings of such an institution. Sociological literature on hiring practices and
educational inequality provides key context for looking at career centers, but does not
answer the initially posed research question. By studying the Tufts University career

center I will bridge this gap.

Methods

I focused my research on Tufts University, an elite private research university
outside of Boston. The Tufts student body is predominantly white and of high socio-
economic status, providing a contrast with Metropolitan University, described in
Damaske’s (2009) study. Because Tufts is largely different from Metropolitan, I was
able to observe the ways differential resources and prestige shape career centers.
Nonetheless, this decision was also in part due to issues of access. As a student, I took
advantage of the many services and events hosted by the university career center and the
staff potentially treated me differently. Given that access is a key facet of the research

surrounding career centers, being an insider was almost certainly beneficial.

Observations

I started by conducting observations of career center events over a two-week

period. While I eventually wanted to hear how the career center employees think about
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their role, it was important to first see their actions. This allowed me to get a better sense
of general career center operations and how they actually engage with issues of social
mobility. However, I was also restricted by what events were available during the time
period and which ones were open to general students without registration. This meant
that I observed four different events, each relatively different in scale and purpose. While
the breadth of information proved valuable, it also restricted my ability to narrow the

focus of my field notes.

The first observation was conducted over a one hour and forty minute period at
the September 30, 2015 career fair, which was held in the Gantcher Gymnasium. This
was labeled as the career center’s largest ever event and had hundreds of employers, who
set up booths and were approached by students. Half of the gym was alphabetical rows
of these booths and the other half was an employer hospitality area. Present at this event

were students, employers of diverse backgrounds, and career center staff to facilitate.

Another site of observations was the career center itself, located in Dowling Hall.
The building can be difficult to navigate, although the career center is directly opposite
the entrance to the building. I observed the general layout of the center, as well as who
was there, when I first went to schedule a meeting. I went back later to observe the
career fellows open house, where I was able to watch many of the career center
employees interact with students. This was my first direct interaction with many career
center staff members and served as my point of entrée into arranging interviews and

meetings.
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My final site was one of the meeting rooms in Dowling Hall, where I observed
two information sessions. Both information sessions were held in the same room, which
is off to the right of the main Dowling lobby. This room was difficult to find, and there
were multiple issues with signage and incorrect information about location being posted
online. The room itself is a very basic square room, with no decoration, and had folding
chairs set up for students. I sat in the back of these sessions, observing the people giving
the information sessions, as well as the students and staff attending. The first meeting
was hosted by four Tufts alumni in different fields related to Public Health and was not
specifically tied to a job or an internship. A Tufts alumnus from Time Inc. hosted the

second meeting and it was directly tied to an internship students were applying for.

Interviews

After the observations I conducted four 30-minute long interviews with career
center staff members. While I purposively decided that I only wanted to interview staff
members to narrow my focus, I was not given free choice as to which ones I interviewed.
At the career fellows open house, Mary Jacobs offered to be interviewed and help me
arrange the others. However, she also insisted that all communication go through her and
she selected which other staff members would be interviewed without my input.
Therefore, my sample was partially purposive in nature, being theoretically related to my
research question and literature, while also being snowball, as three of the interviewees

were provided through Mary.

All four interviews were scheduled as meetings through the career center, and

thus were restricted in length and conducted within the center itself. I first interviewed
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Janet Mitchell, a white woman in her 50s who is an associate director focused on
advising engineering and computer science students. She is also a Tufts undergraduate
alumnus. I then interviewed Ann Sullivan, also a white woman in her 50s, who serves as
the director of the career center. My third interview was with Stephen Merotti, a white
man in his late 30s to early 40s, who is an associate director,the director of the Tufts
Finance Initiative, and a Tufts alumnus. Finally, I interviewed Mary Jacobs, who is a

white woman in her 50s and is the senior associate director of the center.

The interviews were semi-structured through an interview guide I created
beforehand (Appendix A), but were largely tailored towards the individual. In general,
the interviews were roughly broken down into four sections. I first learned about the
background of the interviewee, noting how they came to their position and what aspects
of the job they enjoy the most. We then discussed the profile of students coming into the
center, with a focus on trying to note if the interviewees felt there were groups not taking
advantage of the services. This also often connected to discussions networking, which
was large enough that it became worthy of its own category. Finally, I attempted to
understand how the interviewees think about issues of social mobility and inequality.
With the exception of Mary Jacobs, all interviewees were the least open about this final
topic and found it the hardest to discuss. Nonetheless, the interviews were open and
engaging, and I often struggled to condense them into the 30-minute time window I was

given.

Findings

“Access is Critical”
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Because Damaske’s (2009) study of the career center at Metropolitan University
had such clear cases of denying services to students, access was one of the primary things
I'looked for in my observations. I noticed some immediate differences. First of all, at no
point did I observe students being turned away or denied services. In fact, the first thing I
saw when I entered the career fair was a welcome booth encouraging students to come in.
Both information session I attended also had a friendly atmosphere and at the Time Inc.
session Sophie, the employer, greeted every single person that walked in the door.
Similarly, at the career fellows open house Sarah Hall, a career center employee, was
positioned at the door welcoming every student into the center. Even after entering the
center for the event, I was made to feel comfortable and never felt out of place. While at
information sessions and the career fair [ was able to take notes undisturbed, at the open
house career center employees came up and talked to me multiple times without me
having to initiate. This was part of a clear strategy to put nervous students at ease and to

forge personal connections.

The career center explicitly intended to create a sense of open access through this
in-person welcoming. Unlike the career center at Metropolitan University, students at
Tufts were ubiquitously encouraged to come in. Students were also made to feel as if
they had an immediate connection to the staff members, as opposed to having to be pre-
screened before even meeting them. The desire to create this atmosphere was also
echoed in interviews with staff members, who made it a priority to appear approachable.
In fact, Mary told me that the point of having student career fellows was “to make the
face of the career center less intimidating.” In my observations the career center was

largely successful with this goal. I observed multiple students being put at ease by career
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center staff at the open house, and one of the career fellows told me it was what he

admired most about them.

I was also surprised by how often career center employees offered to help me,
both while doing observations and while conducting interviews. For example, at the
open house, career center employees Rob and Sarah offered to put me in contact with
colleagues and asked what they could do to further my research. In addition, after I told
Rob that I had unsuccessfully been trying to get in contact with Mary, he went out of his
way to bring her out of her office and introduce me. After my interview with Ann
Sullivan, the director of the center, she followed up and gave me some research and data
that she had mentioned while we were talking. Janet Mitchell, an advisor I interviewed,
even offered to give me career advice and counseling after we had gone over the allotted
amount of time. These interactions made me feel welcome in the center and it seemed as
though other students felt the same way. This sense of open access may influence who
takes advantage of the services and prevent the inequalities that were seen in the

Metropolitan University career center.

At the same time, the center and its events were not universally open. Despite the
welcome booth at the career fair and the people at the door of the open house, in both
instances I entered without acknowledgment. The career fair was especially difficult to
navigate, and I spent the entire hour and forty minutes without talking to a single person.
This is understandable due to the event’s pure size, but as a flagship event for the center it
did not encourage unprepared students to continue coming to events. Most noticeable
was the fact that there was a career center booth, but no staff members were present. The

booth was ostensibly set up so students could receive help, but instead I noticed all the
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staff members were making sure the employers were looked after and happy. This event
was overwhelming and students who have little experience networking often attend
career fairs. Nonetheless, the employees were not overly concerned with helping them.
By not having the staff at the booth, the career center further perpetuated the advantage of
students who already had social and cultural capital surrounding networking and the job
search. This was a clear instance of the career center choosing to prioritize the needs of
employers over students, something echoed by Damaske’s (2009:404) finding that career
centers need to provide services for employers to provide incentive for their continued

partnership.

The spatial arrangement of events was a less obvious, but hugely influential
aspect of closed access. While the career fair was easy to navigate because the booths
were arranged alphabetically, I did not have this experience at every career center event.
In fact, both information sessions I attended were very difficult to find and both had
misinformation posted online. Because of its location in Dowling Hall, which is
effectively a maze of hallways, career center events required significant advanced
preparation just to find them. This discourages people from stopping by on a whim and
simply reproduces the inequality in what populations use the center. The Time Inc.
information session, for example, was posted incorrectly on the website and had incorrect
signage outside of the location. This meant that those attending the session needed to
have inside knowledge just to set foot in the door. Through the layout of its events, the
career center inadvertently created an environment that discouraged students with low

social and cultural capital from coming.

Finally, while career center employees like Rob, Sarah, Mary, and Ann were
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gracious in their offers to help with my research, I also encountered significant issues of
gatekeeping and the restriction of information. When I first visited the career center to
discuss my research, I was told they were too busy and was denied being able to talk to
anyone in person. Subsequently, after going through a much longer process to get in
contact with Mary, I was restricted from being able to sit in on one-on-one meetings,
even though I had students who were willing to let me. The process of scheduling
interviews was also representative of the ways the career center selectively allowed me
access. While I was under the impression that Mary had agreed to an interview after I
first met her, she in fact wanted to first sit down and discuss in detail what my project
would consist of. This meeting was essentially a vetting process and I had to reassure her
that I was not writing an exposé, as well as give her my interview guide beforehand and
promise that she could read anything I wrote. In addition, under the guise of helping me
schedule interviews she determined exactly whom I was allowed to reach out to. Mary
did not put me in contact with Rob and Sarah, both of whom had expressed excitement at

the possibility of being interviewed.

Within many of the interviews I also sensed a trepidation and reluctance to
discuss certain topics. When we reached the section on social mobility Janet told me that
“when [she] read these questions [she] did sort of feel like this is where [I] were coming
from and there was a point of view that [I] had,” prompting me to reassure her that [ was
not trying to trap her. When interviewing Stephen I also had to rephrase the question
multiple times and push him to get an answer. In fact, despite seeing my questions in

advance, Mary was the only one that did not seem taken aback by the topic.

Overall, the career center welcomed all students, while retaining a degree of
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exclusivity and insider access. In no instances did the center actively exclude or turn
people away and it seemed to genuinely be part of their mission to create an environment
open to all. However, spatial arrangements and actions of employees often facilitated a
culture where only those already on the inside were encouraged to use the services. This
culture is intimately linked to inequalities in the labor market and higher education,
where non-merit based qualities are turned into objective standard. Just as those with
strong “cultural fit” are encouraged to apply for elite jobs, students familiar with the
workings of the career center and with experience navigating institutions were much

more likely to be successful in gaining benefit from it.

“Networking is Key”

Networking is one of the concepts most central to issues of social mobility and
inequalities. As Rivera (2012) argues, the corporate hiring practices strongly favor those
with connections and a high degree of social capital. I wanted to observe how career
center staff members thought about these issues and in what ways they combatted or

reinforced inherent imbalances.

I found that throughout all of my observations and interviews, networking was
consistently reaffirmed as one of the most important aspects of the school-to-work
transition. For example, the career fair was billed not as a place to get a job, but as a
networking event. This philosophy was concisely encapsulated by a career fellow I
overheard, who said about the fair, “you might not even be interested in an internship, but
it’s still a great networking opportunity.” At this same event I also heard Rob tell a

student that she should go to an event the first time just to meet people. The Tufts alumni
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brought in for the information sessions also echoed these statements. Multiple of the
alumni at the public health session emphasized using your first job out of college as a
way to meet people. At the Time Inc. session Sophie gave similar advice, saying that she
took her first job at the Wall Street Journal in order to “open doors,” before moving to
something she enjoyed more. This was easily the single most common piece of advice

given to students and I heard it at every event I attended.

There was also no disparity between the advice career center employees gave and
how they talked about networking in their interviews. Despite hesitation to talk in direct
terms about social mobility, all four interviewees talked very openly about networking
and the prominent role it plays in the job search. Janet has a sign on her wall that simply
reads “networking is key,” which serves as a sort of motto. Mary told me that
“networking is a very important skill in terms of success in internship search, and job
search, and a lot of things in general.” Ann said that “students have to learn how to
network” and Stephen summed it up succinctly by saying “networking is extremely
important.” They also matter-of-factly supported these statements with evidence, such as
saying “80% of the jobs are found” through networking. In other words, while the Tufts
career center expressed a desire to have a system of open access, they did not see a
strategy heavily reliant on networking as antithetical to this ideal. Though theorists such
as Rivera see networking as an inherently biased method of sorting job applicants, the

Tufts career center fully bought into this system.

The center was able to do this by rationalizing their form of networking. Career
center employees repeatedly told me that they did not advocate a form of networking

based on familial or lifelong connections. In fact, Mary even said that she “trained their
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entire staff to not define it that way.” Stephen was especially adamant about this fact,
having written a blog post for the career center website on the topic. According to him,
“you don't need an uncle or an aunt in the business, you just gotta find one.” These
statements acknowledged the inequality of “traditional” networking, but posited that
Tufts was doing something else. Instead, they placed heavy emphasis on using the Tufts
alumni network to find a job. Because all Tufts students theoretically had access to the
alumni network, this mitigated the disadvantages underprivileged students. For example,
Ann acknowledged that first-generation college students often do not have personal
industry ties, “so what [she] tr[ies] to really encourage them to do is to take advantage of
their Tufts network.” In this sense, the Tufts alumni network was praised both for its

utility in finding a job and its parity across class.

Nonetheless, strongly advocating for networking in any form can help to
reproduce inequality. For one thing, only students attending prestigious universities like
Tufts have access to this kind of network. Given the inequalities in higher education
discussed by theorists such as Bourdieu (1984) and Cicourel and Kitsuse (1963), most
students at Tufts University already have relatively high degrees of social and cultural
capital. While a policy of alumni networking may nominally help lower class students at
Tufts, it only perpetuates larger systemic inequity. In addition, the career center
employees operated on the assumption that all Tufts students share an equal alumni
network. In fact, these alumni connections were largely forged through career center
events, where insider access plays a role. Not only were insider students more likely to
have opportunities to form personal connections with alumni, but they were also likely to

be better at it. All four interviewees referred to networking as a skill, not just a method,
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and Stephen acknowledged that students without high social capital may need more help
improving their networking ability. While Stephen believed helping these students was
important, this disparity also demonstrates that merely having an available alumni
network does not benefit all students equally. Higher class students with more social
capital are often more effective at forming new relationships, having the experience and
cultural capital to do so. Students may also be treated unequally from the alumni end, as
Tufts alumni are likely to prefer students with stronger “cultural fit.” Although the Tufts
career center acknowledged the failings of traditional networking, their rationalization of

alumni networking as a completely different system failed to promote any improvement.

“You can do anything from anywhere”

Despite the implied discussion of social mobility when talking about networking,
career center employees were much more reluctant to talk about it in explicit terms. As
previously stated, Janet needed reassurance that I was not coming from a specific angle
and trying to trap her. When I asked Stephen where he fell on the spectrum of believing
career centers help with leveling the playing field versus perpetuating inequality he
struggled to understand the question and I needed to rephrase it multiple times to get an
answer. Both of these examples demonstrate that the center did not see increasing social

mobility or reducing inequality as a central part of its mission.

This does not mean that the center promoted inequality or actively discouraged
programs targeted towards underprivileged students. Instead, career center employees
largely utilized what I have termed as “class-blind rhetoric,” building off criticisms of

color-blind rhetoric from sociologists like Carr (1997) and Wildman (1996). Carr and
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Wildman argue that removing race-driven policy in an effort to treat people equally only
furthers already existing systems of racial hierarchy. Similarly, career center staff
members like Janet and Stephen attempted to treat everyone the same, believing that a
student’s background did not matter in how they should be served. Janet told me that
“you can get anywhere from anywhere,” and in strikingly similar language Stephen said
“you can do anything from anywhere.” While this kind of universal treatment and
optimism may be better than the active exclusion at Metropolitan University, existing
inequalities cannot be fixed by being ignored. Stephen went as far as to say that social
mobility is not “something that [he] think[s] about regularly,” demonstrating the

implications of this class-blind rhetoric.

Instead of trying to compensate for and specifically help underrepresented groups,
the career center largely operates on generalities of this class-blind rhetoric. The staff
members interviewed were all very enthusiastic about trying to bring in as many students
as possible, and wanted the career center to be available to all Tufts students. When
describing the overall strategy of the center as the director, Ann told me her goal is “to
reach out to more students and make sure all students know what we can offer them, and
that we exist.” Similarly, Janet said they “spend a lot of time trying to get every student
to come in.” This tactic feels very open and is in line with the center’s welcoming nature,
but speaking about students in general ignores the systemic reasons that cause certain
groups to be underserved. General attempts to bring in a wide slice of the Tufts
population instead continually bring in privileged students with high social and cultural
capital. In addition, the exceptions who do come in are treated as having the same

background as everyone else, hampering their ability to get services relevant to their
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situation.

While class-blind rhetoric was the dominant way of thinking in the career center,
Mary did prove to be a strong exception. Of the four interviewees, Mary was the only
one to bring up issues of social inequality and mobility before being asked. In fact, when
I asked what parts of her job she was most passionate about, she brought up
“programming in terms of diversity and underrepresented students.” Not only does she
avoid class-blind rhetoric in this sense, but she also created and runs programs
specifically directed towards underprivileged students such as an internship grant
program, which allows students to have an unpaid internship subsidized by the center. In
addition, Mary felt that open access was critical, but they needed to actively “meet
students in places where they are,” as “underrepresented students don't always come to a
career center to access [their] services.” Mary culminated this topic by saying that
leveling the playing field needs to be part of the main strategic goal of the career center,
and is one of its primary functions. Overall, her interview demonstrated a critical
awareness of issues of social mobility and a strong desire to have the center play a role in
social justice. With the implementation of Mary’s strategic vision as senior associate
director, the Tufts career center could play a more significant role in increasing social

mobility and reducing disparities.

Nonetheless, the center as a whole was largely ambivalent to these issues.
Despite Mary’s assertion that “access is a huge issue for [her],” the center was more
accessible to students with higher cultural and social capital. Having insider status was
often beneficial to taking advantage of career services. A major service offered was also

the Tufts alumni network, which was viewed as nearly all-important in the job hunt. The
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framing of it as a tool for social mobility prevented a larger shift in strategic positioning
and missed an opportunity to correct for inherent inequalities in the job market. The sum
of this culture, characterized by its class-blind nature, led to what I call a system of
passive exclusion. While the Tufts career center did not actively keep people out, like
that of Metropolitan University, it still perpetuated inequalities existent in higher

education and the job market by largely ignoring them.

Conclusion

These observations and interviews helped to paint of a picture of how university
career centers understand and engage with issues of social mobility. Unlike Damaske’s
study of the Metropolitan University career center, the center at Tufts did not actively
exclude students. In order to incentivize employers to partner with the center,
Metropolitan University provided the service of pre-screening students, and did so with
large biases surrounding race, gender, and class (Damaske 2009:416). In contrast, the
Tufts career center made it clear that all students were welcome and there even existed
programs working primarily to help underserved students. The staff members were very
welcoming and friendly, and this atmosphere was consciously cultivated at career events.
Staff members would introduce themselves to students and genuinely try to help them.
All of the staff members interviewed also wanted to bring more students into the center

and expand their range of services.

This striking difference between the career centers at the two universities may be
largely due to disparities of resources. Metropolitan University is a low-prestige

university that is struggling to create incentive for employers to foster a connection with
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the career center. Because of this, they consciously excluded students they thought were
“unmarketable” (Damaske 2009:419). The definition of this term consciously
reproduced corporate biases surrounding race, class, and gender. On the other hand,
employers wanted to come to Tufts in order to get students deemed as high quality. The
career fair had hundreds of employers and Tufts alumni actively attempt to help students
in order to foster a connection. In addition, Tufts has the financial ability to provide
services like the internship grant, which helps their ability to compensate for
disadvantaged students. This shows the importance of context to the operations of a
career center, and the ways that the institutional structures of each career center are

unique.

Nonetheless, the Tufts career center also passively excluded students by assuming
the meritocracy of higher education and the job market. Using the Tufts alumni network
as the primary means of finding jobs ignored the differential abilities of students to take
advantage of it. While in the abstract every student has access to the same network,
students with high cultural capital and experience networking are much more likely to
use it successfully. In addition, as Mary noted in her interview, underprivileged students
are simply less likely to initially come to the center. Tufts would not have turned these
students away, but the staff members also did little to bring them in. Ann, the director of
the center, told me that “all different kinds of students use the services,” essentially

ignoring the internal inequalities present within higher education.

The lower class students who did come into the center were also given suboptimal
treatment because of the prevalence of class-blind rhetoric. Advisors like Janet and

Stephen were intent on treated everyone equally, and in doing so minimized the real
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impact a student’s background can have on the job search. Stephen, himself a first-
generation college student, came to the center “to make sure that people are afforded the
same opportunity that [he] was,” but assumed they do not need tailored help. This
assumption is at odds with the literature on higher education and the job market.
Bourdieu (1984) and Lareau and Weininger (2003) show that “objective” standards are
often used to reinforce social, not meritocratic, inequalities. By assuming that students’
résumés and GPAs are comparable across class and deserve the same treatment, the
career center limited social mobility. Similarly, by assuming that all students would be
treated the same by Tufts alumni or employers, the center perpetuated inequality. As
Rivera (2012) has shown, corporate hiring practices are based largely on a process of
cultural matching, and students are not given equal opportunity. Ignoring these issues

limited the ability of the career center to engage critically with social mobility.

Overall, these findings help to further sociological knowledge on the school-to-
work transition. While these two realms have immense bodies of existing literature, very
little exists on the many institutions that link them. By studying the career center at
Tufts, I have shown that inequalities exist partially because of the way career centers
ignore and perpetuate them. However, my findings also show that institutional context
can greatly influence social outcomes, limiting the ability to advocate for broad change.
As such, further research should be undertaken to examine what policies may be most
effective in increasing social mobility and preventing the reproduction of inequality from
higher education to the labor market. For example, Mary’s focus on improving issues of
access could lead to vast improvements in the Tufts career center. If implemented

elsewhere, these policies could potentially be a great catalyst for social justice.
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Appendix A

Interview Guide

Background

How did you become a career center advisor?
o Was this something you planned to do or did you sort of fall into it?
o Ifnot, what were your plans? If yes, what attracted you to it? How did
you come to it? What was the path the led here.

- Can you explain to me in your own words what it is you do at the career center?
o What does a typical day look like?
o What kinds of colleagues and staff do you work with? How did they come

to working here?

- Do you see this being a long-term career?
o What about it makes you say that?

- Has your feeling toward the job changed since you started?
o In what ways is it different/the same from what you expected? Can you

give me an example?

o Why do you think you had those expectations?

- Did you feel adequately prepared for the job?
o What aspects of it were difficult/easy to adjust to?

- What do you feel most proud of working here?
o Least proud of? What would you change if you could?

Students
- What kinds of students do you get coming into the center? What do the typical

and atypical students look like?
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o What are the most common things you help students with?
o Can you give some examples of stories of students who needed a lot of
help? What about some who didn’t?
- Ifyou could tell one thing to students before they come in, what would it be?
o Why?
o Do you think your colleagues would say the same thing?
- How do you think students at Tufts compare to students at other schools? Any
similarities or differences?
o Can you give an example?
o What do they need from a career center, compared to students elsewhere?
o What are they looking for?
o Do you have experience working with students from other schools?
= Example?
- What shapes students’ decisions of and processes of coming here for help?
o How do you feel about that?
o Are there any students who don’t come?
o Why might that be?
o Does the career center try to reach or attract them, or do you not worry
about it too much?
o Which students are most in need of reaching out?
o How does the career center try to engage them?
=  What are the challenges to doing so?

o Ideally, how many and which students would you serve?
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Social Mobility and Hiring
- Some people argue that schools are a great tool for social mobility and
meritocracy, whereas others argue that they just reproduce inequality. Where do
you stand on this spectrum? What do you see here from your vantage point?
o Why is that? Can you tell me more?
o What is the career center’s role in this? What do you think its role should
be?
o Can you give me any examples of things you or other people here have
done to make sure there’s a level playing field?
- Do you see issues of social mobility as integral to your job?
o How important is it to you? What about to the center as a whole or to
other employees?
o How satisfied are you with the current level of emphasis placed on it?
=  Very/Somewhat/Not? How so?
- How important are networking and personal connections in the employment
process either in general or here at Tufts?
o Why is that?
o How do you feel about that?
= How do students or colleagues feel about it?
o How do you think this compares to the situation at other schools?
o How do you advise students about this here?
= Can you give examples of how any of them have dealt with it?

Wrap-up
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Is there anything I missed that you’d like to add?

How would you characterize your overall experience at the career center, in your
own words?

If you were writing a paper about the role career centers play in linking students
to employment, what do you think is most important for people to know or

understand better?
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