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Introduction: In modern discourse, the university has always been known as
the most important lever for social mobility and transition from class
inequalities. However, the increasing spread of the phenomenon of
employment while studying — the phenomenon of the “student worker” — has
challenged this notion. The present study aimed to answer the fundamental
question of whether the dual position of “student-worker” in the Iranian
higher education system creates the basis for the reproduction of structural
inequalities or can it provide a platform for social mobility?

Method: This study was conducted with a qualitative approach and an
interpretive phenomenological approach. The research participants were 15
student workers studying at three public universities in Tehran, who were
selected using a purposive sampling method with maximum diversity. Data
were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Data analysis
was performed using thematic analysis (Brown and Clark, 2006) and
MAXQDA software. The theoretical framework of the study was based on
three key concepts of Pierre Bourdieu: capital (economic, cultural, and
social), habitus, and field.

Findings: An in-depth analysis of the lived narratives of working students
led to the identification of four main themes: (1) the dual habitus gap; (2)
mechanisms of inequality reproduction; (3) mechanisms facilitating mobility;
and (4) the outcomes of the dual path. The findings showed that about one-
third of the participants followed the path of upward mobility, half followed
the path of class position reproduction, and about one-fifth followed the path
of status decline and dropout.

Conclusion: By moving beyond a purely economic perspective on the
phenomenon of simultaneous employment and education, the present study
shows that the situation of the “working student” is an arena of dialectical
battle between structure and agency. The policy implications of the findings
for the higher education system and the social security organization are
discussed.
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Extended Abstract

Purpose

The higher education system in modern societies has always played a central role in reproducing
or moderating social inequalities. On the one hand, the functionalist approach believes that
higher education provides a platform for upward social mobility by selecting the most qualified
individuals based on individual capabilities (Davis and Moore, 1945). On the other hand, the
social reproduction approach, led by Pierre Bourdieu, has shown that the educational system
actually helps to reproduce class privileges; because academic success is more due to inherited
cultural capital and the adaptation of class habitus to the field of education than to natural talent
(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). In recent years, an emerging phenomenon in the Iranian higher
education system has attracted the attention of researchers: the simultaneous employment of a
significant number of students in a variety of jobs, from part-time service jobs to full-time
industrial labor. According to unofficial statistics, a significant percentage of students at public
and private universities in the country have turned to employment to cover their education and
living expenses. This phenomenon, referred to as the “working student,” raises fundamental
questions about the relationship between higher education and social inequality.

Is the “working student” an objective example of social mobility; someone who, with extra
effort, moves from the working class to the higher classes? Or, on the contrary, is the dual
position of “student-worker” itself a factor in reproducing inequality and intensifying class
pressures? This is the central question of the present study .Previous research in Iran has focused
more on the quantitative and economic aspects of student employment; factors such as “the
impact of employment on GPA,” “economic incentives for student work,” or “the relationship
between employment and mental health.” However, what has been neglected so far is the
quality of the lived experience of working students and an in-depth sociological analysis of this
phenomenon within a coherent theoretical framework. The innovation of the present study can
be summarized in three axes:

1. Using Bourdieu's theoretical framework (capital, habitus, field) to analyze the phenomenon of
student workers

2. Using a qualitative phenomenological method to achieve the depth of lived experience

3. Presenting a model of the paths of outcome (mobility, reproduction, decline) based on the

interaction of structure and agency

Method

Research approach, participants, and data collection tools: Given the nature of its questions,
which are in search of the "quality” and "meaning" of the lived experience of student workers,
the present study used a qualitative approach, specifically the interpretive phenomenological
method (IPA). The research population included all student workers studying at public
universities in Tehran in the academic year 1403-1404. Sampling was carried out using a
purposive method with maximum diversity, and after conducting 15 interviews, theoretical
saturation was achieved. Participants included 8 women and 7 men, aged 20 to 28, who worked
in a variety of occupations, including industrial labor, service labor, motor courier, construction
labor, sales, and Snap driving, working 20 to 50 hours per week. The main data collection tool
was a semi-structured interview guide designed in five sections: initial capital and class
background, work and university fields, habitus gap, mechanisms of reproduction and mobility,
and future prospects. Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and was recorded and
transcribed verbatim before being prepared for analysis. Data analysis, validity, and ethical
considerations: Data analysis was conducted using Brown and Clarke’s (2006) thematic
analysis method in six stages (familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, search
for themes, review of themes, definition and naming of themes, and report generation). In the
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coding process, 112 initial codes were identified, which were then categorized into 28 core
codes and finally reduced to four main themes. MAXQDA software version 2022 was used for
data analysis. To increase the validity of the findings, four criteria of Lincoln and Guba (1985)
were used, including validity (participant feedback and long-term observation), transferability
(rich description of the research context), reliability (maintaining complete documentation and
external audit), and confirmability (recording self-reflection and direct quotes). Co-coding was
performed by another researcher on 20% of the data with an agreement coefficient of 0.86.
Ethical considerations included obtaining informed consent, ensuring confidentiality of
information, the right to withdraw at any stage, and complete transparency in the objectives of
the research.

Findings

The findings of this study clearly show that the situation of the “working student” is an arena
of dialectical conflict between structure and agency. On the one hand, initial capitals (especially
inherited cultural capital and social capital) and the location of the fields involved (especially
the mismatch between the occupational field and the field of study) create structural pressures
to reproduce inequality. On the other hand, individual agency (time management strategies,
flexible job selection, symbolic resistance) and the presence of institutional agents (supportive
professors) can change the path towards upward mobility .This finding is fully consistent with
Bourdieu’s theory, which emphasizes the role of cultural capital in the reproduction of
inequality. Bourdieu (1990) showed that academic success is largely dependent on inherited
cultural capital. In the present study, 14 out of 15 participants spoke of a lack of inherited
cultural capital and considered this deficiency to be a serious obstacle in their educational path.
This finding is also consistent with previous studies in Iran (Shafipour Motlagh, 2016).

However, beyond Bourdieu, the present study also highlights the role of agency and
institutional agents. Bourdieu is accused of being deterministic; that is, he places too much
emphasis on structure and too little attention on the possibility of conscious action and change.
Our findings show that although the structure exerts great pressure, a group of student workers
(about one-third) manage to achieve upward mobility .This success is due to both “agential”
(individual strategies) and “relational” (the presence of institutional agents) factors. This
finding is consistent with the concept of “collective cultural capital” by Yusso (2005) and
Stanton-Salazar’s (2011) theory of institutional agents.

Conclusion

The answer to the main research question (reproduction of inequality or social mobility?) is that
both are possible in the same bioworld. The Iranian higher education system and labor market
simultaneously incorporate both mechanisms of reproduction and mechanisms of mobility.
What determines the outcome is a specific combination of capitals, the location of the fields,
and the agency of the actor. However, what emerges from this research is the warning that the
scale of structure is heavier than the scale of agency; the majority of participants (about two-
thirds) either remained on the path of reproduction or abandoned the path of education. This
finding is a wake-up call for policymakers: without targeted support interventions, the promise
of “social mobility through college” for working-class children will become a mirage.
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