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     	This study examines case studies of the careers of Atlantic Canadian working and middle class women with recent liberal arts degrees. This area is a major supply region to the massive western Canadian labour market and historically has resisted government attempts to facilitate permanent outmigration in support of continuous employment. The research focuses on differential career outcomes in relation to the market, migration and professional employment. This research was conducted as an institutional ethnography as a part of a larger study on access to student support services for undergraduates who are the first generation attenders in their family. 
In the Canadian province of New Brunswick, 51% of university graduates are the first generation to graduate in their families representing the highest proportion provincially[footnoteRef:1].  This group was interviewed pre- and post-graduation in order to assess their career plans as undergraduates and in the early stages of their careers. Since many working class students are close with family as they navigate financially, mothers of both groups of students were interviewed -- working class and middle class -- to assess family inputs to the career process. While career outcomes are still in progress for some, these are assessed along with university choices, specialized degrees and work strategies during training and post-graduation.
     [1:  MPHEC (2009) “Two Years On: A Survey of Class of 2007 Maritime University Graduates: Selected Provincial Statistics”,http://www.mphec.ca/resources/GFU2007in2009ProvEng.pdf. ] 

Canada has one of the highest levels of schooling in the advanced industrial world. However, in English Canada the ability to translate schooling into a career path is unevenly distributed – by gender, social class, ethnicity, aboriginal status, etc.  This research addresses the public and academic discourses on careers through an exploration of students’ lived experiences at university.  It explores the factors that determine their student success, or lack thereof, in achieving career goals.			
While much of the sociological and economic literature points to the importance of parental education to labour market outcomes,[footnoteRef:2] our research makes a contribution by demonstrating the importance of university career supports for many highly talented individuals to achieve their career goals.  The high proportion of graduates from this student population illustrates why career-related programming is necessary to launch a career. We focus away from the “parental education” as the major explanation of labour market discourse on outcomes in favour of investigating the lived experiences of women at university navigating a career along with work, family, student loans and course work demands.  In dealing with the stresses and conflicts that arise, we discuss the impact of traditional as well as gender-sensitive health and counselling services on campus. [2:  Finnie, R., Mueller, R., Sweetman, A. & Usher, A. (2010). “New Perspectives on Access to Postsecondary Education”, Education Matters, 7:1, Statistics Canada; and Grayson, J.P. (2011). “Cultural Capital and academic achievement of domestic and international students in Canadian universities”, British Educational Research Journal, 37:4, 605-630. ] 


Addressing the Dominant Discourse on Jobs versus Lived Experience: Institutional Ethnography
	In examining the public and academic discourses on careers for university students we explore the ongoing processes first generation students confront in conceptualizing a career---processes that are largely invisible to the uninitiated.  Grounded in institutional ethnography, this approach values the lived experience of marginalized groups.[footnoteRef:3] We study first generation students’ insights on what it is like to fashion a career path with little guidance or career coaching, in contrast to more experienced urban and middle class students.  The actual lived experiences of women are not usually a major focus in mainstream labour force analysis---understanding the challenges that such students face as they seek to establish careers can help universities and governments better structure the necessary career supports to ensure their success.[footnoteRef:4] Institutional ethnography involves an analysis of dominant discourses in a context of the work practices that create the relations of accessibility to career options.  It is concerned with identifying the social relations that have a translocal or ruling character, which is commonly connected with dominant discourses of professional and managerial work organization.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Smith, D.E. (1999) Writing the social: Critique, theory, and investigations.  Toronto: University of Toronto Press; Smith, D.E. (2005) Institutional ethnography: A sociology for people. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.]  [4: Kamanzi, P.C. et al., (2010) Academic Persistence Among Canadian First-Generation University Students, Note 9: Transitions Project, (CIRST) University de Quebec, Montreal.]  [5: Reimer, M. (2012) “Accessing counselling services and achieving career goals for first-generation women university students.” The Canadian Journal of Career Development, 11(1).] 


	While there are advisors or faculty at most universities who can be accessed to discuss course programming, even before this discussion takes place, students are aware of the public discourse on the worthiness of certain courses of study.  These views are trumpeted by politicians and journalists who help shape common public knowledge. Ontario provincial  Premier Mike Harris (elected in 1995) was known for criticizing liberal arts courses for having nothing to offer on the job market.  Similarly, Globe and Mail journalist Margaret Wente commonly writes about liberal arts graduates with such catchy headlines as ‘Do You Want Fries with that Job?.’[footnoteRef:6]  In this article, she cites extensively from a book that used United States data to draw conclusions about the likelihood of liberal arts graduates landing a training-relevant job or one that pays better than McDonalds. [6:  “Fries with that Job? The declining value of a degree”, M. Wente, Globe and Mail,  April 9, 2013.] 


	The message from such articles is loud and clear: you will be thousands of dollars in debt and no further ahead than working minimum wage jobs if you study in the liberal arts. According to commentator Bill O’Reilly on the O’Reilly-Lehrer Hour, such a degree is not even an investment in your future.[footnoteRef:7]  However, such a view ignores Canadian data which demonstrates that--- while this may have been true in post-stock market crash United States---Canadian university graduates are doing so much better than their American counterparts that our universities are attracting many American students over the border; in large part, the attraction is that Canadian graduates are able to land twice as many training-relevant jobs as American bachelors graduates.[footnoteRef:8]   [7:  The O’Reilly-Lehrer Hour, July 17, 2013.]  [8:  Karambelas, D. (2013) “College in Canada More Appealing than ever for Americans?” USA Today, July 28, 2013.] 


	Nonetheless, the students with higher amounts of student debt upon graduation are likely to take media messages to heart.  The statistics show that they are much less likely to complete the career process and opt for immediate jobs to address indebtedness.[footnoteRef:9]  If we consider the entire career process and its invisibility to many without higher education in their families, the many steps students take in the career process come to mind: we would have to raise the issue of knowing the competitive character of achieving admission into graduate and professional programs, ones dependence on faculty for references, or on special programs like honours degrees, upgrading, etc., to qualify for scholarships. [9:  MPHEC (2007) Ibid.  The study stated that higher debt, that is, $40,000 or above, reduces the likelihood that a student pursues higher education.] 


	First generation students are likely from lower income families with collectively fewer of them who entered what we think of as a career--a profession or occupation that confers the middle class possibilities of occupational advancement and income level that contribute to property accumulation and social class position.[footnoteRef:10]  Their parents often have little to contribute in the way of knowledge of career preparation or surplus income for university, but are acutely aware of the growing debt of their offspring. [10:  Reimer, M. and Mueller, A. (2006).  “Accessing the transition to careers for female undergraduates in the restructured university in New Brunswick”, Canadian and International Education, 35:1, 81-89.] 


The first generation status is especially common among Canadians from rural areas, where farming and fishing and resource-based industries are being phased out, thus boosting the number of students who turn to a university degree as a ticket to the future.[footnoteRef:11]  However, the career process remains invisible to many first generation students, and for that matter, to the disciplinary advisors.  When commentators critical of the liberal arts showcase the underemployed among these graduates, their futures are cast in very dire terms.  It turns out, however, that the job market outcomes and tuition levels in Canada are wooing Americans into our post-secondary system, doubling the rate from 2007 to 2012.[footnoteRef:12] The US-Canadian comparison of the rate of employed graduates in fields related to their post-secondary education and training favours Canada as a place to enter the labour market, with over 80% of Canadians compared to 39% of American graduates in jobs related to their training.[footnoteRef:13]   [11:  Ibid.]  [12:  Karambelas, D. “College in Canada More Appealing than ever for Americans?” USA Today, July 28, 2013.]  [13:  Ibid.] 


	This raises the question as to why many students are being led to believe that the choice of a university education – and particularly in liberal arts, humanities and social science – will destine them to wage and debt servitude for the rest of their working lives?  The problem stems largely from universities that have not moved away from the university discourse that presumes that middle class males are the traditional student body.  In this case, first generation women students remain invisible and marginal to the main agenda of student services.  The fact that the labour market is segmented by gender in many areas is taken-for-granted by public commentators who attribute the problem of low wages to individual choices, and particularly those of women who work in low pay sectors. 
 
A second feature of traditional public discourses is the focus on the immediate and relative economic gains after graduation – a focus that largely bypasses the actual process of learning the prerequisites for professional careers, and the additional training and degrees that go into specialization.  By trumpeting the relative disadvantages of those graduates who have not yet gone on to specialize, the long term benefits of ever doing this appear to be non-existent. By focusing on the immediate economic payoff of the first degree, the career process itself is not visible in terms of how students seek long-term career gains.
 
	An underlying problem for first generation students is the lack of visibility – and  their lack of participation  -- in career planning as undergraduates and in high school.  Many of the very best students do not go on to graduate or professional school.  Some of these ‘A’ students, go-getter graduates, commonly get employment in government agencies doing research, in middle management or in the service industry, e.g., call centres.

	One large difference we see between first generation students and non-first generation is in their persistence in graduating with a bachelor’s degree.  First generation students are about half as likely to attend and complete university: a 23% rate of completion compared to 56% for students in English Canada whose parents have a degree.[footnoteRef:14]  We address the ongoing process these students confront of conceptualizing a career when the student support services they access to address their difficulties often frame their situations in psychiatric terms[footnoteRef:15].  Most of the first generation students we interviewed are from New Brunswick or Newfoundland and Labrador, some of the most rural regions in the country.  Many of the women had little knowledge of career paths, and when seen as a crisis, counsellors, health practitioners and university advisors often framed their problems as ones of depression, not recognizing the connection with the ongoing struggle for a woman to obtain a degree or to attend a graduate school.   [14:  Statistics Canada (2012) University tuition fees, 2012-2013; Turcotte, M. (2011) “Intergenerational educational mobility: University completion in relation to parents’ educational level”, Statistics Canada, Canadian Social Trends, Catalogue No. 11-008. As Kamanzi et al. conclude, these rates reflect differential access rather than differential persistence to complete ones studies.]  [15:  Reimer, M. and Ste-Marie, M. (2011) “Denied Access: The Focus on Medicalized Support Services and ‘Depressed’ Women Students in the Corporate University’, Resources for Feminist Research, v.33 (No. 3, 4); and Reimer, M. “Accessing Counselling Services and Achieving Career Goals for First Generation Women University Students in Atlantic Canada”, the Canadian Journal of Career Development, 2010, v. 10 (1), pp. 5-17.] 


This research was done in a period of economic retrenchment in the universities and provinces: funding was scarce for counselling and orientation programs that address the career-related difficulties students have in a more corporatized university environment.[footnoteRef:16] Finding a voice and career path more likely occurred when her situation as a woman was taken seriously and the transitions she sought.  Based on Kamanzi et al.’s study of first generation students, once in university they are just as likely to graduate as non-first generation students.  However, first generation students are significantly much less likely to continue on to graduate studies. [16:  Reimer, M. and Ste-Marie, M. (2011), ibid., p. 5; also see Tudiver, Neil.  Universities for Sale: Resisting Corporate Control over Canadian Higher Education. Toronto: James Lorimer, 1999, 5.] 


	At the University of Quebec’s eight campuses, however, in terms of the rates of students continuing on to graduate studies, no significant difference exists in the survey findings between these two groups.  Kamanzi et al. explain this as the outcome of setting up the Quebec post-secondary educational system with the express objective of integrating and supporting marginalised groups.[footnoteRef:17]  At the beginning of the Quiet Revolution in Quebec, this referred largely to the relatively under-educated francophones in rural and urban areas.  This was accomplished with the CEGEP system that allowed students a transition from the eleventh year of high school to two years in a local CEGEP, and followed by three years of relatively affordable university.  The CEGEP in Quebec creates great savings for the first year of university, and the final three years in university are the lowest annual tuitions in the country at $2,774 versus $4,481 for 2012-2013.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  Kamanzi, P.C. et al. (2010) Academic Persistence Among Canadian First-Generation University Students, Note 9: Transitions Project, (CIRST) University de Quebec, Montreal.]  [18:  Statistics Canada (2012) University tuition fees, 2012-2013.] 


Other university co-op type program also bridge the transition for first generation students, such as the University of Waterloo program that has ties with government and corporate internships that are incorporated into the school and summer terms.  The three-year-old program at the University of Regina also purports to have an extensive focus on careers that includes a co-op program offered to every student, with the benefits of career counseling, mandatory job preparation and networking workshops.[footnoteRef:19] While 97% of graduates obtain employment, if they are unable to find a job related to their chosen career within six months, they are able to return to the university for free to improve their skills.    [19:  “Generation Jobless”, Doc Zone, CBC, 2013; also, see http://www.uregina.ca/career centre/coop/future-students/index.html.] 


	One might argue that by identifying participation and persistence in university, the problem of accessibility to educational opportunity has been addressed substantially.  That is not true in New Brunswick, which has one of the highest proportions of first generation university students in the country.  A much more telling piece of career information is whether a student continues down the path of preparing for a career, e.g., a graduate or professional degree program that prepares one for a profession or occupation with specialized training.

	The immediate pressure on many students who graduate is to pay off student debt.  While many writers have attributed a tendency to work to pay off such debt as a matter of having parents who are ‘debt averse’ and job-focused, this does not give a balanced picture of why students focus on debt at a time when their career demands are the greatest.  In New Brunswick, many of the first generation students we interviewed are commonly unaware of the specifics of the competitive process for receiving graduate scholarships, an honours degree, and career outcomes.  Most have picked up the message from liberal arts university administrators that university graduates are more likely to be employed and receive superior lifetime earnings compared to high school graduates, and that it is the liberal arts degree itself that provides this benefit.  It is only when a common “third year panic” sets in that many begin to realise that the job market is more specialised than they had thought.  Since overall, 52% of Canadian students have already decided to take further graduate or professional courses their first year, the uninitiated first generation have already encountered some committed students on a career path; however many of the former accepted the assurances that the liberal arts degree itself will prepare one for training-related work.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission (2007) “The intentions of Maritime University students Following Graduation:  A Survey of Class of 2007 Maritime University Students”, Fredericton, N.B. 
] 


Why does such a large difference exist between those who go into graduate-professional school the next year versus those who plan to do so at some future time in the next ten years?  The best explanation is that students with a career plan that puts career first know that a larger set of priorities have to be put into motion in order to implement the career plan. As long as administrative discourses fail to make career process visible to first generation students  through orientation and special programming, the outcomes are experienced solely as an individual responsibility and, too often, as a personal failing.

Career Outcomes and Family Contributions 	
	This paper analyses working class and middle class students and the role of family, principally mothers, in supporting daughters in their careers.  The brief outlines of the career outcomes for ten families highlights a divide whereby first generation graduates are more likely to enter middle level jobs in office work and administration while their middle class counterparts are more likely to have professional training, even a masters, upon entering the job market and to have taken a degree outside of Atlantic Canada in a prestigious degree program.  First generation students are also more likely to have worked more hours while in university and to have valued ongoing earnings as essential to a career process, and perhaps even as the entry of a career process.  The families’ role in supporting differential career outcomes are examined.

	We conclude by discussing the importance of officially recognizing the learning process of career orientation and planning at the post-secondary level and its crucial character as women break out of traditional job ghettoes.  The large number (~60%) of women in universities itself is an effect of the gendered work force, and to give women their due, university course planning should be more transparent and accessible. 



