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Working Class Backgrounds: 
Practitioner Toolkit



Background

Key Insights
Participants

Go Higher West Yorkshire commissioned Cosmos Engagement Ltd to complete a research 
investigation into the experiences and challenges of white boys from working class 
backgrounds in West Yorkshire, to identify any areas for support they may have and how 
these may be addressed.

We spoke to 18 white Boys (6 KS4, 12 FE) from Working-Class Backgrounds 
(POLAR4 Quintiles 1-2) via a number of online interviews and discussion groups. 
We also held stakeholder interviews with 6 Stakeholders from 1 Secondary School and 
1 FE College in West Yorkshire with a high proportion of White Working-Class Learners.

Experiences of Education
Boys we spoke to generally had mostly positive views and experiences of education.  
Boys generally expressed a practical perspective about the importance of education and 
XLI�FIRIƙX�SJ�JYVXLIV�WXYH]�VIPEXMZI�XS�IQTPS]QIRX

Friends and social aspects�[IVI�QSWX�GSQQSRP]�GMXIH�EW�EQSRK�XLI�QSWX�TSWMXMZI�EWTIGXW�SJ�
WGLSSP�SV�GSPPIKI�PMJI��JSPPS[IH�F]�IRNS]QIRX�SJ�subjects of interest��,S[IZIV��fellow students 
could also be a negative or challenging aspect of education.

As with education in general, boys described mostly positive experiences with teachers, while 
EGORS[PIHKMRK�XLEX�XLI]�KSX�SR�FIXXIV�[MXL�WSQI�XIEGLIVW�XLER�SXLIVW��&S]W�KIRIVEPP]�WYKKIWXIH�
that their teachers were supportive and indeed many reported positive examples of direct 
support from teachers.

8LIVI�[EW�E�GSRWMWXIRX�XLIQI��QIRXMSRIH�F]�XLI�QENSVMX]�SJ�*)�WXYHIRXW��XLEX�“college is better 
than school”. 

Boys we spoke to generally expressed positive future intentions. Over half of FE students 
planned to go to university.

-RXIVIWXW�ERH�4IVGITXMSRW�SJ�9RMZIVWMX]
Boys we spoke to expressed a wide range of subject interests. Sport, business and science were 
XLI�QSWX�GSQQSRP]�GMXIH��FYX�XLIVI�[IVI�EPWS�WSQI�XLEX�WXYHMIH��[LEX�XLI]�JIPX�[IVI�TIVGIMZIH�EW�
PIWW�ŠX]TMGEPP]�QEPIš�WYFNIGXW�MRGPYHMRK�EVX�ERH�HVEQE��

&S]W�[I�WTSOI�XS�I\TVIWWIH�QSWXP]�positive perceptions of university. “Education” and 
HIKVII�UYEPMƙGEXMSRW�[IVI�XLI�QSWX�GSQQSRP]�GMXIH�FIRIƙX�SJ�YRMZIVWMX]��

Financial cost/debt�[IVI�F]�JEV�XLI�QSWX�GSQQSRP]�GMXIH�EW�E�GLEPPIRKMRK�SV�RIKEXMZI�EWTIGX��
followed by the stress of studying. 
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The White Working-Class Label
Most of the boys we spoke to expressed WSQI�YRHIVWXERHMRK�SJ�ERH�MHIRXMƙGEXMSR�[MXL�XLI�
working-class label��EPXLSYKL�XLIMV�HIWGVMTXMSRW�SJ�[LEX�XLMW�QIERX�ERH�GSRƙHIRGI�[MXL�[LMGL�
XLI]�WXEXIH�XLIMV�MHIRXMƙGEXMSR�[MXL�XLMW�PEFIP�ZEVMIH�

Stakeholders’ perspectives around the experiences and attitudes of white boys from 
working-class backgrounds were quite different to those of the boys that we spoke to, 
suggesting that there is greater segmentation within this demographic, with sub-groups 
QYGL�QSVI�GPIEVP]�HIƙRIH�F]�GIVXEMR�GLEVEGXIVMWXMGW��EXXMXYHIW�ERH�FILEZMSYVW���

;LMPI�XLI�FS]W�[I�WTSOI�XS�MR�SYV�PIEVRIV�HMWGYWWMSRW�[IVI�KIRIVEPP]�VIPEXMZIP]�[IPP�IRKEKIH�[MXL�
IHYGEXMSR��WXEOILSPHIVW�WYKKIWXIH�XLEX�XLMW�[EW�RSX�X]TMGEPP]�XLI�GEWI�[MXL�QER]�[LMXI�FS]W�JVSQ�
[SVOMRK�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRHW��JVSQ�XLIMV�TIVWTIGXMZI��Stakeholders suggested that many boys 
are disengaged, as evidenced by poor attendance and behaviour 

-X�[EW�WYKKIWXIH�XLEX�FS]W�JVSQ�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRHW�EVI�typically expected to work 
as soon as possible and earn money��ERH�XLEX�JYVXLIV�WXYH]�[EW�SJXIR�WIIR�XS�HIXVEGX�JVSQ
XLEX�KSEP��7XEOILSPHIVW�WYKKIWXIH�XLEX�QSWX�FS]W�XIRHIH�XS�TYVWYI�[LEX�QE]�FI�WIIR�EW�
typically “masculine” subjects – mostly practical subjects*

;LIR�HMWGYWWMRK�FS]WŞ�TIVGITXMSRW�SJ�YRMZIVWMX]��ƙRERGMEP�GSWX�HIFX was again cited as the most 
common barrier.�;LMPI�QER]�SJ�XLI�FS]W�[I�WTSOI�XS�WXMPP�MRXIRHIH�XS�KS�XS�YRMZIVWMX]�MR�WTMXI�SJ�
XLMW�GLEPPIRKI��WXEOILSPHIVW�WYKKIWXIH�XLEX�XLMW�[EW�XSS�FMK�E�FEVVMIV�JSV�XLI�QENSVMX]�SJ�[LMXI�FS]W�
JVSQ�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRHW��ERH�XLEX�university was simply seen as “not worth it”.

�7XEOILSPHIV�ZMI[W�SR�WYFNIGX�GLSMGI��QEWGYPMRMX]�ERH�MHIRXMX]�EVI�EPP�VIƚIGXIH�MR�ER�I\XIRWMZI�PMXIVEXYVI�
VIZMI[�XLEX�[EW�GSRHYGXIH�EW�TEVX�SJ�XLMW�VIWIEVGL�TVSNIGX��*YVXLIV�HIXEMPW�GER�FI�JSYRH�MR�XLI�JYPP�
research report.

-RƚYIRGIW�ERH�*YXYVI�7YTTSVX
Boys generally described a TSWMXMZI�MRƚYIRGI�ERH�MRXIVIWX�JVSQ�TEVIRXW around their education. 

Teachers of boys’ preferred subjects were the most common source of advice and support 
around future options

From the boys’ perspective, resources�MRGPYHMRK�XI\XFSSOW��GSQTYXIVW�ERH�WYFNIGX�WTIGMƙG�
IUYMTQIRX�[IVI�XLI�QSWX�GSQQSRP]�GMXIH�GLEPPIRKI�JEGMRK�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�GLMPHVIR�MR�IHYGEXMSR��

Lack of “connections” [IVI�EPWS�EQSRK�XLI�QSWX�GSQQSR�FEVVMIVW�GMXIH�JSV�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�
children 

Mental health [EW�QIRXMSRIH�F]�E�RYQFIV�SJ�WXYHIRXW�EW�WSQIXLMRK�XLI]�JIIP�XLIQWIPZIW��SV�
FS]W�MR�KIRIVEP�QE]�FI�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�WXVYKKPI�[MXL�
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Stakeholders



It is hoped that by using the recommendations within this Toolkit, practitioners will 
be better equipped to provide the support that is often needed among learners 
from working-class backgrounds, to support them with their progression.
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How To Use The Toolkit
The Toolkit contains guidance and considerations for practitioners when engaging with white 
boys from working-class backgrounds, based on key insights and recommendations from our 
discussions with those learners.

8LI�8SSPOMX�LMKLPMKLXW�WSQI�SJ�XLI�OI]�GSRGIVRW��UYIWXMSRW�ERH�TVMSVMXMIW�JSV�[LMXI�FS]W�JVSQ�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�
FEGOKVSYRHW��EW�[IPP�EW�GSRWMHIVEXMSRW�ERH�VIGSQQIRHEXMSRW�JSV�TVEGXMXMSRIVW�TVI��HYVMRK�ERH�
TSWX�IRKEKIQIRX�

8LI�8SSPOMX�HSIW�RSX�MQTP]�XLEX�FS]W�JVSQ�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRHW�EPP�LEZI�XLI�WEQI�RIIHW��
%PP�MRHMZMHYEP�PIEVRIVW�EVI�YRMUYI�ERH�WLSYPH�EP[E]W�FI�XVIEXIH�EW�WYGL��,S[IZIV��XLIWI�VIGSQQIRHEXMSRW�
EVI�FEWIH�SR�GSQQSR�IHYGEXMSREP�I\TIVMIRGIW��WSGMEP�JEGXSVW��TVMSVMXMIW�ERH�GSRGIVRW�HIWGVMFIH�F]�
PIEVRIVW�JVSQ�E�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRH�

The Toolkit does not specify a limited focus of support for any white male. It also does not ask that 
practitioners fundamentally alter the content being delivered.�-X�WMQTP]�LMKLPMKLXW�IPIQIRXW�SJ�WYTTSVX�
SV�GSRXIRX�XLEX�QE]�VIUYMVI�MRGVIEWIH�JSGYW��MR�SVHIV�XS�FIXXIV�TVSZMHI�XLI�WYTTSVX�XLEX�PIEVRIVW�
are likely to need.

Do...
•  Use the Toolkit to better understand�XLI�GSQQSR�GLEPPIRKIW��GSRGIVRW�ERH�TVMSVMXMIW�JSV�PIEVRIVW�JVSQ��
 working-class backgrounds

•��6IJIV�XS�XLI�8SSPOMX�FIJSVI�ER�IRKEKIQIRX�EW�E�TVSQTX to increase the focus on key questions for 
 your audience

•��6IJIV�XS�XLI�8SSPOMX�EJXIV�ER�IRKEKIQIRX�to help guide any follow-up actions or check-ins with students

•  Treat learners as individuals and tailor your support as far as possible

Please do not...
•�%WWYQI�XLEX�PIEVRIVW�JVSQ�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRHW�LEZI�XLI�I\EGX�WEQI�GLEPPIRKIW�SV�RIIHW

•�*YRHEQIRXEPP]�GLERKI�SV�SQMX�IPIQIRXW�SJ�]SYV�GSRXIRX�SV�HIPMZIV]��0IEVRIVW�JVSQ�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�� �
� FEGOKVSYRHW�EVI�PMOIP]�XS�RIIH�QYGL�SJ�XLI�WEQI�MRJSVQEXMSR�SV�WYTTSVX��I�K��EVSYRH�YRMZIVWMX]�STXMSRW���
� WXYHIRX�ƙRERGI��EGGSQQSHEXMSR�IXG
�ś�XLIWI�EVI�WMQTP]�PMOIP]�XS�FI�QSVI�SV�PIWW�SJ�E�TVMSVMX]�JSV�
 different groups.
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White Boys from 
Working-Class 
Backgrounds

-�WSQIXMQIW�JIIP�teachers put 
excessive pressure on me, how do 
-�QEREKI�XLMWŦ�[LEX�GER�-�HS�XS�
manage academic pressure?

-�EQ�PMOIP]�XS�feel pressure to do what 
others tell me�XS�HS��-ŞQ�not always 
GSRƙHIRX�KSMRK�EKEMRWX�XLMW and saying 
RS��-�JIIP�-�GERŞX�FI�HMJJIVIRX�SV�FI�Q]WIPJ�

I understand the value of 
education, but I don’t always 
enjoy it, education is a stepping- 
stone�XS�KIX�QI�[LIVI�-�[ERX�XS�FI�

-�EQ�likely to not know what 
I want to do in the future as it’s 
RSX�WSQIXLMRK�-�XLMRO�EFSYX

How can I get ahead 
when I don’t know anyone 
who can give me a job?

-�EQ�PMOIP]�XS�worry about student 
ƙRERGI�ERH�KIXXMRK�MRXS�HIFX

Where are all the 
students from my 
background?

CONSIDERATIONS
4VMSV�XS�IZIRX�

• Can you start to build rapport and manage student expectations 
� FIJSVI�XLI�IZIRX#�

� � 'ER�]SY�WIRH�XLIQ information about the workshop���WIWWMSR#�8S�WLS[�XLIQ�
� � ]SY�LEZI�GSQI�XS�XLI�WIWWMSR�[MXL�E�FEPERGIH�ETTVSEGL�SJ�[LEX�XLI]�GER�EGLMIZI�

  Can you send them a bio. of you / who you are#�7S�XLI]�EVI�QSVI�� � �
� � PMOIP]�XS�FI�VIPE\IH�[LIR�]SY���XLI]�EVVMZI�XS�WXEVX�XLI�WIWWMSR

  Provide a clear explanation of why they are there ahead of / start of session   
  What’s the point of this?Ŧ�SV�Why you are here?Ŧ�XLMW�[MPP�LIPT�XS�FYMPH�XVYWX�� �
� � ERH�FY]�MR�[MXL�XLI�FS]W�ELIEH�SJ�XLI�WIWWMSR���IZIRX

• Teachers may have already formed ideas�EFSYX�[LEX�-�GER�EGLMIZI�FYX�
 I’m more capable than they might think 

� � -�EQ�likely to have experienced some stereotyping���PEFIPPMRK���GSQI�XS�XLI�� �
� � WIWWMSR�[MXL�E�FEPERGIH�ETTVSEGL�EFSYX�[LEX�XLMW�KVSYT�GER�EGLMIZI�

  The key consideration with this group is often not capability, it’s usually trying 
� � XS�EGLMIZI�LMKL�engagement, motivation or ensuring learners understand   
� � XLI�VIPIZERGI�SJ�XLI�EGXMZMX]

• Less likely to seek progression support�JVSQ�GEVIIVW�WXEJJ�ERH�XIEGLIVW�if they   
don’t enjoy the subject, depending instead on advice from teachers where  subject 
enjoyment is high 

-�EQ�PMOIP]�XS�FI�interested in the 
subjects that I really enjoy

-�WSQIXMQIW�view myself as a 
failure in education, I don’t feel I 
GER�HS�MXŦ

KEY CONCERNS
& QUESTIONS

PIEVRIVW�QMKLX�LEZI�



Key
Focus

• +IXXMRK�PIEVRIVW�XS�VIƚIGX�SR�XLIQWIPZIW��XLIMV�� � �
 achievements and the positive aspects of what they are   
� EGLMIZMRK��[SYPH�FI�YWIJYP�JSV�XLMW�KVSYT��

� 8LMW�GER�FI�MRGSVTSVEXIH�MRXS�EGXMZMX]�[LMGL�JSGYWIW�
� SR�TVSKVIWW��VIƚIGXMRK�SR�XLMW�ERH�LMKLPMKLXMRK�WYGGIWW�XS�XLIQ��
� LS[IZIV�WQEPP

CELEBRATING 
SUCCESS:

This is a key priority area for this group, they often don’t identify 
SV�QIIX�TISTPI�PMOI�XLIQ�JVSQ�E�[SVOMRK�GPEWW�FEGOKVSYRH�[LS�LEZI�
EGLMIZIH�EGEHIQMGEPP]��TVSKVIWWIH�XS�,)�ERH���SV�[SVOMRK�MR�
professional careers.

1. Where do these students see ‘people like them’ when they 
 work with you?

2. (S�]SY�LEZI�staff or student ambassadors�[LS�ƙX�XLMW�
� TVSƙPI�and can work with young people?

3. (S�]SY�LEZI�staff in the wider organisation��WYTTSVX�SV�PIGXYVMRK�� �
� WXEJJ
�[LS�GER�deliver a relevant session / workshop?

ROLE 
MODELS:

RELATABLE
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• Practical activity is high on their priority and key to engaging with this group

• Boys are driven by their interest / enjoyment of their subject�ś�GER�]SY���
� XEVKIX�]SYV�EGXMZMX]�XS�XLSWI�[LS�EPVIEH]�LEZI�ER�MRXIVIWX�MR�XLI�WYFNIGX��SV�� �
� KIX�ER�MHIE�SJ�WYFNIGX�TVIJIVIRGI�FIJSVI�XLI�IZIRX#

• Lead activity / messages with value�ś�[LEX�MW�XLI�ZEPYI�SJ�XLI�WIWWMSR�
� JSV�XLIQ��LS[�does it relate to their interests and potential future goals   
 and aspirations

• Always ask yourself why? Why would this group engage in your session, 
 what’s in it for them? Look at it from the learners’ perspective

• They’re only interested in the subjects they really enjoy�ś�EW�E�� � �
 practitioner this creates a really useful hook to open up the conversation  
 about HE... with HE you get to choose a course you enjoy and study it for a   
� TVSPSRKIH�TIVMSH�SJ�XMQI

• Boys are likely prefer informal relationship with teachers - as a practitioner this  
 creates an opportunity to engage with this group 

� � =SY�QE]�play a different role to teaching staff��SRI�[LMGL�QIERW�� �
 although you’re not a friend, you can begin with less formal    
 discussion to help build engagement

• Boys need support to develop their mindset to succeed, to deal with   
 academic pressure and not feel like a failure�JSV�KIXXMRK�MX�[VSRK�ś�EGXMZMX]��
 focused on the process of achievement; showing learners their progress   
 whilst celebrating their success will help support this aspect 

%GXMZMXMIW��
content 

�QIWWEKI�

WAYS TO

ENGAGE



• Future Focus�ś�]SYRK�QIR�JVSQ�XLMW�FEGOKVSYRH�
 are PMOIP]�XS�RSX�LEZI�E�ƙVQ�TPER�SJ�[LEX�XLI]�� �
 want to do in the future�EW�MXŞW�RSX�WSQIXLMRK�
 they think about

• How to build connections for future, employment  
 & career�ś�XLMW�KVSYT�SJXIR�JIIP�XLI]�LEZI�PIWW�� �
 connections than wealthier children & therefore only  
� LEZI�UYEPMƙGEXMSRW�XS�VIP]�SR�

• 8LI]�[SYPH�FIRIƙX�JVSQ�WTIGMƙG�guidance around  
 employment, time spent meeting employers and  
 pathways to future careers, with a clear   
 understanding of the competitive nature of work,  
 career and apprenticeship routes

• Student Finance – PIEVRIVW�[SYPH�FIRIƙX�JVSQ�
� XLMW�EVIE�FIMRK�GSZIVIH�MR�HITXL�WS�XLIVI�MW�greater  
� YRHIVWXERHMRK�SJ�[LEX�ƙRERGI�ERH�HIFX�EVI��

 - This group is likely to be put off by ‘loans’, ‘debt’ 
� � EW�XLI]�EVI�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�PMZI�MR�LSYWILSPHW�[MXL��
� � PS[�MRGSQIW�

 - 8LIMV�ZMI[�SJ�ƙRERGI�MW�SJXIR�FEWIH�SR�PMQMXIH�� �
� � ORS[PIHKI��[LIVI�EPP�HIFX�MW�TIVGIMZIH�XS�FI�FEH

 - 0SSO�EX�XLIMV�VIXYVR�SR�XLIMV�MRZIWXQIRX�MR�
  higher education 

 - What their earning potential is likely to be 

 - ;LEXŞW�XLI�XVYI�QIERMRK�SJ�HIFX�MR�XLI�GSRXI\X�
� � SJ�7XYHIRX�*MRERGI

• Getting learners to understand what 'academic   
 pressure' is and how to manage it, will help at key  
� GVYGMEP�TSMRXW�SJ�XLI�]IEV��EGEHIQMG�TMRGL�TSMRXW


• This group values education as a stepping-stone  
 to their future. It’s worth reminding them WHY   
 they’re there�ERH�WYTTSVXMRK�XLIQ�XS�remain   
 focussed on the future

 - 8LMW�KVSYT�GER�SJXIR�[SVO�MR�E�WLSVX�XIVQ�[E]�
� � ERH�WXVYKKPI�XS�VIEPP]�PSSO�EX�XLIMV�PSRK�XIVQ�
  future plans 

• Early intervention�FIJSVI�WXYHIRXW�FIGSQI�set on  
� WYFNIGXW�GER�FI�FIRIƙGEP - showcase a wider range  
 of subjects [MXLMR�]SYV�HIPMZIV]�MRG��traditional and  
 non-traditional subjects & careers

 - This group is likely to be interested in subjects   
  they enjoy and less likely to engage in   
  [SVOWLSTW�SV�GSRZIVWEXMSRW�XLEX�don’t relate 
  to them�SV�XLEX�XLI]�HSRŞX�ƙRH�MRXIVIWXMRK

 - ,IPTMRK�PIEVRIVW�QEOI�informed decisions   
  and presenting a range of courses and careers 
  is hugely important�ś�[MXL�XLMW�KVSYT�early   
  intervention is key as they are less set on the  
  idea of course, job and career at this point

• *SGYW�SR�EVIEW�XLEX�HIEP�[MXL�academic pressure 
 and how to manage the stress of studying

• Mindset, motivation and self-belief are key longer  
 term development areas for this group 

• 8LI]�JIIP�SXLIVW�LEZI�low expectations for them,  
 they RIIH�WYTTSVX�XS�FYMPH�XLIMV�GSRƙHIRGI &   
� WYTTSVX�MR�LIPTMRK�XLIQ to achieve success

• Mental Health is also a key priority area for 
 this group�ś�IZIR�QSVI�MQTSVXERX�EW�XLI]�EVI�
 less likely to speak out about it and ask for help. 
� 8LI]�EVI�EPWS�PMOIP]�XS�FI�I\TIVMIRGMRK�HMJƙGYPXMIW�
� EX�LSQI�ERH�GER�WSQIXMQIW�FI�WSGMEPP]�HMWGSYVEKIH��
� JVSQ�I\TVIWWMRK�XLIMV�IQSXMSRW

AREAS OF
PRIORITY SUPPORT

JSV�XLMW�KVSYT�
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