Melissa is a 28 year old young professional, working an interesting desk job in a major city.  After growing up in a rural west coast community, she became the first in her family to earn a college degree, graduating from a top liberal arts college.  When asked to explain how she got where she is today, she shares these facts about her childhood:

My path was pretty unusual for my community.  Of the 300 people in my 9th grade class, about 210 graduated on time with me (about the national average of 70% HS graduation
).  My high school—the only one in our town—sent about 40% of its students to college.  Of these, about half went to the local community college.  Most people who attended four-year college enrolled at a regional state university, and a few attended the major state universities.  Ten classmates left the state to attend college, going to schools like Swarthmore, Bentley, Brandeis, University of Chicago, and Berkeley.  When I applied to college, my counselor encouraged me to apply to the best schools in US News and World Report.  Due to very generous financial aid, I was able to attend my first choice school when I was accepted.
I graduated 3rd in my class.  My senior year, I took the most advanced coursework available, including AP English Lit (the one AP course in my school), calculus and physics.  I had good teachers who pushed me to do well and encouraged me to “get out of this place”—teaching is one of the few jobs for college educated people in the town, and teachers are well-respected.  The high school was the center of the community: the local newspaper breathlessly followed the basketball team’s run for the state title each year, and local businesses supported the fundraising efforts of the excellent drama department, choirs and band.  My education was solid on the fundamentals, but I think that my extracurricular participation on the debate team really helped me be more socially and academically successful at a rigorous college.  I spent my weekends dressed in a suit, arguing about political theory with other kids from across the state, and most of my friends from the time were other debaters instead of classmates from my own school.  While I never had to work during the school year, my participation in debate was a financial stretch for my family—the $25 I needed for food at weekly tournaments wasn’t cheap, nor was the two-week summer camp at Stanford to improve my skills.  At camp, I attended lectures about Kant and Rousseau and made friends with kids from the top public and private high schools from across the country.  I was a successful debater, gaining confidence throughout my career and placing 2nd in the state as a senior.  
The median household income in my community was $35,000 the year I graduated from HS (compared to about $56,000 for the US in 2000
), and my family of four lived on about that much while I was young.  My father is a cabinetmaker, as was his father.  My mother is a homemaker, as was her mother.  While my understanding of my family’s class position really changed when I arrived at my elite college, we were solidly middle-class in the context of the local community.  My parents were homeowners, and compared to the average American family, what they didn’t have in income or higher education, they did have in time.  When I was a kid, my dad worked until 3pm each day, and both parents were home after school with us.  Dad coached our parks and rec softball and basketball teams, and Mom volunteered with the PTA and made sure we did our homework.  My sister and I watched plenty of TV, had lots of unscheduled time to wander the woods with other neighborhood kids, and ate sugar cereal for breakfast, but my parents made sure to read to us every night.  My mom likes to tell the story about when I announced to the kindergarten teacher that I knew how to read, so she didn’t have to teach me.  When I was tested, it was true that I had good fundamentals, but rather than actual reading, I had just memorized all of the books in the house.  We didn’t spend much time at museums or other “cultural” things, but we did take long road trips each summer to visit national parks for hiking, camping, and a good dose of American history.   
In my family more broadly, there has been mixed educational success and social mobility in my generation.  My younger sister also earned a degree from a good liberal arts college, though she has been unevenly employed since graduating 4 years ago, which is difficult because of her heavy student loan burden.  On my dad’s side, my two cousins also earned college degrees and have stable employment as a software engineer and a librarian.  None of the four cousins on my mom’s side—both of her brothers had military careers—attended a four-year college, and none have earned a degree.  These cousins’ jobs include a mechanic, a receptionist in a doctor’s office, and retail management.
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