
























































































































The following is an appendix from the first edition of Education and the Working 
Class, that outlines the demographics of the sample. It also includes the operational 
definitions Marsden and Jackson used for "Working class" and "Middle class" 
occupations. 
 
This appendix was not included in subsequent editions of Education and the Working 
Class. 
 
Brian Jackson, Dennis Marsden (1962) Education and the Working Class: some 
themes raised by a study of 88 working-class children in a northern industrial city, 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul): 250-262. 

















































































Dennis Marsden 
Extracts from an interview conducted by Paul Thompson 

Pioneers of Social Research Series 
12-13 April and 17 May 2002 in Emsworth, Hampshire. 

 
 

Dennis Marsden on Education and the Working Class 
 
Reviewed by Dennis Marsden, September 2006 
 

Origins of Education and the Working Class. 
DM (Dennis Marsden): I don’t know. I don’t know how they worked, I don’t know how 
the other institute members worked together, I wasn’t close enough, because I wasn’t 
there very long, you see. I mean, we went off to do Education and the Working Class in 
’59, so this was some time … and I was only a kind of a foot soldier at that time. 

PT (Paul Thompson): So you did quite a lot of interviews… 

DM: I did … for Wanstead, and Woodford And then I did, which I found fascinating, I 
became really interested in how much people would tell you, and how easy it was to get 
in, chat around and so on, although I was quite a shy person really. But I was also 
desperate by that time, terribly interested in that sort of development. 

PT: Did you get trained to interview? 

DM: No. Not at all, no. They just turned me loose! What I did, though, which was very 
important, was, I wrote a letter to Michael Young. To get the job, I wrote a letter to 
Michael Young, in which I described my background and how I was coming from the 
working-class and so on and so forth, and how I now felt totally kind of displaced from 
that, but terribly interested in social life, and I think it was on the strength of that that he 
hired us, he hired me, and then later on, I think that was the germ of the idea for 
Education and the Working Class. 

 …I thought that was really … I used to think people told you the truth, as it were, 
and what you got was how it was, until I met Peter Townsend later on, and he kind of 
hinted that it wasn’t. 

DM: It was kind of meant to be discovering working-class lives… I’d written this letter 
to Michael Young, and so Brian said, “Why don’t we do this book about Huddersfield?” 
you know, “Change and Community” it was going to be called, and we sketched out what 
became Working-Class Community later on, and it was meant to be some of the old 
things, brass band, Bowling Club, the pub, Working Mens’ Clubs. I don’t know what else 
we did. Plus something about young people, how young people were, the Jazz Club, 
which we were members of, and a café, or something like that, a working-class street. It 
was sort of sketched out. And Michael Young was at the “Fink Institute”, “having a fink” 
as Peter Willmott put it at the time! And so he said, well, he’d consider it, but would we 
do some writing? So we actually knocked up a chapter which became “The Working 
Men’s Club” chapter, we went and did it. And also, I think Sheila wrote a biographical 
piece which I think, I think that’s in. I’m not sure whether that’s in. And I did, I began to 
do one on the mill, which became “Life in the Mill”, because I did a job in a mill for 
about a month, as participant observation. So, anyhow, we produced, we produce one 
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chapter, I think, knocked together one chapter. Whereupon Michael Young, they’d just 
got the big grant from the Joseph Rowntree Memorial Trust, which had just had its Terms 
of Reference changed by an Act of Parliament – I don’t know whether you knew that – 
but they were tied to housing, and the reason why they suddenly got into all the other 
things is, they changed their Terms of Reference, you know, because housing had been 
taken over by the public sector at that time, although not since. And so Michael said that 
they’d got, I think they got £75,000, or something, which was huge in the 1960s, as you 
can imagine. And he said he didn’t want our book, but would we write a book on 
grammar school? Which, presumably, partly came from … he was terribly interested in 
meritocracy, and partly from the letter I’d written. So, and we said yes we would. I think 
I said at the Conference last year∗, I said it was terribly easy. We bought a tea of halibut 
and chips, and then after tea, we kind of got down on the mat and sketched out what the 
sample would look like, who we’d talk to. They would be people like ourselves, who’d 
been to grammar school – from a working class background - been to grammar school 
and been academically successful, and then what happened to them? And it was 
interesting. In these days, I don’t think any of us was on the phone, Brian stayed in 
Cambridge mostly, I went up to … I did the bulk of the legwork as it were for it, and he 
did it when he came up in vacations, he got a lot of vacation as a primary schoolteacher, 
and I did quite a bit of the travelling about, but he did too, to get the people. The design 
was that we’d follow up the ones we could get via the parents. And fortunately, because 
Huddersfield was very stable at that time, although not since, we could trace quite a large 
proportion. I don’t know whether we’ve got the exact details, but what’s really weird as 
well is that, without any credentials, we bowled up to the School and got the samples, 
you know, even without an introductory letter, I don’t think. 

PT: I mean, the whole thing is so different, isn’t it. 

DM: You’d have to go through ten … ten Ethical Committees! 

Sampling. 
PT: How did you get the idea of sampling? 

DM: Oh, that was what you did. The Institute sampled, didn’t it? It was going to be there 
as a kind of design for the Education and the Working-Class. You had a sample of people 
and you talked to them, basically, and you taped it. That gave you loads of vivid data and 
then you wrote about it. But the statistics for education were known at the time, they’d 
had their big Social Mobility Studies – Halsey, Floud and Anderson – and David Glass, 
Social Mobility in Great Britain. What they didn’t know was what the reality was, you 
know, so it was an ideal design for putting in some qualitative research. 

PT: And there were some variations, weren’t there, between what Michael suggested and 
what you did? 

 
∗ Dennis Marsden, "The Changing Experience of Researching Family and Intimate Relations" Celebrating 
Classic Sociology: Pioneers of Contemporary British Qualitative Research, University of Essex, UK. 5-6 July, 
2001 
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DM: That’s right, yes. I mean, Brian was very mistrustful of Michael and said, “It’s a 
good job we live in …” you know, we were based in Yorkshire, we didn’t want to be 
down in London! And, in fact, Peter Willmott didn’t like Brian at all, and he said, “If you 
take my advice, you know, you won’t carry on with this partnership. It won’t do you any 
good”. “He’s no good for you,” kind of thing! Which, in some ways, had a certain 
amount of truth, perhaps. He could see I was a bit under the spell of Brian. But we had 
one meeting, after a bit. Michael wasn’t happy about the design, and so we had a 
meeting, somewhere in Bethnal Green, some very peculiar place. It wasn’t the actual 
Institute, it seemed to be some kind of café place or something, and I don’t know whether 
Brian was ill, or whether he was extremely nervous. He was really fed up and scowly, 
very scowly, and said he felt sick all the time. And Michael had two proposals – one was 
to leave the girls out, and the other was to make it a random sample of sixth formers, 
rather than a working-class sample, which was exactly what we didn’t want, since the 
whole focus was on working-class, and a random sample would have given us, what, 25 
per cent or less even, of working-class, and mostly middle-class. So that was a sort of 
edgy experience, that meeting. But what was very useful out of that was that the middle-
class chapter came out of it. We agreed to do an extra sample, which actually turned out 
to be extremely interesting, in terms of what the Huddersfield middle-class was like, 
which was very much different from the Southern middle-class, the public school middle-
class. Because they all went through the local Grammar School, which we’d gone 
through, there was much less social distance, and there were still very old style, you 
know, there were some very interesting people. They were redolent of the nineteenth 
century, the Huddersfield entrepreneurs. You know, they were businessmen, they were, 
not Coketown exactly, but Hard Times sort, you know, practical. There were some 
wonderful people I met at odd times, doing the research for Change in Community, which 
went on in the interim, we always still did bits and pieces of that. 

PT: What about the girls, though? You didn’t explain. 

DM: Well, Michael Young wanted to cut them out, and we insisted that they be kept in, 
and he kind of buckled under. There is a myth that they weren’t in. Because Michelle 
Barratt wrote somewhere that they weren’t in, and we were accused of it for years after, 
much to our annoyance. And she was very shirty when I pointed out, I once met her and 
she said, “So, what am I supposed to do? Apologise? I’m so bloody apologetic”, you 
know! She wasn’t apologetic at all! But it was, you know, very early kind of intimation 
that girls’ lives were different. 

Methods. 
PT: Can I ask you, when you say “the fieldwork”, so what kind of methods were you 
using by that point? 

DM: We hadn’t got a method, you see. I think the thing about the Institute that was 
attractive but also, I think, an Achilles heel, was that they were, I think they were 
determinedly amateurish – in a best sense, rather than the worst sense – in that they, to 
some extent, despised academic sociology - which was why it was quite sad that Peter 
Willmott had to get a degree and get special coaching - that they’d almost prided 
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themselves in not being specialists. Which was probably a good thing, since what they 
were doing was not really an English mode, was it? It would be seen, in England, as 
journalism. Whereas in America it was perfectly acceptable, ethnomethodology - not 
ethnomethodology, but qualitative methodology had been practised ever since the 
Chicago School and before. 

PT: Yeah. Yeah. So it was more anthropology than sociology, in terms of method, at the 
Institute, wasn’t it? 

DM: Yes, it was. Yeah. Well, no, it wasn’t really anthropology. You see, it was a survey 
method, wasn’t it, which wasn’t anthropological. 

PT: Yes, but combined with this observation that you’re talking about. 

DM: Yeah. Well, though, they didn’t do much of that, did they? Yeah, we were using 
anthropology. But, I mean, that was just … I don’t know where we got that from – 
Zweig, or somebody like that. We just kind of made it … it just happened, that was the 
way to do it. We did interview individuals, but informally – or I did, rather. 

PT: And you kept a note about them? 

DM: I didn’t record them. I think that’s the other thing which we didn’t say yesterday 
was that, as Michael Young was priding himself, he got a better record by remembering 
what had been said. And you do get something different; you do get something which is 
heightened and more vivid and less hesitant, and smoothed out, than by using those little 
tape-recorders. I don’t know why they didn’t record I think the tape recorder, itself, was a 
bit daunting, it had little spools that went round on top of it, things waved around and it 
was a bit hypnotic, and it was about that size, it wasn’t a very big thing, it was quite 
small, quite handy, but a bit off-putting. It was a funny colour as well, and we never 
thought it would be useful, and we were a bit embarrassed about using it, quite honestly. 
We didn’t think you could. 

PT: And would you write that up afterwards, or did you keep notes at the time? 

DM: I’m sorry to use the turd image again, but it was like a massive turd which had to be 
evacuated as soon as possible, either on the day, or I used to make notes, scribbled notes, 
and key words and such. I think we prided ourselves on having rather good memories, 
but I wouldn’t have liked to check that. But I’ll say a bit more about that. I realised it was 
absolutely not on when I first interviewed an Afro-Caribbean for Workless, and I realised 
that the speech patterns that he used were just so different, with whole words and bits of 
sentences missed out, or transposed, and also the emphasis, that I did then begin to record 
for that book. But before that, we almost prided ourselves in that method. We had a 
kinship chart for Education and the Working-Class, where we filled in the chief kin, and 
there were some… 

PT: And you also, I remember noticing in Education and the Working-Class, there’s lots 
of vivid visual details too. 

DM: Yeah, the homes and things. 

PT: Yes. Who was doing that? 



Dennis Marsden 
Extracts from an interview conducted by Paul Thompson 

Pioneers of Social Research Series 
12-13 April and 17 May 2002 in Emsworth, Hampshire. 

 
DM: I think both of us did that, yes. I mean, that was part of the brief, I think. I 
remember the potty under the table, that is one of Brian’s, the un-emptied potty.  

PT: But would you say you learnt a way of writing up, through working with Brian? 

DM: I suppose we did, but not consciously. We kind of swapped … I did the first 
interviews. I was sent away to do three pilots. One of the pilots I did on me, which was 
rather fun, I’m afraid that I began my career with fraud, I produced a version of an 
interview with myself, in which I describe various kinds of puzzlement, and even put in 
gestures and pauses, and things like that. And they said that was a very perceptive 
interview! Not surprising! But then there were another two which were done on people, I 
don’t know where we got the people, but I remember Brian being terribly excited by the 
stuff. So we did reflect backwards and forwards. 

PT: And in writing, was that very much a joint thing? The process of writing? 

DM: Yeah, it was kind of to and fro. I think, in the end, if you look at the vision, and you 
look at the kind of life that is celebrated most, it’s nearer to what Brian’s was. And my 
end is … I think I was more the middle-class end anyway, I think I did more on that, and 
I did more on the school leavers bit. But also, the pain, the pain end was my end. The 
man who’s going to jump off the balcony, and all his friends down at the bottom, saying, 
“Jump, Henry, jump!” That was a very close friend of mine, and we were in that sort of 
alienated group, we’d have been the centre of that alienated group. In fact we could have 
been in the sample. Some people would have put themselves in. But in terms of vision, I 
think it has the kind of vision that I wouldn’t have arrived at, in a way, from where I was 
in Huddersfield. And you get some of that contrast if you look at the difference between 
that and Breakthrough. Brian was writing Working-Class Community, and that’s, really, 
if you look at Brian’s life, he partly never got out of that. It’s a bit like, Michael Young 
was a bit sentimental about the working-class, but, in a way, I think Brian was a bit 
sentimental about it there. And he certainly was in Working-Class Community. Yet those 
people were there, at the best, that working-class, that idealistic … you know, the man 
who remembers when you’re in the higher places, that Mr. Bleasdale, I think it is, that 
that sort of idealistic working class man was there in the sample. I think they may have 
more emphasis than some of the others, the more vicious end, as it were, or the more 
middle-class end. Really, the shading is more weighted towards that. It’s all in there. I 
think, in that sense, we were an ideal combination; I was more towards the respectable 
end. But I remember they were expecting, the Headteachers were shocked, the 
Headteachers were violently hostile to the picture that’s produced, when we did go and 
talk to them about it. They wanted to suppress it and all sorts; they couldn’t believe that 
this was how people in their school felt! So it was quite interesting in that respect –having 
given us a free run, and we got in and got away with the data, as it were, and then written 
it up. 

PT: So how did you get round that problem? 

DM: We just, I mean, we got the data, but we went to the schools, we got lists of parents, 
they got the School Registers out. At that time they had the parental occupations in, so we 
copied out all the ones that had got – between certain years –who’d got working-class 
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occupations for parents. We then went to the addresses they gave, and traced them as far 
as possible, and got a very high proportion, because they hadn’t moved, because it was a 
very stable population, as I say, in Huddersfield, at the time. 

PT: But when the schools objected, what was your line then? 

DM: Well, they couldn’t do anything then, could they? I mean, it was a bit tough, you 
know! Yeah. I mean, Brian, interestingly, Brian had been given a reference, by the 
Headmaster, to take to Cambridge, whom he hated and the Headmaster hated him, he 
steamed it open and found it to be unfavourable, like, “Do not accept this student...” I 
don’t know what it said exactly, he then took it to the Headmaster and handed it back, 
and said, “I’m not having this”. And he thinks it’s partly because he didn’t have a 
reference that St. Catharine’s let him in, because they thought he was a bit unusual, 
compared with the sycophantic kind of reference that people like me took. And he had a 
rather prickly relationship with St. Catharine’s, too. 

Contemporary thoughts on Education and the Working Class. 
PT: Yes. Well, we can talk about that later on. But there’s one thing, I don’t know 
whether you want to talk about that now, or tomorrow. You’ve talked about the process 
of writing Education and the Working-Class, but you haven’t really given what you think 
about the book now. 

DM: I think it was an extremely good book, and I think it was a book of its time. I think 
what’s amazing is it had such an enormous impact with such a very small sample, but I 
think it convinces at the level of myth, rather than fact. People set the ‘A’ level question 
is, “Criticise the methodology”. That’s nit-picking. It’s not about that. It’s got a kind of 
emotional truth, and captures a moment. 

PT: But when you say it succeeds at the level of myth but not fact, what do you really 
mean? 

DM: Well, you couldn’t possibly base any kind of scientific conclusions on that sample 
of eighty-eight from one area's Grammar Schools. But it’s never been repeated, and it 
was enormously successful, it sold hundreds of thousands – although we never made any 
money out of it. So, at some level, it must be emotionally convincing, it must be 
coherent. It has a coherent argument, and it performs, I think, one of the ideal functions 
of qualitative research, which is to explain what’s going on. When you’ve got large data 
sets with fairly striking messages but you don’t understand what it is, or, at least, you’ve 
got the wrong idea of what it is, it gives you a different explanation of what’s going on. 
But it also works at the level of novel, I think; it communicates people, through people. It 
gets pictures of people. Which is, you know, that’s always what I thought that Peter 
Townsend has lost! 
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I must thank Paul for giving me this stimulus, to think through my last 40 years of 

research.  Education in the Working Class was written in 1959, I realised with a shock!  I 

like the idea of being a pioneer of qualitative research sociology too: it rather appeals to 

me.  Perhaps I can evoke a thought provoking episode at a recent conference.  I was 

queuing for the loo one night, and a woman came up to me and said, “Didn’t you used to 

be Dennis Marsden, who wrote Education in the Working Class?”  And I agreed, “Yes, I 

was”.  But I felt, internally, “Well, I’m not really that Dennis Marsden any more!”  And 

the sense of strangeness increased when I went to a session later on, on the period of the 

1960s and education, and, I tried to correct the speaker as to some information that she 

was giving out, and she turned to me and she confronted me, and said, “No, I’m sorry.  

You’re wrong”.  She said, “I’ve researched this period, and it was as I say.  I’m afraid 

you’ll just have to take my word for it”.   

 

This raises, two sorts of questions, or two sorts of thought.  One is that I used to be much 

more famous than I am now, and I’ve had this Education and the Working Class as a 

millstone which I acquired at the beginning of my research career, so a famous evanscent.  

But the other thing is, of course, how far can you believe what qualitative research says?  

Can you believe what they say?  

 

I’m going to revisit about three bits of work, some, as I was just saying to Janet Finch, 

“pre-Feminist”, if I can use that phrase, and some are very definitely post what’s 

happened in Feminism.  But all my work has been, apart from one or two deviations, 

about family and marriage.  It has all been qualitative, but done with rather different kinds 

of approaches, so I want to pick out methodological moments of how and why, why I 

changed.  It’s really creating a kind of narrative out of contingencies, a social construction 
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of a career that doesn’t really have this kind of coherence.  It’s also giving a bit of a 

context, which was lacking when my data was plucked from my reluctant grasp and put in 

the Archive as I left Essex.  And I draw a little on what various people have said 

throughout this session.  I began with quite a coherent talk, and it’s finished up a kind of 

mass of Sellotape and whatnot, from trying to write in what various people have said.  It’s 

going to be a sort of “owning up”, but I’m afraid not a very deep one.  To begin with 

Education and the Working Class, which is about family - although it very nearly wasn’t.   

Brian Jackson and I grew up in Huddersfield at the same time, myself from a respectable 

home-owning, teetotal, chapel-going family, Brian from a Council estate, much more a 

rough and ready lifestyle.  So, in a way, we had a lot going for us as a team, insofar as we 

could cover the whole of the working class, or quite a large chunk of it, in terms of 

perspective.  We went to the same Boys’ Grammar School in the 1950s.  But we didn’t 

come together until we arrived, accidentally, at the same college in Cambridge, 1951-

1955, and we both experienced the acute tensions between our home lives and our 

university experiences.   

Our response, though, was not Education and the Working Class initially, it was to  about 

doing a community study, which were all the go at the time, although, in fact, the 

community studies were were very often family studies, as some of them made explicit in 

their title, some not.  But ours was going to be brass bands, bowling clubs, work in the 

mill, Working Mens’ Clubs, the purpose being to show that life wasn’t changing as 

quickly as the media pundits had it, you know, “We’ve never had it so good”, 

embourgoisement and all that, we didn’t buy it.  And, indeed, we went to see Richard 

Hoggart, and L.S. Lowry, the painter, who also celebrated the survival of the traditional 

way of life.  Coming out from National Service in 1957, the Institute of Community 

Studies work caught our imaginations very powerfully, and I got a job as an interviewer, 

knocking on doors in Dagenham, Woodford and so on.  It was quite good experience as a 

beginning, but we also tried our proposal for a community study on Michael Young, .   

 

Michael, however, was either writing, or had just written, The Rise of the Meritocracy, 

and was obsessed by education, and I’d written to him, a kind of autobiographical letter 

when I applied for my job, describing my plight as being a kind of déraciné working-

class person who didn’t really know who he was, or where he was, and that may have 

influenced Michael, to ask us to do research on education, rather than this rather abortive 
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community study.  The only thing we did was, we negotiated with him to include girls – 

he wanted to leave out girls.  He also wanted the study to be a random sample of grammar 

schools, which would have given us two-thirds working-class.  We weren’t interested.  So 

we compromised.  We kept in girls, he allowed us girls.  We did mostly working-class, 

but put in a small middle-class sample.  And this is actually very useful.  It’s very useful 

to have that antidote, or that counterpoint, to working-class life.  Again, I dipped into 

autobiography.  Michael asked us to do some pilots or something.  I interviewed myself, I 

produced a fake interview where I was both subject and object of the interview!  And as 

is very common now, but wasn’t then, I interviewed a couple of friends as well.  The 

eventual design, of course, was much better than the community study for answering our 

purpose, which was to ask, “How far is our experience of tension generalisable to a wider 

group of working-class pupils in our situation?”  In retrospect, our view of research was 

extremely naïve, and thank goodness it was, in some ways, or we’d never have done it.  It 

was astonishingly easy to do.  After a treat of halibut and chips, we felt as though we’d 

won the pools, to get this job!  We designed the study on the carpet, one evening.  It only 

took about an hour or something.  It was to be a sample of working-class boys and girls, 

traced by their parents, still resident in Huddersfield, with our equivalent to ‘A’ levels, 

Higher Second Certificate, our own age – 25, at the time.  Although it was 88 individuals, 

which is quite big as qualitative studies go, although not as big as Peter Townsend’s, for 

example, the sample was criticised by the press at the time, as being not adequate.  But 

the curious thing is that that book had an enormous impact. Partly because it was written, 

as Michael Young recommended, to be available to general readership, and, indeed, it 

went into Penguin very quickly after that. But also, I think, because it operates not so 

much as data, but at the level of myth, a myth which spoke to the times about loss of 

community and so on, which fitted very well in the 1950s.   

 

A curious thing, in terms of autobiography, was that although we told the reader that we 

wanted the reader to look at us looking at our colleagues, in fact, we gave no information 

about ourselves. We didn’t put ourselves in the sample, although we could have been.  It 

wasn’t until much later, I think about eight years later, that I wrote an autobiographical 

note, in response to an invitation from Ronald Goldman, to a book unfortunately called, 

Breakthrough.  Brian did not contribute on that occasion.   
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The following is an autobiographical account of Dennis Marsden's experiences as a 
working-class grammar school pupil in Huddersfield and Cambridge Undergraduate. 
His experience covers the same period examined in Education and the Working Class. 
 
It was published in the following book: 
 
Ronald Goldman (Ed.) Breakthrough: autobiographical accounts of the education of 
some socially disadvantaged children, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1968): 
106-123. 
 
Permission to publish given by Dennis Marsden in correspondence with ESDS 
Qualidata, 15 Sept 2006. 
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