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How the Stratification of Higher Education Shapes the Sense of
One’ s Place: Based on a Longitudinal Ethnographic Study of
Undergraduate Students at a Chinese University

WANG Weiping' , YUAN Jing”, WANG Zhisen’
(1. Institute of China Innovation and Entrepreneurship Education, Hangzhou Normal University, Hangzhou 311121, China;
2. Institute for Cooperation and Development, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310030, China;
3. School of Education, Indiana University, Bloomington 47405, USA)

Abstract : Compared to students from elite universities and local universities, students from non—elite
universities seem to be doubly invisible in both academic and public discourse. Drawing on the research
paradigms of educational autobiography and longitudinal ethnography, and based on long-term qualitative
research (2021—2024) at a comprehensive local college, the researcher integrates the core frameworks of
Bourdieu’ s notion of “sense of place” and critical education scholars’ principle of “correspondence”. This
study seeks to examine the self-perception of students at local universities. The research finds that most
students explicitly or implicitly construct a self-narrative of being “ average/ordinary students”. Their
explanatory discourses mainly revolve around two mechanisms; hierarchical power and social comparison.
Faced with the influence of institutional stratification, they exhibit a combination of psychological sensitivity,
early negative experiences, selfadjustment, and internal reconciliation. More importantly, they accept the
rules of the institutional stratification game and are tamed by narratives of effort influenced by the institutional
hierarchy. The structural position of a college within the higher education system and its cultural framework
map onto students’ perceptions of their own sense of place. While exceptions exist, the hierarchical nature
of universities largely shapes students’ perceptions across different levels, evolving into an oftenoverlooked
mechanism and a normalized meritocratic order within society.

Key words: middleranking students; local universities; elite universities; educational autobiography;

longitudinal qualitative research
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