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ABSTRACT 

 As community colleges being to take up increasingly more space on the higher 

education landscape, their relevance as sites for research into pedagogy and student 

experience also grows.  In particular, the college writing curriculum has posed a 

challenge to students in two-year colleges, with record rates of enrollees placing into 

courses designed to remediate in the areas of reading and writing. This study was 

designed to address these issues and to build on the existing research on teaching and 

learning in community college contexts and the existing literature of college writing in 

two-year schools.  The work of Pierre Bourdieu formed the primary theoretical 

framework and composition theory was used to position this study in the literature of the 

college writing discipline. Employing qualitative research methods and a critical 

working-class perspective, this study reflects a combined data set of participant 

observation, in-depth personal interview, and document analysis, giving shape to the 

experiences of fourteen students in one section of a first-level college writing course.   

This ethnographic study provided fruitful data regarding the nature of 

student/teacher relationships and students’ negotiation of authority in the classroom and 

in their writing.  The fourteen participating students and their teacher forged both 

individual and group interactions that closely resembled the boss/worker dynamic. This 

finding was interpreted using Bourdieu and Passeron’s theories on pedagogic authority. 

Other findings included the role of remediation in influencing student’s preparation as 

well as students’ behaviors around reading the assigned course text. The data also 

revealed patterns of mirroring and mimicry in student writing, and a grading system 
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which rewarded instructor-directed revisions.  This reward for additional time and 

“work” in the course led to the establishment of a token economy.  

 Analysis of end-of-semester student writing also revealed interesting insights into 

their use of published materials.  Primarily, the data showed that students saw the 

arguments of published authors as arguments to adopt rather than as support for their own 

existing arguments.  The participants also expressed a great deal of frustration and 

anxiety over finding the right words to use in their academic writing and supported the 

findings of other researchers about student anxiety in working with outside sources.  One 

area of pride and accomplishment that many students addressed was having gained the 

validation of their professor, as exhibited by the essay grades they received.  Another set 

of students addressed feeling proud of their personal growth as writers.  This final finding 

revealed that the students experienced a variety of outcomes and final reactions to the 

course based on their individualized experiences and expectations. 

 This study laid the groundwork for future work on Bourdieu’s concepts of 

pedagogic acts and pedagogic authority in the context of community colleges.  It also 

provided a means for actively classifying qualifying community colleges as working-

class institutions and thereby studying the teaching and learning that goes on in two-year 

schools under that new context.  Finally, this study showcased the value of in-depth, 

participant observer, qualitative research in college writing classrooms.  This growing 

research perspective has shown great potential to reveal underlying factors for student 

behaviors and outcomes in literacy education in two-year school settings. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

	  

In October of 2010, President Barack Obama held the inaugural White House 

Summit on Community Colleges.  The summit focused on the increasingly important role 

of community colleges in American undergraduate education. Obama’s administration 

followed up its community college initiative by outlining the America’s College Promise 

proposal, a new plan to provide free access to a community college education for all 

Americans, on January 9th, 2015.  One of the focuses of the administration has been 

putting community colleges on the map, and with a career community college English 

professor as the two-term “second lady” and wife of Vice President Joe Biden, it was the 

natural choice.  In an era of skyrocketing tuition and fees at private and public 

universities, and a recent history which saw the first for-profit universities come into 

existence, locally-subsidized and closely-controlled two-year schools are obvious sites of 

revitalization.  They cater to otherwise under-served student populations: low-income, 

above traditional age, and academically unproven.  They are located in regions across the 

geographic spectrum, from densely populated urban locales to sparsely populated rural 

communities.  Community colleges are accessible, inexpensive, and numerous.  As the 

next sites for publicly-funded education, they are poised to bring equity to the field of 

higher education.   

The two-year college with its more affordable price-tag has won favor among the 

poor, working-class, and lower middle-class as the college of choice (AACC, 2015).  

Culturally, many community colleges, particularly in rural and urban areas, are distinctly 
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working-class institutions.  They provide the choice between technical and academic 

training, and as one participant in this study suggested, are seen as “a good place to start.”  

But while student’s decision-making processes in terms of selecting community colleges 

may be well understood, what happens once they enter the community college is not.  

This study was designed to explore student experience in the community college 

classroom.  In particular, it looks at the intersection of community college and the 

academy through the experience of the universally required freshman English course, a 

course which all students must complete in one form or another. 

Instruction in college writing is ingrained in the process of college-going. From 

the Ivy League to the community college, post-secondary institutions have been teaching 

writing to incoming college freshmen for well over one hundred years.  At Harvard 

University the introductory writing course called “Expos 20” has been taught since 1872. 

While Harvard hosts the grandfather of all college writing courses, community colleges 

are on front lines of the current college writing movement, enrolling 45% of all college 

students and more first-year students in pre-college basic writing courses than do 4-year 

schools (IPEDS, 2003; NCES, 2014).  This dissertation explores the specific experiences 

of fourteen urban community college students as they navigate a College Writing I 

course.  In the following sections I will discuss the specialized focus of this study; 

identify this study’s guiding questions; review the terminology of writing studies; and 

provide an overview of the theoretical concepts that inform this line of research. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Literature on community colleges reflects concern around  the “gatekeeper” 

distinction, a challenging characteristic of College Writing and a factor implicated in the 
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community college drop-out phenomenon 1 (Jenkins, Jager, and Roska, 2009; 

Zeidenberg, Jenkins, & Scott, 2012).  In a gatekeeper course, dissonance between course 

delivery and student expectations can breed resentment and frustration among students, 

contributing to under performance, failing grades, or early withdrawal (Rutschow, et al., 

2011; Cox, 2009; Roska, et al., 2009).  Community colleges are important pathways in 

providing equalized educational opportunity to working-class and poor students; 

however, the status of gatekeeper courses challenges the notion that all students can 

succeed. Likewise, studies on working-class students at the university level indicate that 

perhaps social class culture plays a role in what students experience in the classroom 

(Lehmann, 2014; Linkon, 1999).  Combined, the gatekeeper status of the College Writing 

course and high populations of at-risk working-class students makes the English 101 

classroom the key battleground in the fight for equity in higher education. 

In the mid 1980’s as contemporary composition studies and basic writing studies 

were getting their starts, the focus of writing instructions was centered on the university 

classroom, to the exclusion of two-year schools.  As more scholars began to understand 

the essential role of community colleges in teaching composition, some of that focus, 

rightfully began to shift in the direction of two-year schools.  In his afterward to the text 

The Politics of Writing at Two-Year Colleges, Ira Shor (2001) supported the championing 

of community college as sites for research and inquiry into writing studies, arguing 

“Because literacy and learning are historically bound […] the unequal situation of the 

community college student and teacher is the key starting point for designing and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  2009 NCES findings reflect that fewer than 35% of community college students had completed a 
bachelor’s degree, associate’s degree, or certificate program within 6 years or 150% of normal bachelor’s 
degree completion time.	  
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evaluating learning and pedagogy” (134).  Since that time, community colleges have 

become site for exploration into the sub-fields of basic writing, ESL, innovative 

pedagogical practices such as service learning as a writing module. This research, 

however has left the study of community college writing students as subjects relatively 

unexplored.  There is also limited qualitative data regarding the environment of a largely 

working-class, urban, college classroom (Grubb, 1999; Cox, 2009).  The lack of student-

centered, qualitative, class-based research on two-year college writing students points to 

a need for further study in this arena and substantiates this project’s inquiry into the 

disciplines of working-class studies, composition studies, and community colleges and 

higher education. 

Purpose of the Study 

	  

 This study fills two holes in the existing body of ethnographic research on 

community college teaching and learning: first it provides a candid glimpse into the daily 

inner-workings and interactions within a classroom of cultural and linguistic instruction; 

second, it addresses working class students as the key subjects at the convergence of 

composition studies and education research on community colleges. While other scholars 

have conducted in-depth analyses of working-class students, they have concentrated on 

the ways in which the average four-year college student processes the rejection of 

working class sensibilities which embracing academic discourse necessitates (Peckham, 

2003; Bloom, 1996; Dunbar-Odom, 2007; Lehmann, 2014).  These studies, reflections, 

and position papers are essential to tapping into what students experience when the 

transitioning out of the working class.  However, composition scholars often ignore 
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students at two-year schools when constructing narratives around what it means to be a 

student in a college writing course. 

There is a growing tradition of anthropological study in language acquisition and 

use within American cultures (Goffman, 1981; Heath, 1983; Cadzen, 2001), and a wealth 

of instructor reflection into specific classroom experiences (Rose, 1984; Dews and Law, 

1995; Peckham, 2003; Delpit, 2006).  Other work has explored how universities and their 

community college and community partners work to develop shared experience in 

composition courses (Goldblatt, 2007), but there is limited ethnographic work focused on 

community college first-year writing classrooms and language acquisition2.  This study 

responds to that lack by exploring the culture of the classroom with a focus on academic 

literacy.   

Significance of the Study 

	  

 This research gives voice to community college students as they navigate the 

experience of a freshman English course.   Their oral testimonies and written products 

will better enable professors of the language arts to teach through the cultural and 

linguistic tensions of writing instruction.  More importantly, though, current and future 

students alike may realize that their challenges and triumphs are not experienced in 

isolation but rather in concert with many others like themselves. Mike Rose’s (1984) 

Lives on the Boundary and essays such as those found in This Fine Place so Far from 

Home (Dews & Law, 1995) offer narratives from accomplished scholars.  These texts are 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  A number of dissertations have used ethnographic methods to study community college classrooms 
(Masters, 2001; Robinson, 2001; Ketzenberg, 2010; Pan, 2012; Cassity, 2005), but those findings have not 
been broadly re-published in peer-reviewed journals or by academic publishing houses.	  
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inspirational in their ability to showcase the culture shifting working-class academics 

have experienced in climbing the so-called socioeconomic ladder, but readers encounter 

these stories in the authors’ hindsight.  Unlike reflective observations, this study focuses 

on what occurs in-the-moment of social and intellectual transition. 

 Furthermore, community college students are academically unlike their peers at 

four-year schools, often because nearly half of them have undergone one or more 

semesters of remediation (basic reading, writing, or math courses) prior to enrolling in 

college writing (Jenkins, Jaggar, and Roska, 2009; Horn et al., 2009).  Those experiences 

as pre-college students have bearing on their perspectives of college in general and 

influence the culture of reading and writing instruction in community college English 

departments.  As college writing courses are known gatekeepers, they have high failure 

and attrition rates as well (Zeidenberg, Jenkins, & Scott, 2012).  This study looks inside 

and outside of the classroom for qualitative answers to why, how, and which students 

successfully complete college writing courses or fail/withdraw from them. 

Research Questions 

	  

The following questions guided the investigative focus of this study and the data analysis 

which followed: 

•   How does a course section of urban community college students experience their 

introduction to academic discourse in an English 101 course? 

o   What role does language (written or spoken) play in shaping their 

experiences? 
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o   How does prior language arts remediation influence students’ expectations 

or provide a platform for advanced learning? 

o   How has social class shaped the type of language students use in speaking 

and writing?  

•   To what extent do socially classed expectations influence the professor’s design 

and instruction of the course? 

Definitions and Explanations 

Course Distinctions 

The courses from which freshman English collective is composed go by many 

different names.  Among them are first-year writing, college writing, college composition 

or simply composition, and English 101.  These terms are frequently used 

interchangeably.  They should be understood as different, however, from the terms used 

to explain writing courses which may not generate compensatory credits toward a 

student’s grade point average.  Those courses are often called basic writing at universities 

and developmental writing in community colleges. Basic writing courses are typically 

pre-cursors to a college writing course or course series.  Particularly at the community 

college level, many students have completed one or more basic writing courses prior to 

beginning their College Writing course sequence. 

Academic Writing Style  

Academic literacy is more than demonstrating basic reading ability by identifying 

main ideas and recognizing vocabulary, skills which standardized test and college 

placement tests target.  In academic contexts, being able to recognize and decode 

irregular or infrequently used vocabulary is essential. Further, savvy academic writers 
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must be able to recognize and minimally translate basic terms in Latin, French, Spanish, 

and even German.  But students face more difficult reading and writing challenges than 

translating, decoding, and defining words.  Often, complex sentence constructions may 

be layered on top of obscure word use, which is also layered over other manipulations of 

language which academics and rhetoricians employ including figurative language and 

word appropriations.  As students of this style of writing, they find themselves compelled 

to reproduce the mode of sentence construction. 

Readers might best understand the concept and use of word appropriation as 

unique phrasal constructions.  For example, a selection by the renowned poet, Maya 

Angelou, titled “Working for the Dream” appears in a commonly used first-year writing 

text.  This selection by Angelou, though beautiful in its construction and meaning has 

been carefully crafted by the author to utilize each word to its fullest potential.  In one 

passage she writes that, “The regularity of misery did nothing to lessen it,” and in another 

that, “Possibly my façade of cool control turned them away or just possibly my need, 

which I thought well disguised, was so obvious that it frightened them.”  Through the 

turn of phrase, “regularity of misery,” Angelou appropriates the basic term regularity and 

applies it to a non-event, an emotion, though readers often equate events or occurrences 

with “regularity.”  Likewise, she modifies the word “need,” which connotes an invisible 

yet existent lack, with the words “well disguised” that suggest an overt visibility.  The 

ability to recognize and decode and reproduce complex metaphors and similes is a skill 

students must hone over time.  In the first semester of college writing, they are likely to 

experiment with style, considering how their writing can best imitate that of their 

literature.   
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Academic writing skill includes being able to adopt an authoritative tone, 

smoothly transition from one subtopic to the next, negotiate the published work of 

experts and/peers, and to analyze a topical situation.    Written language within the 

academy may also demonstrate word appropriation in writing. Although complex turns of 

phrase such as those Angelou uses are reserved for the most skillful of writers, those 

wishing to “approximate” (Bartholomae, 1986) an academic style and tone must begin to 

see words as tools to be manipulated.  In many instances this can be explained as 

familiarity with the constructs of metaphor and simile; however, other instances might 

simply highlight the use of different word endings (-ish, -ing, -ication, -ity) in order to 

create a desired part of speech.  

Each of these distinctions is important to understanding both what type of course 

is being studied and what formal and informal expectations of that course-type are. This 

study, as well, must be framed around a central concept of what academic language 

includes and under what capacities students should find facility with it.  The preceding 

examples and explanations are designed to provide just such a conceptual framework 

which will work hand-in-hand with the theoretical framework in shaping what it is that 

subjects will experience in learning academic discourse.  

Theoretical Framework 

This study was complicated by the frequent conflation of race and class in urban 

environments. It was also influenced by a history of composition studies which has 

explained urban students' barriers to acquiring facility with academic language as racial-

cultural rather than socioeconomically cultural (Perryman-Clark, 2012; Perryman-Clark, 

2011; Flower, 1996).  This study breaks with those traditions by foregrounding class, 



 10	  

examining Black, White, and Latino students’ experiences through the lens of social 

class. The theoretical frameworks which give structure to this study will be used to 

support the examination of social class on student experience.  These concepts are further 

developed in the Literature Review section of this document.  What is treated here is the 

general framework of theories which work together to inform how social class and class-

based culture work in both language instruction and educational attainment. 

Pierre Bourdieu 

The work of Pierre Bourdieu on cultural capital and habitus provided the 

theoretical base for this study.  Ultimately, cultural capital and habitus should be 

understood as interconnected yet distinct theoretical premises.  The term cultural capital 

denotes knowledge and ways of being which are most valued by the dominant culture of 

a society.  This “value” is best expressed by the term capital.  The root word of its 

preceding term, “culture” refers to the collected ways of being of a given society 

(Bourdieu, 1984).  Together, the two words capture the idea that there is value or 

“capital” in knowing certain “cultural” information.  This term has wide applications in 

the realm of education, as demonstrated by Bourdieu in the co-authored text, 

Reproduction in Education and Society (with Passeron, 1990).  In this work, Bourdieu 

and Passeron highlight the ways in which elite society is designed to keep the working 

class subordinate through restricted access to the kinds of cultural capital which are 

valued in educational institutions. Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) also introduced the 

terms pedagogic act (PA) and pedagogic authority (PAu).  Both terms impact this study, 

pedagogic acts being the individual “skills” or “lessons” students are taught, and 

pedagogic authority being the position of power a teacher (of any kind) wields over his 
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pupils.  Further, Bourdieu and Passeron explain that every pedagogic act or culturally 

valued skill/information set “commands by definition a PAu” (1990, p. 21).  Therefore, 

the two concepts go hand-in-hand and cannot be discussed in mutually exclusive terms. 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is specifically linked to cultural capital in that it 

explains that ways of being are determined through our “cultured,” experiences.  

Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) define habitus as “a system of schemes of thought, 

perception, appreciation, and action” (p. 40).    In its most simplistic form, habitus may 

be understood as those things that make us distinctly who we are.  Our habitus includes 

how we speak, what we like to eat, and how we carry ourselves as shaped by the culture 

around us. Others in our cultural group may share a similar habitus, liking the same kinds 

of music, food, and books.  Here, “culture” must be understood not as exposure to 

highbrow aesthetics (Lareau and Weininger, 2003), but rather as those kinds of behaviors 

and values which are passed down within a community or family.  As such, language is 

intimately tied to the kinds of culture that are disseminated among a population and the 

ways in which words, both written and spoken, are organized.  The pedagogic acts of our 

home and schooling experiences can influence our preferences in these areas. Therefore, 

Bourdieu’s theoretical models are helpful in considering how certain kinds of language 

are privileged and passed on as part of the restricted access to the dominant culture, and 

how lack of linguistic capital and lack of academic habitus affects the acquisition of 

academic language. 

New Working Class Studies 

New Working Class Studies, based at the Center for Working Class Studies 

(CWCS) at Youngstown State University and spearheaded by Russo and Linkon (2005), 
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provides essential understanding about who the working class are and what informs 

working class culture from a sociological perspective (CWCS, 2013).  Community 

colleges nation-wide instruct large numbers of poor and working-class students.  

Evidence of this can be found in statistics from the American Association of Community 

Colleges (AACC, 2015) which finds that more than 1 in 3 community college students 

receive federal Pell Grant funding, an indicator of low-income status.  Beyond this 

number, however, McKinney and Novak (2013) reported that “42% of community 

college students who were eligible for Pell Grant funding did not file the Free 

Application for Financial Aid (FAFSA)” (p.1).  This further information evidences the 

clear financial need of community college students and the working class and poor 

backgrounds which they bring to the institution.  Linkon in particular, as a scholar of both 

social class and pedagogy, provides an essential connection between college writing 

instruction and working class culture in the text Teaching Working Class (1999).  

New Working Class Studies (NWCS), in general, focuses on the changes our 

economy has experienced in the decline of the manufacturing sector and the rise of the 

service sector and how theses economic changes have blurred class lines.  Whereas class 

affiliation was once clearly related to income, it can now be understood as a set of 

behaviors and practices attached not only to work but to geography and education as 

well. As the literature will uncover, Linkon opposes the kind of clear-cut social 

determinism which is characteristic of Bourdieu’s theories of cultural capital. But 

according to the CWCS (2013), “Discussions of class should consider class as a category 

of identity, a socio-economic category, an aspect of social structures of power and 

privilege, and as an aspect of discourse.”   Here, the rationale for considering who and 
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what are the working class is tied to the same constructs which ground Bourdieu’s 

notions of the transmission of capital as power.  In this way, despite the disagreement 

surrounding the influence of social class on the potential of the individual, the two 

theories work in concert to explain the experiences of the non-privileged classes. 

Discussion 

As a preliminary overview of the topic reveals, this study was based on a need for 

more qualitative inquiry into the experiences of college writing students in community 

college settings.  That need was determined by four factors: the increasing reliance on 

community colleges to educate ever-larger working-class segments of the higher 

education market; problematic completion rates at community colleges nation-wide; 

indication that college writing serves as one of the “gatekeeper” courses which prevent 

students from advancing toward degree completion; and a lack of peer-reviewed, 

published material to describe the experiences of students in the aforementioned 

gatekeeper course.  It is my position that what happens in the college writing course can 

help researchers and policy-makers better understand what opposition to completion or 

success students meet in this and other courses.  

In the next chapter I will provide a review of literature.  I will focus on the 

formation of community colleges as distinctly working-class institutions.  I will also 

discuss the role of community college faculty in the larger professoriate and argue that 

their isolation from the production of scholarship around college writing and basic 

writing has created a gap between pedagogy and practice in the two-year-college writing 

classroom.  The literature review also includes a survey of foundational scholarship on 

working-class students in the college writing classroom.  The final section of the 
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literature review will explain the work of Pierre Bourdieu and its role in shaping my 

understanding of how society creates social class structures, and the roles of those 

structures in predetermining educational outcomes. 

The subsequent chapters are as follows.  Chapter three is an overview of the 

research methodology used for this study.  Chapter four provides essential context on the 

city of Winchester, institutional structures of Winchester Community College and its 

English Department, and a summary of the site and participants.  In Chapter five, I 

describe the culture of the course from both the professor and students’ perspectives.  I 

argue that the professor established the culture of the course and college writing as 

oppositional to her students existing behavior patterns.  Her goal in teaching the course 

was to not only teach them classed patterns for organizing their ideas, but also to instill 

dominant-culture cultural literacy.  Chapter six examines the written products in the 

course and how the students negotiate their own authority as well as the authority of 

published sources in their writing.  I argue that the focus on managing published sources 

in conjunction with the specific mandates of their instructor prevent students from writing 

authoritatively on the assigned topics.  Chapter seven presents an overview of the 

findings from chapters five and six. 

This completed study reveals that in the absence of a pool of pedagogical research 

on working-class students in the community college writing classroom, the faculty of 

Winchester Community College established a series of learning outcomes they 

determined would best meet the needs of their students when they exited college writing 

and entered courses in other disciplines.  That focus, centered on responding to non-

fiction texts, forced students to negotiate the voice of published “experts” prior to 
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establishing their own voices as students and authors.  As a result, the students’ written 

work demonstrates proficiency in essay organization and integration of sources; however, 

their writing lacks appropriate academic style and fails to advance significant individual 

thinking or analysis – evidence of authority over their subject matter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

  Community colleges as historical institutions were essential in equalizing 

access to higher education by offering career and intellectual advancement to the poor 

and working classes.   A survey of the historical events surrounding this institution’s 

formation provides much needed context for understanding how two-year schools 

became the default colleges of the lower classes.  We will see the influence of social class 

on the growth of higher education, two-year college politics, and academic discourse on 

community college writing courses.  I will address the literature of working-class 

students in college writing courses in order to position this study in the larger field of 

rhetoric and composition. This review reveals that a majority of working-class 

composition pedagogy has been focused on addressing the emotional needs of the 

university student.  The needs of community college students, however, have been 

silently relegated to the sub-fields of ESL and remediation studies. 

The Community College  

Formation and Political History 

 The community college is a uniquely American institution which grew in 

response to the needs of both four-year universities and early twentieth century K-12 

school systems; ironically, the earliest proponents of two-year schools were turn of the 

century university presidents.  These leaders of higher education were frustrated by the 

resources put into the lower levels of college education and recommended that their 
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institutions might be better served by a separation of the junior and senior levels of 

collegiate education from the freshman and sophomore levels.  According to Cohen and 

Brawer (2008), the latter half of the nineteenth century saw the presidents of the 

University of Michigan and the University of Minnesota indicate that “the universities 

would not become true research and professional development centers until they 

relinquished their lower-division preparatory work” (p. 7).   

 This model of junior college development was one of four that were to flourish in 

the early part of the 20th century.  Joining this format, that of dividing the lower years 

from an existing college or university, were three others which were to be more popular 

and sustaining in the long-term (Eells, 193; Cohen and Brawer, 2008).  Eells captures the 

four ideas thusly: “university amputation, high school elongation, college decapitation, 

and independent creation” (p. 44).  The first, university amputation, is a reflection of the 

method promoted by William Rainey Harper, then President of the University of 

Chicago, and others.  In this model universities would divide their upper and lower 

divisions.  The second reads much as it was modeled:  a public school system might take 

on the task of adding grades 13 and 14 to the existing 12 years of schooling, thereby 

elongating the high school years.  The high school elongation model could take the form 

of a six-year school housing grades 9-12 and two years of junior college or a four-year 

school housing grades 11 and 12 with the junior college.  College decapitation was a 

radical solution for four-year schools which were struggling to keep up with the academic 

rigor that universities offered.  At the behest of successful universities, schools adopting 

this format were encouraged to eliminate their upper divisions in order to focus on the 

task of general education during the freshman and sophomore years.  Finally, there were 
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other two-year schools that were independent start-ups, often with religious affiliations or 

run as single-sex institutions (Eells, 1931, p.44-45).   

By the time Eells wrote his 1931 treatise on two-year schools, the term junior 

college would come to denote any institution, despite its model of formation, which 

focused on the first two years of a college education (American Association of Junior 

Colleges, 1922, in Eells, p. 3).  No one model prevailed over another, and the original 

ideology of universally separating freshman and sophomore-level college work from 

upper level and graduate or professional studies fell by the wayside.  The result was a 

long period of community college history in which two-year schools were neither wholly 

part of the K-12 system nor part of the university system.  Even in the twenty-first 

century, confusion persists about where the community college lies in the trajectory of 

education, and the institution exists in a type of isolation (Cohen and Brawer, 2008). 

 It is important to note the theories of social reproduction and working class 

suppression which also surround the formation of the junior college (Brint & Karabel, 

1989).  In a time when the division of the classes was seen as a reflection of merit-based 

principles, elite intellectuals like Henry Tappan of the University of Michigan and Harper 

of the University of Chicago believed themselves to be politically justified in stating that 

some individuals were intellectually unable to pursue complex academic work.  Harper 

is, in fact, famous for saying that, “Many students will find it convenient to give up 

college work at the end of the sophomore year” (as quoted in Hanson, 2010, p. 18).  Little 

did Harper know at that time, but his suggestion would become a model for a new line of 

degree-granting.  As a result, three academic degrees emerged to create a distinction 

between those students who have completed only two-years of college study (A.A., A.S. 
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and A.A.S) and those who have completed a complete course of undergraduate study. 

This line of thinking is tied to a theory of social reproduction in which the outcome is to 

eliminate the weakest students who might be encouraged to discontinue their studies at 

the end of the first two years of college (Cohen and Brawer, 2008).  The idea that will be 

returned to, though,  is that the two-year  institution itself - designed to channel under-

prepared, under-performing, immature, and geographically disadvantaged students into a 

college track that would be seen as terminal – has not only thrived, but exponentially 

expanded its student population over the last hundred years. 

As Cohen and Brawer (2008) note, despite the terminal function and vocational 

orientation of many two-year schools, they have had far more positive than negative 

impact through bringing higher education to alienated populations in inner cities and rural 

counties.  Recognizing the benefits to be reaped from their geographical locations, B.S. 

Hollinshead (1936) issued a call for junior colleges to focus on service to their local 

communities.  Many schools took up this mission whole-heartedly; therefore, since the 

time of his article’s publication, the term community college has become widely used and 

applied to the two-year school which fulfills a dual function of community service and 

higher education instruction (Cohen and Brawer, 2008).   

 The decades following the 1940s were a time of further development for 

community colleges as the nation’s citizens demanded increased access to the advantages 

of social elevation that education could bring in a post-war society.  In that period, 

federal policy changes like the G.I. Bill placed the dream of obtaining a college degree 

within financial reach, just as the formation of the junior college made it geographically 

feasible.  Later, federal student loan and grant legislation opened the door to higher 
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education wider and broke down another barrier to college attendance.  Further, most 

two-year schools shifted designation from largely private to largely public institutions, 

establishing their place in the public sector. In 1930, a total of 38% of the 430 junior 

colleges were classified as public; by 2010, that number had skyrocketed to 84%, or 987 

out of the total 1,173 schools (Eells, 1931, p. 74; AACC, 2014).   

  In the last hundred years, the community college has become entrenched in the 

field of higher education.  As an institution, it currently serves a full 45% of the total 

undergraduates in the nation.  This population is approximately twelve million strong, 

though nearly half of all of these students are enrolled at part-time status (DOE, 2012, p. 

4).  Despite having gone through a tremendous growth spurt, the organization of the 

contemporary community college looks and acts very similarly to its early twentieth 

century predecessor, its mission and goals having changed very little over a century. In 

contrast, however, today’s students (though motivated by many of the same factors as 

early students) have taken on a different appearance.  Although their populations are 

generally under-represented in higher education in general, racial minorities – who 

largely fall into the working class socioeconomic category - attend community colleges in 

high numbers.  In fact, Perrakis and Hagerdorn (2010) note that, “roughly half of all 

[college-going] Hispanics are educated in community colleges” (p. 80).  Likewise, 49% 

of all African American undergrads attend community colleges (AACC, 2014).  Still, the 

overwhelming number of two-year college students fall under the traditional category of 

white, full-time, and under age 21 (AACC, 2014, p. 4).  Their significant representation 

in community colleges is similar testimony to the ability of the two-year school to 
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penetrate all spheres from rural, minority, and white working class to middle class 

suburban. 

 The two-year public college serves as the location of immersion into the 

language of the academy for millions of students, a language which most must master if 

they are to persevere.  But what students are often unaware of as they begin their 

educations is that their own cultural histories and the history of the institution are 

influencing their classroom experiences.  In the area of College Writing, this sentiment 

may be truer than in other disciplines.  In explanation, the following sections offer 

insights into the historical exclusion of community college faculty in the creation of 

college writing as a discipline.  They also discuss the classed notions of academic 

writing, and the reflections of working-class scholars on the mismatch between working-

class culture and the middle class culture of college writing. 

College Writing and Community College Faculty 

 Studies in college writing must be examined in the context of where and when 

college writing instruction is delivered.  Community colleges, in serving nearly half of all 

undergraduates, and in concentrating on the first two years of college, by logic provide 

more overall college writing instruction than do universities.  There is some dissonance, 

however, between the pedagogical roots of college writing studies and the delivery of 

college writing instruction in the community college.  Specifically, as many community 

colleges began to emerge from K-12 school systems, the connection between the two-

year school and the university dissipated.  This happened not only in terms of 

institutional mission, but also in terms of who would be teaching community college 
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courses and what whether those persons were, in fact, part of the academy (Cohen and 

Brawer, 2008).   

 As Twombly (2004) finds, community colleges - as institutions focused on 

teaching-  are by the definitions set by Burton Clark (1987) for “the dimensions of 

academic profession” (Twombly, 2004, p.22), not academic institutions at all.  Twombly 

comes to this conclusion by examining Clark’s criterion for academic professionalization 

against the hiring practices of three community colleges.  What she finds is that the lack 

of match in community college teaching expectations with the expectations of college 

and university faculty (i.e. academics) is evidence that two-year college faculty are still in 

a little league of their own. 

As an un-professionalized group, community college faculty has been unable to 

exude influence on the scholarship of college writing.  That is to say, because faculty at 

two-year schools have been and remain outside of the academic world, they are isolated 

from academic policy and publication, both of which influence the discipline.  Jeffrey 

Andelora (2007) explores this phenomenon in relation to college writing.   He explains 

that early in the professionalization of college English, university faculty gave little 

consideration to what then junior college faculty were doing in their classroom or with 

their students.  The isolation of community college faculty, Cohen and Brawer (2008) 

note, was integral in fueling the continued dissention between the “upper” and “lower” 

ranks of higher education. One of the most notable research-oriented distinctions can be 

found in the location of the Community College Research Center (CCRC) at Columbia 

University, not at a community college at all.  For college English faculty in community 

colleges that dissention means that they were historically under-represented in the 
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publishing and national conference circuits which determined the pedagogy and ideology 

of the discipline.  

 The Two Year College English (TYCE) organization was finally recognized at 

the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC), the representative 

body of college English faculty, in 1997 (Andelora, 2008).  Since that time the TYCE has 

gained national recognition in its own right, and a number of teacher-scholars have 

emerged from the two-years school to advocate (Sullivan, 2015) and publish on teaching 

and learning to read and write in community college contexts. Before CCCC fully 

recognized TYCE, the journal Teaching English in the Two-Year College (TETYC) had 

emerged in its infant stage, providing scholarship on the discipline of writing (college, 

basic, and ESL) in two-year schools (TETYC, 1996).  As a primarily teaching-focused 

group, however, community college faculty faced the dual challenge of both carrying 

heavy teaching loads and engaging in research and/or writing in order to get their 

scholarship off the ground.  In the first TYCA-era issue of TETYC, then Editor in Chief, 

Mark Reynolds wrote, “Several things seem to keep two-year college teachers from 

writing for publication. The first and most obvious is that publishing is not required to get 

or keep a job in most two-year institutions; consequently few administrators place any 

value or emphasis on professional writing” (1997, p.3).  Still, Reynolds encouraged two-

year college writing faculty to persevere in the face of institutional and time obstacles.  

“We must communicate,” he explained, “to the larger public the value of our work and 

the worth of our institutions to a democratic society. Only you can tell accurately the 

story of your work. Let the writing begin” (1997, p.4). 
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 In the aftermath, TETYC continued, and other scholarly publications including 

Alford and Krolls’ The Politics of Writing in the Two-Year College (2001) emerged.   In 

that collected work, writing faculty addressed the challenges of defining themselves 

within the larger discipline of English studies (Powers-Stubbs and Sommers), the 

disproportionate numbers of contingent faculty at two-year schools (Worthern), and the 

factory-mentality in the administration of writing instruction (Haight).  One theme 

pervaded the collection, and that was the notion that teaching writing at two-year 

institutions, whether those be branch campuses of larger research universities or 

traditional community colleges, is an endeavor with its own unique student bodies and 

sets of classroom and institutional circumstances.  

Later, Sullivan and Tinberg’s edited collection What is “College-Level” Writing? 

(2006) featured a variety of voices from the two-year school from English professors to 

administrators, in an attempt to frame the goals of basic and college-level writing 

instruction at two-year schools.  As the editors suggest in the opening chapter, framed 

after the book’s title, “An Essential Question: What is ‘College-Level’ Writing?” given 

that many two-year English departments must consider their complex constituencies 

(non-traditional students, basic writers, ESL students) how can they “establish a clear 

understanding of what [they] mean by college level writing”? Doing so, Sullivan and 

Tinberg argue, is essential “because this foundational concept influences everything we 

do as teachers of English” (p.5).  Sullivan and Tinberg’s collection takes an important 

step towards acknowledging the gray parameters surrounding the work of teaching 

writing at two-year schools.  Without a concrete definition of college writing (within the 

context of open-admissions schools) the varied tasks of remediation, teaching English as 
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a second language, and providing for the academic needs of adult learners are enterprises 

without a focused outcome. 

 One of the issues problematized by Sullivan and Tinberg’s work is that many of 

the seminal pieces on college English pedagogy were published in the decade or two 

which preceded the late nineteen-nineties.  Likewise, studies in basic writing, more 

frequently the pre-cursor to college writing, were also solidified in the pre-

TYCA/TETYC era.  As a result, community college writing faculty have been slowly 

working to reshape an understanding of what it means to be a college writer in the 

context of a two-year school.  In doing so, there has been limited critical research on 

community college writers, particularly in addressing working-class writing students 

(MacKenzie, 1998; Ferretti, 2001).   

 Holly Hassel explores this and other holes in community college literature in the 

TETYC article “Research Gaps in Teaching English in the Two-Year College” (2013).  In 

this piece, Hassel offers and assessment of existing, published critical studies in the 

leading journal on writing in the two-year college: 

We know that first-generation (and usually working-class or low-income) college 

students face challenges in acculturating to the expectations of postsecondary 

education, and yet very little work published in TETYC addresses this reality. 

Only two articles-Ira Shor's "Why Teach about Social Class?" and Patrick 

Sullivan's "Cultural Narratives about Success and the Material Conditions of 

Class at the Community College," both in the December 2005 issue-directly 

discuss social class, while a third article, "'The Expression of Wise Others': Using 
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Students' Views of Discourse to Talk about Social Justice" by Faith Kurtyka 

indirectly addresses how social class and social privilege can be powerful subjects 

for teaching and learning. Future areas of research must explore how class, race, 

and other forms of difference disproportionately impact students at two-year 

campuses and how we can and should address them. (349) 

As Hassel suggests, there is much more exploration required to bring the field of two-

year writing studies up to speed on the conditions of working-class students in two-year 

schooling contexts.  This dissertation is premised upon that need, and in response to the 

existing consideration of working-class students in four-year writing classrooms. 

 The following sections on college writing, college reading and working class 

experience are reflective of a university-oriented stance on college English.  Though the 

subject student population is not mirrored in community colleges, this literature 

composes the body of class-conscious scholarship on which writing programs rely.  It is, 

therefore, a summary of discussions on working class displacement from and resistance 

to the “middle class enterprise” which is college English (Bloom, 1996).  From this 

perspective, some generalizations about who students are and what they are expected to 

do remain constant and at least marginally applicable to community college student 

populations.   
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College Writing 

 Basic Writing, College Writing, and Academic Discourse 

At community colleges, approximately 60 percent of students place into one or 

more developmental courses, traditionally termed “basic writing” or “basic math” in 

universities (Bailey, Jeong, and Cho, 2010). Hence, a larger number of students at two-

year schools are matriculating out of developmental courses prior to entering college 

writing than at universities. As previously noted, community colleges are also important 

institutions because they host almost half of all undergraduates.  According to the 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC, 2015), in 2012 45% of all 

undergraduates as well as 45% of all first-time freshmen were community college 

students.  These two factors, combined, position community colleges as key instructional 

sites of college writing, courses filled with more students who required prior remediation 

than comparable courses at 4-year schools. Several studies have noted the high numbers 

of community college students which place into some form of “remediation” upon first 

enrolling in school (Saxon and Boylan, 2001; Kozeracki, 2005; Gerlaugh, Boylan, and 

Davis, 2007).  Such a preponderance of former basic writers complicates the position of 

college writing (as a for-credit, college-level introductory writing course) at the two-year 

level because many students in community college first-year writing courses have taken 

one or more previous semesters of writing instruction.  

The strong overlap between large working class populations and low entry-level 

writing skills is likely no coincidence, and what happens to community college students 

between enrolling in a college writing course and exiting the institution should be 

explored as a product of this intersection of social class and prior learning.  Because 



 28	  

many of their enrollees have only recently met accepted standards of college-readiness 

they are an at-risk population (AACC, 2015).  Historically, the instruction of academic 

writing is a classed enterprise, designed to privilege the pre-existing patterns of the 

middle class while devaluing working class uses for written language (Bloom, 1996; 

Adler-Kassner, 1999).  Thus, community college students enter the institution with little 

facility in the skills related to the discipline only to find that the cultural rules which 

undergird those skills are at odds with their own cultural values. 

In order to understand the various spokes on the wheel of academic writing, and 

what, precisely, students are expected to approximate, we must first ascertain the hub 

through which all of the spokes (discrete skills) – grammar, spelling, sentence 

construction, and vocabulary – are riveted.  That central cylinder is literacy, best 

understood as facility with the language in its various uses, misuses, and disuses.  As the 

hub, literacy (or illiteracy) has an effect on all other aspects of language use in the writing 

classroom.  In the seminal article, “Inventing the University,” David Bartholomae (1986) 

argues that students are fully capable of meeting the academic demands of college 

writing, but their introduction to the genre needs to be such that they become immersed in 

the language of the academy, that they “invent” themselves within discourse of university 

faculty.  In doing so, students will begin to understand what academic language looks and 

sounds like.  

Bartholomae’s analysis of student writing is, even thirty years later, on the pulse 

of what college placement tests are still trying to measure.  However, it ignores the 

reasons why some students are better prepared than others to evoke the voice of the 

academic.   In constructing the essay’s title, Bartholomae acknowledges the location of 
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academic authority, within the university.  Outside of that location, in basic writing 

courses where credits are typically non-compensatory and in community colleges, 

students will not be able to locate the true voice of the academy.  This study and this 

review problematizes Bartholomae’s sentiments, despite the fact that they provide an 

accurate representation of the expectations of college writing students.  They are 

problematic because as a foundational piece, “Inventing the University” fails to address 

the issues of social class culture on student writing, and further because it does not 

address the institutions which instruct half of the college writing students.  If, this study 

asks, learning academic discourse requires the one “invent the university,” can one do so 

when both social class and institutional structure position one outside it?  

“Inventing the University” 

Bartholomae’s central position on basic writers is that they “have to appropriate 

(or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse, and they have to do this as though they 

were easily comfortable with their audience” (1986, p. 460).  The author elaborates on 

this concept to some degree, further developing the point that true academics, a group he 

freely refers to as his peers in academia as “us,” saying, “To speak to us as a person of 

status or privilege, the writer can either speak to us on our terms – in the privileged 

language of university discourse – or, in default (or in defiance), he can speak to us as 

though we were children,” (p. 459, my emphasis).  Here, Bartholomae establishes very 

real boundaries around whom the privileged few are, namely those in the position to be 

instructors of language.  
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While the years of study, authorship, and critique at the hands of their own 

instructors have earned writing professors the privilege of authority, Bartholomae is 

somewhat less clear about what contributes to genuine authority in student writing.  In 

demonstrating a piece of student writing which, in contrast to those that preceded it, 

appropriately embodied the authority of academic language, Bartholomae selects a well-

written piece on the topic of creativity.  The student author of this selection writes: 

Throughout my life, I have been interested and intrigued by music.  My mother 

has often told me of the times, before I went to school, when I would “conduct” 

the orchestra on her records.  I continued to listen to music and eventually started 

to play the guitar and the clarinet.  Finally, at about the age of twelve, I started to 

sit down and try to write songs.  Even though my instrumental skills were far 

from my own high standards, I would spend much of my spare time during the 

day with a guitar around my neck, trying to produce a piece of music 

(Anonymous Student Author, in Bartholomae, p. 465). 

When Bartholomae praises the student author’s work, he does so with regard to 

her ability to locate herself within the discourse and, to paraphrase, say something new 

about something which has already been said.  His evaluation of her piece seems quite 

accurate, as the prose, phrasal constructions, and subject matter engage the reader and 

position him within the story as an equal, and not without it as an admonishing professor.  

But what Bartholomae does not address, which is essential to the purpose of this study, is 

the subject matter of this student’s essay.  This student author speaks of the kinds of 

cultivated experience which imbue in children a sense of intellectual and linguistic 

equality with adults, specifically as she speaks of exposure to classical music and 
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ownership of a guitar and a clarinet as an adolescent (Lareau, 2003).  Although this 

author does not outright say that she was given musical lessons, the casualness of “started 

to play” suggests that this act was not self-guided as “taught myself to play” would, or 

her own “trying to produce” indicates.   

The students of whom Bartholomae writes were, with the exception of the 

budding musician, placing into basic writing courses.  Though some of their essays 

demonstrated both grammatical and analytical immaturity, what tagged them as basic 

writing was often a lack of authority and a development of argument which was centered 

in the mundane and intellectually under-valued.  For example, in Bartholomae’s “football 

player” example, an essay in which a young man briefly explores the creative nature of 

wearing socks in a unique fashion while playing in football games, the language is 

simplistic: 

During the football season, the team was supposed to wear the same type of cleats 

and the same type of socks, I figured that I would change this a little by wearing 

my white shoes instead of black and to cover up the team socks with a pair of my 

own white ones (Anonymous Student Author, in Bartholomae, 1986, p. 464). 

Hence, the subject of socks and football further removes the student writer from 

academically valued pursuits like musical composition, which the passing essay explores. 

But the limitations of the football player’s essay also extend to his use of verbs and 

adjectives.  Specifically, he “figured” he “would change this a little,” and he wants to 

“cover up the team socks.”  By “figuring” rather than “deciding,” the author demonstrates 

his uncertainty of action within the situation, conveying an apparent lack of authority in 
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the conversation.  In many ways, his word choice seeks the approval of the reader, and 

Bartholomae picks up on this.  Consequently, the football player does not place directly 

into a freshman English course; rather, he must work through a semester of basic writing 

to further hone his use of authoritative, academic tone. 

 As mentioned earlier, half of all community college students place into some 

form of remediation (as Bartholomae’s university-student football player does).  These 

high remediation numbers do not mean that college writing students at community are 

somehow inferior to college writing students at universities, but instead it suggests that 

perhaps there is more to the impacts of demographic and experience on the abilities of 

students to immediately acquire the tone and authority of academic language.  In 

community colleges, where more students are shown to enter with less advanced writing 

skills, socioeconomic status can act as an additional barrier to literacy. Bartholomae’s 

work is essential to understanding how College Writing students in a community college 

respond to their writing assignments.  Socioeconomic culture influences what students 

know, and SES often dictates their abilities to read and later synthesize even widely 

anthologized readings (as with so many other aspects of writing course design, the 

anthologies are compiled by professionals in the field who have inherited their own ideas 

about what quality reading for writing courses looks like from their mentors, colleagues, 

and experiences with similar kinds of texts).  Additionally, social class also influences 

how, when, where, and to whom students feel “privileged” to exercise their authority 

over a subject matter.   
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College Writing as a Classed Endeavor 

As Lynn Z. Bloom (1996) noted, early rhetoricians showed a reluctance to 

conduct class conscious analysis of the freshman English course and its expectations. 

“Until very recently,” she wrote, “if composition studies professionals and teachers in 

general saw class – whatever class we saw- we took it for granted” (p. 657).    In other 

words, for many years there was very little said about the impact of social class on 

College Writing courses, and what had been said focused almost exclusively on this 

population at the four-year and beyond institution level.  Despite the exclusion of 

community college professionals and students from discussions on working class 

experience in college writing, the influence of working-class studies on the discipline of 

college writing has been notable. 

Bloom explores social class culture and literacy practices in the article “Freshman 

Composition as a Middle Class Enterprise” (1996).  In this piece, she approaches the 

topic of social class from the position of a middle class, white female.  From this stance, 

Bloom seeks to identify the ways in which the middle class values she identifies with 

from her own upbringing, as the child of a professor in a small university town, are strung 

throughout the college composition curriculum.  Her evaluation of the influence of social 

class on the discipline of college writing is clear: “freshman composition in particular,” 

she writes, “is an embodiment of middle-class morality” (p. 685).  Through the 

examination of a number of interlinking values between middle class sensibilities and the 

goals of composition instruction - namely decorum, cleanliness, order, and delayed 

gratification - Bloom proves the point that composition studies have been shuttered to 

other (non-middle class) ways of thinking about writing. 
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If, as Bloom suggests, college English is a middle-class enterprise, more work 

must be done to identify the sources of dissonance between the culture of academic 

discourse and the teaching of working-class students, particularly in working class 

institutions.  Mike Rose’s Lives on the Boundary (1989) is one of the earliest efforts to 

tap into the dissociation between working-class students and the language of the 

academy.  This autobiographical work traces Rose’s own story from working-class teen 

to writing instructor.  His rise from poverty, he tells readers, is predicated on the instincts 

of one high school teacher and the mentoring of another.  The relationship which Rose 

developed with the latter, Jack MacFarland, shaped his conception of what he could do 

and where he could do it.  Despite admission to Loyola University and a year of 

specialized English courses, Rose writes that he still struggled to acquire facility with 

academic discourse.  “For even with MacFarland’s yearlong tour through ideas and 

language,” says Rose, “I was unprepared.  English prose written before the twentieth 

century was difficult, sometimes impossible for me to comprehend.  The kind of 

reasoning I found in logic was very foreign” (p. 47).  The challenges which Rose notes 

bespeak the challenges of figurative, in-concrete thinking that understanding literature 

often requires.  Rose explores this idea further when he writes that he “was the human 

incarnation of language-recognition computer programs: able to record the dictionary 

meanings of individual words but unable to generate any meaning out of them” (p. 50).  

But as a former working-class student, sharing his own narrative, Rose reflects in his 

experiences in the university, not the community college. 

A large portion of Rose’s narrative, however, does focus on his experiences with 

individual students while working in a tutoring center, with a grade-school population, 
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and with veteran students.  Each group, solidly working-class in its composition and 

often outside of the university, provided Rose with the opportunities to reflect on his own 

lucky rise from the limitations of the vocational track of Our Lady of Mercy secondary 

school and to put the powers of mentorship into practice.  What Rose discovered through 

his work with basic writing students is that despite the rampant criticism of the poor and 

working class about their innate inabilities to comprehend complex material, to 

synthesize multiple ideas, and to produce a sophisticated expression of written language, 

they are more than capable when given the chance.  

Like Rose, others who have analyzed the impacts of social class on college 

writing have done so in response to their own identity conflicts with “rising” from the 

working-class.  For Amy Robillard (2003), writing instruction is a battle between the 

experience of working-class students and the newly-introduced or acquired values of the 

academy.  Robillard further claims that college becomes a linear experience, marked by 

starts and stops, unhinged from the unified pursuit which college-going once resembled.  

Along this (dis)jointed continuum, students must find a means of understanding their 

histories as they relate to their futures.   She writes, “because the working-class student 

struggles with the relationship between his or her past and his or her present, it becomes 

critical that we recognize the ways student rely on their past experiences to understand 

new knowledge” (p. 76).  Robillard’s words reflect the inescapable conflict of class 

elevation that plagues working class students and academics alike, and she asserts that 

instructors serve as facilitators to working-class students’ negotiation of the space 

between those two identities.   
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Beyond identity conflict, Robillard also explores the theme of time, punctuated by 

her article’s pithy title, “Time for Class.”  The underlying argument is significant: time is 

important to working class people.  Time, she explains, dictates the pace of the day and 

the total sum of money earned during a particular period of work.  “Time is money,” 

Robillard writes. “Except for many of us in academia, time is not money in the way it is 

for our working-class students” (p. 85).  Her emphasis on time is not without connection 

to her larger argument that narrative is a productive enterprise for composition students.  

Rather, it is through her own narrative around the topic of time – interlaced with 

emotionally charged recounting of a childhood of poverty and abuse - that she reconciles 

the reader to the notion that working-class students require validation which can be 

achieved if they are permitted to use narrative as a legitimate form of college writing.  

Doing so would allow them to capture the importance of their lived experiences while 

negotiating the task of writing for the purpose of explication and exploration.   

The Pedagogy of Writing Instruction and Working Class Students 

 Following Robillard, Julie Lindquist (2004) seeks acknowledgment of the 

inherent tensions between the middle-class ideology of college writing and the emotional 

labor which working class students undertake in assuming academic voice.   Lindquist 

positions the understanding of social class and its implicit link to “identity formation” as 

an essential component of how students learn to be literate and how instructors facilitate 

that learning.  This facilitation, writes Lindquist, “seems especially important for 

working-class students, for whom the process of acquiring academic literacy entails 

complex affective mediations between past experiences and hopes for the future, between 

loyalties to the very different public constituencies of home communities and middle-
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class institutions” (p. 188).  For Lindquist, the problems of the writing classroom are 

perhaps best explained by the instructor’s restrained control over the classroom 

environment and how emotion is introduced into that equation.  If, for example, we are to 

understand that moving from working class to middle class in the academic sense is an 

emotional shift, how, then, could we delimit the writing classroom to exclude the 

incorporation of emotional experience?  In this way, Lindquist and Robillard find 

common ground, and Lindquist “applaud[s] Robillard’s question […of] where, along this 

chronological axis of nostalgia and aspiration, should one locate one’s pedagogies?” (p. 

193). 

Nick Tingle (2004), similarly reflecting on the continuing tensions between his 

still-working-class family and the inherited class-status of the academic, offers an opinion 

in the “The Vexation of Class” which more accurately discusses his vexation with the 

concept of mimicry evoked by Bartholomae.  For Tingle, to assume that students must 

and should take up the voice of the academy as experienced through academic writing or 

the authoritarian verbal performance of their instructors is an enactment of symbolic 

violence.  Of working-class students who endeavor to imitate the middle class discourse 

of the academy, Tingle writes: 

[T]hey are positioned to experience the double-bind of self-loathing.  First, they 

may loathe themselves for attempting to emulate models that are so distant from 

what they have known.  Second, they may loathe themselves – in the way they 

talk, the way they move, the way they think – as distancing them from the 

models they seek to emulate (p. 225). 
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Tingle locates the conflict between the language of the middle class and that of working 

class children in the work of Bernstein and Lareau.  While they approach the discourse of 

working-class families from distinct positions, the significance of elaboration of 

subjective intent (Bernstein, 1974) warrants consideration from both.  As such, Tingle 

demands the recognition of the elaboration of subjective intent as the key difference 

between the often advanced skills in analysis which many middle class students 

demonstrate.  Those from working-class backgrounds, Tingle argues (from Lareau’s 

perspective), are trained to “respond immediately and ‘wordlessly’” (p. 226).  This 

characteristic among other things, such as distrust and distaste for authority, are part of 

what Tingle considers the culture of the working class.  Like Lareau, he does not 

privilege middle class academic values above it, but instead prefers a parallel comparison 

or a horizontal continuum along which those born into the working class may choose to 

reject joining the middle class.  In this insight, Tingle echoes his fellow working-class 

colleagues in college writing such as Robillard and Lindquist who note the emotional 

complexity which accompanies class adoption, a requirement suggested by 

Bartholomae’s position on adopting academic discourse.   

James Zebroski (2006) takes on a different set of discourses, the “discourses of 

social relations” and “of work and the workplace,” along with four others.  He explores 

the use of work as subject to breech the verbal barriers of class. Says Zebroski, “If one 

wants to talk with someone who is reluctant to talk about social class or who gets very 

emotional about discussing social class, changing the subject to work and the workplace 

often provides a way into social class” (p. 546).  Popular college writing readers like 

Barbara Ehrenreich’s , Nickel and Dimed, and Studs Turkel’s, Working, have proven that 
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dialogue on the experience of the working class is effective fodder for essay writing.  

Here, Zebroski’s theories on multiple discourses meet with Tingle’s call to invite 

working class sensibilities into the college writing classroom.   

In the last of Zebroski’s six discourses he evokes “The Discourse of Witness.”  

Akin to the “religious and legal analogies,” (p. 522) of bearing witness and being a 

witness, the discourse of witness embraces the verbalization of the working-class 

experience and the ownership over that experience.  The act of witnessing is fraught with 

the kinds of emotional labor of which Lindquist speaks and is facilitated by narrative 

mode promoted by Robillard.  Zebroski further seeks to equalize the linguistic values of 

the working class with those of the middle class.  Citing Larry Smith’s “five general 

values of working class culture,” (p. 558), Zebroski explores the ethics and core values 

behind working class culture and identifies a number of “discursive site[s]” in which the 

tensions of the academy exist.  His findings echo and elaborate on the works of Lareau 

(2003), Heath (1983), and Brooks and Cayetano (1999) in emphasizing the work-related 

orientation of working-class students.  This orientation often leads students to value the 

effort put into academic work over the aesthetics of the final product and for students to 

put more thought into the outcome of a college education, i.e. employment, than the value 

of the education on its own. 

In a digression from the work of her peers which champions focus on working-

class sensibilities and writing topics that focus on the experience of working-class 

students, Donna LeCourt addresses these discourses around working-class students as 

“oppositional rhetoric.”  For LeCourt, assuming that working-class students are at odds 

with the academy actually perpetuates systems within the academy that expect and 
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explain-away small numbers of working-class students who ultimately succeed in the 

writing classroom.  What LeCourt ultimately argues is that habitus is performative: even 

those who are able to perform in class-specific ways do so as performance rather than 

authentic behavior.  Therefore, LeCourt suggest, “a more performative and less structural 

theory of class” would be “a route for productive pedagogy” (p. 33).   

Collectively, the aforementioned scholars working in the sub-discipline of critical 

composition studies have argued that regardless of its source, there exists a tension 

between the life experiences of working-class students and the kinds of writing they are 

being asked to produce or the subjects upon which they are being asked to write.  

Regardless of whether we adhere to LeCourt’s suggestion to drop the “oppositional 

rhetoric” or Lindquist and Tingle’s calls to validate the emotional strain of cultural 

transition, each of these scholars asks that the positon of the working-class student in the 

writing classroom be acknowledged.   

Reading, Interpretation, and Working Class Culture 

In many community colleges, reading and writing courses are held in distinct and 

separate programs.  As a result, faculty and students in community colleges begin to think 

of the dual entities of literacy as inherently different.  But the literature of the college 

writing discipline reflects a comprehensive understanding of reading and writing as 

twinned practices.  In “This Wooden Shack Place,” Hull and Rose (1990) take up the task 

of evaluating how working class students understand the kinds of readings they are asked 

to complete in college writing courses.  In this piece, they recount and analyze one first-
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generation-American, working-class, student’s reading of Japanese-American poet 

Garrett Kaoru Hongo’s poem “And Your Soul Shall Dance.”   

Hull and Rose’s work reveals that the tensions between the student, Robert’s, 

ability to conduct an academic reading of the text lies not in a lack of vocabulary 

knowledge or any intellectual failing, but rather in the context of being situated in a 

working-class ideology.  Robert’s experiences with the world, as a person from a 

working-class culture, are in conflict with the elite cultural values or sets of assumptions 

that English literature often embodies.  One of the examples which Hull and Rose 

emphasize in demonstration of Robert’s class-based reading of the poem (and how that 

reading runs counter to the reading of a “trained” academic) is, as the title suggests, in 

reflection of Robert’s ambivalence about the shacks pictured in Hongo’s poem.  Of the 

shacks, Hongo writes, 

From a small cluster of wooden shacks 

Where your mother hangs the wash 

You want to go somewhere 

Somewhere far away from the dust (in Hull and Rose, 1990, p. 288-9). 

Robert, unlike Hull and Rose’s panel of academic readers who provide the 

contrasting “conventional reading” (p. 292), is un-phased by the use of shacks as an 

indicator of poverty.  Robert is prompted by his teacher, Rose, to think about the girl who 

is the subject of the poem, “[Do] you think her parents are wealthy or poor?” Rose asks.  

Robert replies, “I wouldn’t say they’re wealthy but, again, I wouldn’t say they’re poor 

either” (p. 290).  Poverty is the theme of the poem.  This concept is further enhanced by 

Hongo’s use of “the dust” which the girl is looking to escape.  However, when the 
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narrator elaborates on the concept of “go[ing] somewhere,” Robert is unwilling to 

commit to the idea of this flight as desire to escape her family’s poverty. Thus, despite 

the author’s apparent intention, and in the face of agreed-upon academic implications of 

the poem’s text, Robert, our working-class reader, constructs a narrative around the girl 

which supports his own experiences.  Moreover, Robert resists the reading (and 

suggestiveness of poverty as theme) in opposition to Rose’s prompting. Hull and Rose 

come to the conclusion that “Robert's position in the society makes it difficult for him to 

see things this way, to comply with [the] conventional reading,” (p. 294) but they further 

go on to praise Robert for his innovative and “legalistic” reading which relies a series of 

evidences in order to come to a conclusion about the narrator and her motivations.   

Ultimately, Rose and Hull believe that students who are challenged by academic 

interpretations of the literature they read in writing courses are not the ones to blame for 

what their instructors perceive to be intellectual shortcomings.  Instead, teachers, they 

suggest, might consider altering the ways in which they guide reading and expect certain 

kinds of responses from their students.  Otherwise, they argue: 

The desire for efficiency and coverage can cut short numerous possibilities for 

students to explore issues, articulate concerns, formulate and revise problems-all 

necessary for good writing to emerge-and can lead to conversational patterns that 

socialize students into a mode of interaction that will limit rather than enhance 

their participation in intellectual work (p. 296). 

 In Defying the Odds: Class and the Pursuit of Higher Literacy (2009), Donna 

Dunbar-Odom notes  that she often assigns “This Wooden Shack Place,” in order “to help 
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teaching assistants aspire to that level of ability to hear what our students have to say and 

understand how they are reading and interpreting assigned texts” (p. 32).  As an English 

professor from a working-class background, Dunbar-Odom considers what factors spark 

the working class individual to take up a passionate pursuit of written language.  What 

her book offers is an unparalleled review of literacy theory interposed over the backdrop 

of working class studies.  Her work, however, is without direct answer. In the end, 

Dunbar-Odom grapples with contemporary efforts to incite a reading revolution among 

average working-class Americans.  Referring to conflict over the legitimacy of Oprah’s 

Book Club, she considers whether the books Winfrey selects or the ways in which she 

guides reading qualify as genuine literary study.  Dunbar-Odom cites the decline in 

reading among adults as logic for support of market-driven reading programs.  If kitschy 

tags like “Oprah’s Book Club” are effective in the promotion of literature and literacy, 

she argues, then let them be so for the good of the literate public.  The concept behind her 

work, therefore, is the kinds of literacy practices which are necessary for academic 

success cannot take place within the vacuum of the academy.  Instead, they must be 

integrated into the culture of the general working class populous. 

  Dunbar-Odom anchors the theory of working-class literacy practices in Shirley 

Brice Heath’s (1983) Ways with Words.  Heath’s findings about the residents of the 

White working-class community, Roadville, and the Black working class community, 

Trackton, support the premise of this study: that literacy often passed down from birth as 

a middle-class child-rearing practice, and that the literacy practices of the working-class 

are relevant to everyday work, worship, and family life; for them reading is not often tied 

to personal enjoyment or exploration.  It is not that working-class families find reading to 
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be too challenging or overly difficult, but rather that their lives require a different level 

and kind of reading than those of middle class families.  According to Heath, “[Reading] 

what they have to read to solve practical problems of daily life: price tags, traffic signs, 

house numbers, bills, checks” (p. 199) are some of the literacy activities common to the 

residents of Trackton.  Her findings are echoed by those of Hull and Rose (1990) and 

Rose (1989), that the working class has fully developed literacies which support the work 

they engage in and inform their lives in meaningful ways.  

Cultural Literacy or Intellectual Obfuscation? 

  As colleges and universities encourage more students from working-class and 

poor communities to pursue higher education, they run into the conflict between classed 

literacy practices and middle-class notions of academic literacy.  In response to this 

dilemma, Bernard Schweizer (2009) revives E.D. Hirsch’s (1988) Cultural Literacy 

debate popular among composition studies during the period following Heath’s 

ethnography.  Hirsch suggests that reading and writing have fallen into decline in a 

generation of students who are no longer indoctrinated into a “public discourse.” Hirsch 

qualifies public discourse as a shared knowledge base, reflected in a clearly defined 

cannon of literary and cultural information.  At the time of its debut, Hirsch’s theory fell 

under heavy fire and has remained anathema to those steeped in the ideology of 

educational inclusivity which emerged with the multicultural push of the nineteen 

eighties.  Unpopular in its approach, Hirsch’s cultural literacy as a solution to a 

generation of under-prepared college students had fallen into a silent decline. Schweizer 

endeavors to reignite conversation around the merits of shared knowledge as a facilitation 

of reading comprehension among college students. 
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Despite his indoctrination into Freire’s liberationist theories, Schweizer’s 

“Cultural Literacy: Is It Time to Revisit the Debate?” takes up for Hirsch’s heavily 

criticized arguments.  He writes that he found himself in the unexpected stance of 

identifying with the claims of “culture warriors”: their argument that culture – WASP or 

otherwise – cannot be excluded from the teaching of freshman writing courses, seemed to 

agree with his experiences in the classroom.  Semester after semester, Schweizer 

explains, his freshman composition students were unable to process or identify with the 

intricate and culturally-based references in a selected piece of writing.  The selection he 

assigned, however, was neither distant nor esoteric.  Rather, it was a graspable article 

found in a popular college writing anthology.  Schweizer’s students, whom he classifies 

as “[coming] from underprivileged socio-economic backgrounds (e.g., poor inner-city 

high schools) and diverse ethnic backgrounds (e.g., immigrants),” struggle with the 

authorial references and period-sensitive phrases like “in the offing,” not because those  

names and phrases are irrelevant, but because, he argues, they are privileged knowledge, 

withheld from students like his (p. 53).  As such, Schweizer’s students are on the whole 

unable to navigate the nuance of professional essays found in most college writing 

anthologies.   

What Schweitzer - as well as Hirsch to a great degree - wants out of a cultural 

literacy agenda is not a return to WASP-heavy cultural values, but a playing field in 

higher education on which wealthy, white students at elite public schools are not given 

more of the tools needed for analysis and comprehension than their working-class and 

poor peers.  Schweizer encapsulates the problem of this channeling specific knowledge to 

specific groups of people: “The more we argue the unimportance of cultural literacy 
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among the general populace,” he writes, “the more we relegate the possession of this 

knowledge to the province of a socio-economic elite, thereby contributing to a hardening 

social stratification and a lessening of social mobility” (p. 54).  This translates into a very 

real and cultivated advantage for those students whose parents have the cultural, social, 

and economic capital to obtain and supplement the most expensive and comprehensive 

educations for their children.   

Beyond the undergraduate level, even, scholars have found that working-class 

students resist not only the content but the language of academic discourse. Irvin 

Peckham (2003), in a true Freirean rebellion, highlights working class graduate students 

who, empowered by their elevated intellectual perspectives, challenge the use of 

academic voice as contrary to its goal.  In “Freirean Codifications: Changing Walls into 

Windows,” Peckham offers a case study of a graduate class in education during which he 

and his students studied Friere’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  Most of the students in 

Peckham’s class were teachers or advanced students earning their master’s degrees.  

Many, Peckham writes, were from working class backgrounds as well, and the 

discussions around liberationist teaching practices were particularly relevant to them.  

Despite the engaging subject matter, Peckham draws the reader’s focus to the tensions 

between Freire’s “pedagogy” and the language he uses to share his theory.  Peckham’s 

student Rick bristles against Freire’s dense and often impenetrable prose.  Rick becomes 

increasingly frustrated by what he sees as the hypocrisy of the liberating elite.  From his 

perspective, had Freire’s intentions been to engage and motive the poor and working 

class, he would have written in a manner that was tangible to them. 
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Peckham’s brief case study demonstrates the idea that social class never leaves 

the classroom, especially when graduate students from working class backgrounds are 

still experiencing conflict with the language and ideology of the academy, a language 

which Peckham argues is designed to perpetuate social reproduction and  to “[keep] most 

working class kids working” (p. 234).  Peckham finds continuing social reproduction to 

be the by-product of academic language which acts as a barrier between working class 

culture and certain desired knowledge. “One way to reproduce social-class relationships,” 

he writes, “is to naturalize so-called academic discourse in its various guises (literary 

language, scientific and pseudoscientific language, etc.) and to exclude working-class 

discourse” (p. 234).  Not only is the language of the working class rejected by the 

academy, but that rejection is internalized by the working class as both intentional and 

malicious.  As Peckham explains, “Members of the working classes intuit this exclusion, 

which accounts for their notable distrust of big words and in part for Rick's anger” (p. 

234-5).  

Peckham’s analysis elucidates the complex dynamics which influence academic 

reading and writing for working-class students.  As Heath (1983), Rose (1984), Rose and 

Hull (1990), and Robillard (2003) suggest, cultural practices have been masked as 

intellectual deficiencies, and when and why working-class students resist conventional 

readings and struggle to appropriate academic tones can be narrowed down to the simple 

factor of cultural alienation.  Interestingly, as working class students continue to pursue 

college education, the resistance to change is located within the academy through its 

failure to adopt the culture of its inhabitants.  The college writing classroom, as a site 

where working-class students encounter foreign ideas dressed in a language which they 
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perceive to be disingenuous, holds more than its share of conflicts.  These conflicts 

influence this study in a number of ways and serve as a primary informant for how 

students in the study interact with the demands of participating in academic discourse and 

the literature of the discipline, but especially within the context of a community college 

classroom.   

Theoretical Framework 

 The literature of college writing clearly demonstrates the various, overt tensions 

between academic literacy and working-class cultures.  By the nature of its purpose – to 

indoctrinate beginning college students into the style, voice, and structure of academic 

language – college writing as a discipline is designed to privilege one particular classed 

set of language practices over any others.  Additionally, community colleges are classed 

institutions, and the reasons when, why, and how students attend community college 

shape how the experience of the two-year school differs from that of the university.  As 

earlier sections of this chapter have indicated, those differences tend to fall along social 

class lines. For this reason, the theoretical considerations of Bourdieu (1984) and 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1990), Linkon (1999) and Russo and Linkon (2005), and Lareau 

(2003) are the most effective guides for examining the convergence of social class on 

language acquisition and use.   

Bourdieu, Working-Class Habitus, and the field of Literacy Education 

 This study is informed by Bourdieu’s theories of cultural capital, habitus, 

pedagogic acts, pedagogic authority, and field.  Combined, these terms explain the 

differing linguistic values between the academic disciplines and the working-class 



 49	  

proletariat and how those values are transferred in academic settings.  Community 

colleges, however, as predominantly working-class, American institutions must be 

considered locally rather than globally. Lareau and Weininger (2003) also recommend 

resisting a wholesale import of Bourdieu’s theories when evaluating American education.    

However, his analysis of the relationship between the French working-class and the 

institutions of French dominant culture find reflection in the American system.  

Bourdieu’s work, therefore, offers an interesting and relevant scope through which we 

might analyze the relationship between what working-class students know and value and 

how they acquire new capitals. 

In defining cultural capital, Bourdieu challenges American notions of material or 

monetary capital by applying this term to the symbolic (Weininger, 2005, 122-23).   

According to Bourdieu, those aspects of the society which do not hold direct economic 

value but which are nonetheless valued and held as reflective of elite status hold cultural 

capital.  Like monetary capital, cultural capital is exchanged in its own market, what he 

terms a field.  The systems of exchange in the fields of cultural capital include invitation 

and access to more symbolic capitals.  In relation to the field of higher education, this 

relationship may be analogized thusly:  

An individual student, at eighteen, has been provided with an early education on world 

history, foreign languages, the visual and performing arts, and classroom etiquette.  Each 

lesson is encased in a pedagogic act.  Some pedagogic experiences were had in the 

classroom, but many others were delivered at the hands of his parents, other family 

relatives, and the general society kept by the family.  The lessons from years of family 

“education” combined with his collective formal education compose his cultural capital, 
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symbolic bits which he will exchange in the marketplace of the university.  The 

exchanges are all small in denomination: a correct answer on a test, esteem in his 

professor’s eyes, or an especially poignant connection between two ideas written in an 

essay.  In the end, the countless tiny exchanges, each purchasing the student a bit of new 

capital (an A in World History; another A in French III) provide him enough of the right 

kind of collective capital to buy a singularly more valuable piece of symbolic capital, the 

degree and accompanying academic transcript.   

The story of exchange of symbolic capital continues on from here ad infinitum.  

The student purchases with his hard-earned degree an entry-level position at a 

competitive salary, and cycle of exchange and collection of new capitals goes on. Each of 

the symbolic capitals is symbolic because it holds no intrinsic value in the traditional 

sense.  Instead, its value is relevant within its own cultural institution. This fictitious 

student provides a useful illustration of how Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic capital works, 

especially with regard to higher education.  Within this system of elevated schooling, 

what one knows coming in can determine what one may eventually purchase in terms of 

life experience and opportunity.   

The accumulation of cultural capital is not exclusive to learned information.  As 

our hypothetical student’s knowledge of classroom etiquette suggests, it also includes 

behaviors, tastes and preferences.  In these three, cultural capital is embodied by the 

individual and becomes his habitus. For Bourdieu, habitus is the way in which social 

class is displayed and further serves as a means for distinguishing between the classes 

(with Passeron, 1990).  Of habitus he writes: 
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The habitus is not only a structuring structure, which organizes practices and the 

perception of practices, but also a structured structure: the principle of the 

division into logical classes which organized the perception of the social world 

itself the product of internalization and the division into social classes (1984, p. 

170). 

Researchers have sought to examine the effects of habitus on American schooling 

experiences (Dumais, 2002; Horvat and David, 2011; Bodovski, 2010; Lehmann 2007 & 

2015) as well as those of community college basic writing students (Callahan and 

Chumney, 2009), but the connection between college writing courses and the impacts of 

working-class habitus has yet to be explored in great detail.   

Though the use of habitus in examination of working-class culture falls in lock-

step with Bourdieu’s own research, the racial dynamic of an urban community college 

classroom complicates use of the theory. Despite students’ predominantly working-class 

socioeconomic status, they are diverse in racial make-up.  One of the limitations of 

Bourdieu’s theories of cultural production is that they are built around the evaluation of a 

racially homogenous, pre-global, European audience.  For this reason, we must reach 

beyond his work on symbolic capital and habitus for insight into how Bourdieu perceives 

race as relative to class. 

 One of Bourdieu’s later pieces does, fortunately, pay slight address to American 

conceptions of race as related to social class (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1999).  For 

Bourdieu and Wacquant, multiculturalism and the academy are deeply intertwined.  In 

fact, they conclude that the creation of an “’ethnic’ idiom” such as multiculturalism 
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“conceals” the fact that marginalized cultures are limited “by academic canons to access 

to the instruments of (re)production of the middle and upper classes – and first among 

them, to the university” (p. 42).  This particular passage provides a useful link between 

American ideologies of race and class – and Bourdieu and Wacquant’s apt assertion that 

race in America (and so-called racial inclusion) is a guise which hides the more insidious 

ills of class-based discrimination.  Bourdieu and Wacquant further suggest that unequal 

distribution of capitals fall more greatly along class lines than racial ones. 

There is also support from American and international literatures which rely on 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus “to consider the interactive and compounded effects of 

race and class on social settings” (Horvat, 2003), particularly in an educational setting 

(McKnight and Chandler, 2012; Bodovski, 2010; Luke, 2008; Lareau and Horvat, 1999).   

As habitus is built in experiences, and both race and class contribute to how experience is 

constructed and interpreted in America, this frame is both ample and appropriate for 

viewing experience within a single field of language instruction in English.  The effects 

of racial experiences are not neutralized, therefore, in using habitus as a theoretical lens, 

but habitus instead allows a research perspective which chooses to focus on classed 

experience as the more salient of the two. 

Following Bourdieu and Passerson’s (1999) theories, American higher education 

might better understand the representation of working-class students and minorities in 

universities as an effect of their numbers in the general population and the degree of 

selection.  Selection, for the French theorists, is the process by which only those who best 

adapt to the linguistic demands of the university are able to attain entrance.  Under this 

premise, those working-class students who attend college or universities have 
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demonstrated the highest degree of competence in mastering the dominant discourse.  

Already, they possess elements of the linguistic capital favored in the field.  Bourdieu and 

Passeron write: 

Given that they have had to achieve a successful acculturation in order to meet the 

irreducible minimum of academic requirements as regards to language, the 

working-class and middle-class students who reach higher education have 

necessarily undergone more stringent selection, precisely in terms of linguistic 

competence […].  (1999, p. 72) 

This study is concerned with students’ abilities to navigate the linguistic requirements of 

English instruction at the college level.  At present a general assumption that working-

class students have not yet been “acculturated” to the language of the field pervades the 

college writing literature. However, Bourdieu and Passeron’s theories regarding the 

combined effects of linguistic capital and degree of selection (1999) suggest that 

working-class students, by nature of having tested or passed (via placement or non-

compensatory course) into college-level writing, have already displayed early immersion 

in the field. 

Cultural tensions around learning academic discourse as expressed by college 

writing students (LeCourt, 2006) may be more about behavior than language. As Albright 

(2006) explains, habitus and capital can only be examined in conjunction with Bourdieu’s 

adjoining concept of field, best understood as domains, sectors, or social institutions in 

the broad sense.  In terms of this study, higher education as an institution with its own 

sets of symbolic capitals is a large field, and many of the academic disciplines, including 
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literacy education are smaller fields unto themselves.  Albright makes an important 

connection in noting that fields are often inseparable from one another, and that 

“(literacy) education and fields in general struggle, Bourdieu argues, to achieve relative 

autonomy from other fields” (p. 6 of 13).  Citing Swartz (1997), Albright further 

interprets Bourdieu’s links between the spheres of cultural production (and literacy 

education within the “intellectual field”) and the spheres of economic production; literacy 

education is subject to the influence of other fields, particularly those which do have ties 

to economic capital.  Its subjugation is predicated on its own inherent lack of economic 

value.  

 In other work, Luke (2008) expands on this idea and argues that literacy 

education cannot take place in a vacuum.  If, he says, increasing the literacy of dominated 

populations is to have an equalizing effect, it cannot happen within the confines of the 

dominated culture.  Instead, along with literacy education must be access to other forms 

of social, cultural, and economic capital.  In the community college, literacy education is, 

however, delivered in isolation.  Students are full-time residents of their home 

communities and drained of, rather than fortified by, economic capital by the simple act 

of college-going.  These conditions, therefore, challenge the ability of the working-class 

to absorb the linguistic and other capitals which college English provides. 

This idea that habitus, rather than language, is at the heart of the working-class 

student’s divide from working-class culture is reinforced by Wolfgang Lehmann’s 

qualitative work with Canadian university students (2007; 2014).  What Lehmann 

discovered in interviewing “successful” university students, many had undergone what he 
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describes as a “transformation of habitus.”  As Lehmann explains, Bourdieu’s work 

supports this change which many working-class student experience: 

Bourdieu has often used the metaphor of a game to explain the habitus-field 

relationship (see e.g., Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  In simplistic terms, 

congruence between habitus and field exists if a person accepts the purpose of the 

game and understands its rule.  Following this example, we can explain why 

working-class students might struggle at university, which has been characterized 

as an essentially middle-class institution that is governed by rules that are 

unfamiliar to working-class students, whether those rules relate to technical 

aspects, such as course selection and registration, or cultural aspects such as dress 

or speech. (2014) 

Bourdieu’s work, both independent (1984) and in collaboration with others (with 

Passeron, 1999; with Wacquant, 1992; with Wacquant, 1999) offers a collective look at 

the conditions of the production of information in post-secondary settings.  His work is 

particularly relevant because its focus tends to zero-in on the relationship between 

working-class students and culture, and their interactions with the field.  Bourdieu’s work 

is not simply an examination of the power structures which exist in interaction between 

the classes.  He also considers the role that language plays in reinforcing class divides.  

Each of these aspects of Bourdieu’s combined theoretical words informs the ways the 

subjects of this study and their professor behave within and without the classroom 

environment.   
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Working Class Culture 

It is necessary to provide a working frame of the working class and working class 

culture in this study because the literature of college composition is anchored in an 

exploration of the tensions between middle and working class ideologies (Rose 1984; 

Flower, 1996; Peckham, 2006).  However, there is little in the composition literature 

which uses the lens of working class theory to explain what working class students 

experience in community college environments.  As a teacher of literacy, Linkon (1999) 

is especially sensitive to the connections between language, communication, and social 

class.  Her work considers how college students are directly impacted by the conflicts of 

navigating literacy between class cultures.  Further, she prods her readers to question 

whether working class students need to change in order to “fit” in higher education or 

whether the converse is true.  By providing a potential solution to this dilemma, Linkon 

astutely acknowledges one of the fundamental issues that will challenge this study, 

particularly that “most students don’t (or won’t) identify themselves as working-class” 

(p.7).  Linkon’s answer to this dilemma is to introduce students of writing to the working 

class experience as it is presented in literature and to allow students to make their own 

connections between what they read and their own life experiences. 

In Teaching Working Class (1999), Linkon discusses the difficulty in placing 

parameters around whom or what working class looks like.  The earlier passage which 

notes the challenge of even getting students to view themselves as working class 

illustrates this problem.  To alleviate confusion, Linkon provides her own set of 

guideposts for determining what it means to be working-class: 
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The working class has jobs, not careers.  Their work is not geared to moving up 

through the ranks or to a model of progression.  They tend to be paid hourly 

wages rather than a salary, and they do work that, for the most part, is left at the 

workplace when they leave at the end of the day.  They have little power in their 

workplaces…in most cases their work is directed by someone else who makes the 

decisions.  Traditionally – though this is changing – working-class jobs do not 

require college education…Such work is not highly valued in the culture, even 

though it is essential to the day-to-day functioning of most of the society.  The 

working class and its work are either denigrated or deliberately made invisible 

(1999, pp. 4-5). 

Linkon’s definition can be helpful to understanding how students interact with 

content outside of their own cultural experiences.  NWCS is also useful because it 

provides a distinctly American-ist perspective on working class culture that imported 

theories may not contain.  Linkon writes that “the working class is not monolithic,” (p.7) 

and that race and gender also influence the ways in which Americans find their places in 

society; she argues thereafter that though there is an “academic mantra [of]: ‘race, class, 

gender,’” class is the least likely to receive specialized treatment (p.8).  As such, it is and 

should continue to be examined rather than subsumed into false notions of racial, ethnic, 

or gendered universality: that people share culture exclusively along those lines. 

 Annette Lareau’s (2003) work on the impact of social class and childrearing 

practices on language provides another explanatory concept for working-class culture and 

practice.  Additionally, Lareau grounds her own theoretical consideration in the models 

of Pierre Bourdieu.  While informing research on classed practices, Lareau constructs 
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conceptual terminology that illuminates the dynamics between class-based at-home 

behaviors and institutionally valued outcomes (2003).   She also places emphasis on the 

methods that parents use to rear their children and highlights difference between the 

strategies of working class and poor parents and those of their middle class counterparts.  

The efforts of the latter she calls concerted cultivation, and the former, the 

accomplishment of natural growth.  The significance of each childrearing strategy to the 

eventual performance of first year writing students will be explained in detail, as this 

theory explains a significant portion of how class culture determines how communication 

skills are imparted upon or withheld from young people. 

Through concerted cultivation, middle class parents purposefully seek out 

athletic, musical, and academic programs for their children to participate in.  These 

extracurricular activities are heralded by middle class parents for their abilities to teach 

children lessons in time management, discipline, and teamwork.  These are skills which 

middle class children will later find essential in navigating the responsibilities of 

professional work and integral to negotiating the demands of higher education. This 

connection between the kinds of labor that middle class children are expected to perform 

– intellectual, artistic, and athletic – and the values of the dominant culture – intelligence, 

aesthetics, athleticism – underscores the concerted efforts that their parents put in to 

ensure their children’s future social and financial successes. 

Further, concerted cultivation teaches middle class children how to speak with 

adults and have their opinions heard.  These outcomes, Lareau argues, help middle class 

children navigate institutional settings.  Ultimately, middle class parents focus the years 

of preparation on a single presumed goal: academic excellence resulting in the 
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achievement of the required/desired degree and then career attainment.  Learning to 

speak and, at times, argue with adults and other well-trained professionals offers middle 

class children a distinct advantage in the college classroom where instructors typically 

value students who challenge dominant ideology and exhibit confidence and authority 

when speaking to their instructor and classmates, and as Bartholomae (1986) notes, in 

writing. 

Concerted cultivation’s alternative, the accomplishment of natural growth 

explains the more hands-off approach to children’s development employed by working 

class and poor parents.  Children in those homes tend to grow in a way that is natural to 

them and the conditions of their environments.  This method of childrearing is not 

without its limitations, however.  For just as middle class parents look to foster 

institutionally valued traits in their children, those children who are reared “naturally” 

tend to dissociate from the values of institutions.  In Lareau’s words, “[working class and 

poor children] appear to gain an emerging sense of distance, distrust, and constraint in 

their institutional experiences” (2003, p. 3).    Additionally, her consideration of the 

operation of language use in homes has multiple applications for examination.  As 

working-class children become adults, how does the directive-based language of the 

accomplishment of natural growth influence the acquisition of linguistic capital?    

The theories provided here are by no means the only lenses for viewing the ways 

in which social class, class-based culture, and working-class culture can influence 

experience in educational settings.  However, they offer explanation for questions 

emerging from attempts at understanding the fields (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990, p. 

115-116) of higher education and literacy, how language is used as capital within that 
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field, who is working-class and what intrinsic tensions between their experiences and the 

values of higher education might be (Linkon, 1999), and where those tensions begin 

(Lareau, 2003).   

Conclusions 

The literature on college writing clearly reflects an on-going discussion of the 

linguistic and cultural tensions which working-class students experience in learning 

academic discourse.  Further, the historic conditions surrounding the formation of the 

community college have had lasting impacts, alienating decades of community college 

faculty from actively publishing on their own students. Clearly, the combination of large 

working class populations at community colleges and a decidedly university-oriented 

perspective on the conduct of college writing has left a void in the literature of this 

discipline.  Additionally, if all students are to “invent the university” as Bartholomae 

proposes, how do community college students assume membership in an institution to 

which they do not belong.  As Bourdieu’s work suggests, and as Lehmann (2014) 

supports, there is far more to it than working-class students’ simply envisioning 

themselves on par with university faculty and assuming the habitus attendant with 

academic discourse.  Using the theoretical frameworks which best explain the 

dissociation of the working-class from middle class enterprise, the values of the working 

class, and how the working-class approach institutional settings as well as language, this 

study is positioned to fill a gap in the literature on community college students in college 

writing courses.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Overview 

 For years, there has been limited use of qualitative sociological research methods 

(participant observer ethnography or case studies) in the literature of college writing.  By 

and large, the discipline has employed its own methods of exploring issues of concern 

and writing about them.  Those methods often include using autobiographical narrative, 

pedagogical reflection, and even case studies.  There are few studies, however, that 

employ the research practices of the social scientist in the classroom of the community 

college college writing course as a means to explore students’ college writing experience.  

In the following sections, I will provide a rationale for the use of qualitative research 

methods, explain why ethnography offered the best means for answering the research 

questions, examine the population of this study, and detail the data collection and 

analysis processes. Finally, I will frame the limits of the study. 

Rationale 

Since the goal of this study was to understand how working class students 

acclimate themselves to the academic discourse within the field of the academy, 

qualitative research which focuses on lived experience and individual meaning making 

was the appropriate research method for uncovering this information.  In the field of 

writing studies, researchers have long reflected on the qualitative work of socio-linguists 

like Heath (1983), but have typically refrained from undertaking in-depth qualitative or 

quantitative research as standard practice (Haswell, 2012).  Though there is a small 

history of quantitative research in writing studies (Connors and Lunsford, 1992; Lavelle, 
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2003; Haswell, 2012), the focus has not been on measurable experience.  Likewise, 

qualitative-style work in writing studies is also prevalent as teacher research (Flower, 

1996; Peckham, 2003), which by nature cannot objectively capture student experience.  

Bob Broad (2012) explains that there are clear differences between the traditional 

researcher who has historically conducted work in English studies and the new researcher 

in composition studies who uses the more scientific forms of qualitative research such as 

case studies, ethnographies, and discourse analyses.  He calls the first group “textual-

qualitative researchers” (p. 199, emphasis his), noting that those scholars, “take published 

written texts as their main pool of data.”  The authors hold their own methods of research 

as identifiably different, noting that, “(b)y contrast, the data that most keenly interest 

empirical-qualitative researchers are drawn from things people do, say, and write in day-

to-day life” (p. 199, emphasis his).  Following the lead of Broad (2012), this study joins 

the empirical-qualitative field of research in composition studies, where “(t)he primary 

focus […] is relationships and interactions among people, not published texts” (p 199).   

Research Design 

Early in the planning process, I determined that conducting an ethnographic study 

would provide the most fruitful data for answering the research questions.  As Mary 

Sheridan (2012) notes, “Being an ethnographer is about developing habits of seeing and 

ways of being that make sense of cultural practices from within the culture being studied” 

(p. 76).  Though my positionality as a teacher might sometimes interfere with my ability 

to fully join the culture of a college class, I hoped to blend into the fiber of the course and 

truly “make sense” of the behaviors, thoughts, and patterns of the working-class 

community college student. 
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 This ethnographic inquiry took place in a single course section of a community 

college English 101 writing class.  While conducting this ethnography, my goal was to 

become a fixture within the class I observed. I used this method of data collection to 

gather pertinent information which “generates or builds theories of cultures – or 

explanations of how people think, believe, and behave – that are situated in local time 

and space” (LeCompte and Schensul, 2010, p.12).  The college writing classroom was 

perfectly positioned for ethnographic research because its members were finite and its 

space was controlled; however, the collection of individuals who find themselves in any 

one section of the course was random, and their individual contributions toward shaping 

the “culture” of that particular classroom could not be anticipated. 

Site and Participants 

The site of this study was Winchester Community College (WCC).  WCC is a 

large, urban community college in the heart of a major metropolitan area in the 

Northeastern U.S.  In the Fall semester of 2013, WCC reported a credit and non-credit 

enrollment population of 34,850 (WCC College Catalog, 2012-2013).  Of this population, 

44.2% were African American, 10.3% were Hispanic, 5.4% were Asian, and 20.2% were 

White.  WCC also hosts a disproportionately high number of part-time students versus 

full-time students, with 73.4% of the 2013 students falling under the part-time 

classification (AACC, 2015).  At WCC, the average student is above traditional age.  

According to their “College Facts” page, “More than half (53%) are 25 or older, [and] the 

median age is 26” (WCC, 2012). 

According to the WCC course catalog, the English 101 course “is the first of a 

two-part sequence in English composition, in which students learn to read critically, 
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synthesize ideas from a variety of texts, and write essays that develop significant ideas in 

support of a thesis” (WCC Course Catalog, 2012).  As described in detail in the 

introduction sections of this document, the English 101 course is focused on the 

combined literacy pursuits of reading and writing.  The WCC English department’s 

literacy focus is geared toward thesis development and essay construction.  The activities 

involved in the course include reading a combination of fiction and non-fiction texts; 

writing in excess of five formal essays on pre-selected topics; participating in lectures on 

essay organization and pertinent points of grammar; and engaging in classroom 

discussion on course texts, writing topics, and current events. 

 Students who completed and returned the Participation Consent Form agreed to 

allow me to record and report on their day-to-day interactions both in and outside of 

class.  They also agreed to give me access to all of their written and graded work in the 

course.  A third dimension of participation was to provide two, audio-recorded, thirty-

minute interviews.  Participants were solicited through a general request to participate on 

the second day of class.  All 23 members were given the Consent Agreement, as well as 

the Participant Information Form.  Participation began only when the students returned 

the Participant Consent Agreement form.  Each participant was offered a thirty-dollar gift 

card at the end of the second interview as compensation for his/her time.  Enrollment in 

the study would be ended for any student upon request.  None asked. 

The subjects of this study were all participants in a single section of a first-year 

writing course titled English 101 on the main campus of WCC.  A total of 25 students 

were enrolled in the course, and fourteen of those students elected to participate in this 

study.  All students had successfully concluded their secondary education.  However, 
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they attended variety of secondary school types, from boarding schools to local charter 

schools.  The following chart details the students by name (alias), age, race, sex 

secondary school type, and family-type from childhood (several were married, with 

children and families of their own). 

Table 3.1: Participant Demographics 

Participant Age Race/Ethnicity Sex Class Status Secondary 
School type 

Jerry 28 White Male Working-class Lexington, KY 
Public High 

School 
Malcolm 38 Black Male Working-class Residential 

School (for 
children of 
veterans) 

Ariel 18 White Female Middle-
class/Working-

class* 

Winchester 
Diocese 
School 

Danielle 21 Black & 
Dominican 

Female Working-class Residential 
School (for 
“children in 

need”) 
Ralph 19 White Male Working-class Winchester 

Public Special 
Enrollment 

School 
(academic 

focus) 
Beatrice 19 Black Female Working-class Homeschool 
George 22 Puerto Rican & 

Dominican 
Male Working-class Winchester 

Public High 
School 

Sam 37 White/Algerian Male Middle-class N/A  
Lucy 34 Puerto Rican Female Working-class GED 
Sean 29 Black Male Working-class Winchester 

Public High 
School 

Victoria 20 Black/African 
American 

Female Working-class Winchester 
Public High 

School 
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Table 3.1: Participant Demographics, Cont’d. 

      
Stephen 19 Mexican-

American 
Male Middle-

class/Working-
class* 

Winchester 
Public Special 

Enrollment 
School 

(agricultural 
focus) 

Joanna 20 Puerto Rican Female Working-class Winchester 
Public Charter 

School 
Andre 28 Black Male Working-class  Winchester 

Public High 
School 

*See following section titled “Defining Working-Class” 

Defining Working-Class 

 In Chapter 2, I used Linkon’s (1999) definition for working-class culture to begin 

explaining how the college and the students who attend it may be defined as working-

class. As critical perspectives on working-class lives develop, this task becomes 

increasingly more complicated.  While other demographic categories such as race or 

religion may be more easily demonstrated, social class is an amorphous category which 

defies conventional definition.  For the purposes of this study, I looked at two primary 

factors to determine whether my participants met criteria for consideration as working-

class. Class distinctions are notoriously difficult to pinpoint; however, I have looked to 

two areas to determine class status.  First, whenever possible, I looked to the family 

background to make a primary determination.  The readiest determiners from family were 

coming from a single-parent home and having one or more parents with only a high 

school education.  At times, these indicators seemed to point to a middle-class 

upbringing.  However, Linkon reminds us that social-class is cultural.  Bourdieu further 

reminds us that working-class habitus is about a demonstrated preference and behavior.  
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Therefore, I went beyond parents’ education and used a second-level of criteria, looking 

to the students’ lived experiences and preferences to make a final determination.  

 With the exception of Ariel, Stephen, and perhaps Sam, all students clearly came 

from working class homes. Those eleven participants fit the primary criteria for working-

class status.  Class status was especially difficult to determine for both Ariel and 

Stephen.  Their unique combinations of parents' education, family type, and aspirations 

led me to issue borderline middle-class/working-class classifications for each3.  Sam’s 

immigrant status also made categorizing his social class particularly difficult. Sam, with 

advanced degrees in engineering, was clearly middle-class in his home country, Algeria. 

For the purposes of this study it made the most sense to classify Sam as middle-class.  

 I also wanted to understand whether the classroom environment itself was a 

socially classed space.  As the review of the literature describes, community colleges 

have been purposefully built with the intention of providing access to higher education 

(Cohen and Brawer, 2008).  Implicit in that term is the assumption that many students 

who attend community colleges require special access – that their economic and/or social 

capital and/or cultural capital have not gained them access to more selective or more 

expensive institutions.  It seems fair, then, to categorize a public, urban community 

college in an historically working-class city as a working-class institution.    This 

classification is by no means unprecedented.  For example, there is little contention that 

Ivy League schools such as Princeton, University of Pennsylvania, or Yale are elite 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Ariel’s father held a BA in Business, and her mother was a high school graduate.  I looked to other 
indicators such as neighborhood, first-generation status, and occupational goals to determine that Ariel’s 
family also fit many working-class descriptors.  Stephen’s mother held a Ph.D. in psychology and his father 
worked in home landscaping, though they were divorced and Stephen resided primarily with his mother. 
Stephen presented many other working-class characteristics and dispositions, particularly around his 
educational goals and career orientation that contributed to his marginal class status. 
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institutions, both because of their social histories, institutional practices, and the 

dominant socioeconomic makeup of their student bodies.  The use of this terminology to 

describe these schools in the peer reviewed literature further supports this claim 

(Gasman, Abiola, and Travers, 2015; Thomas and Hollenshead, 2012; Fischer, 2010).  

Therefore, an urban community college, evaluated under similar criteria might fairly be 

classified as working-class. 

 My deeper purpose in establishing the classed nature of the institution was to 

further determine how the institutional culture influences curricular decision-making, at 

the institutional, departmental, and classroom level.  Just as Jean Anyon (1981) 

discovered, the underlying influence of institutionally-dictated social class of a school 

dictates what teachers teach and how students learn.  In the working-class school she 

studied, the teachers focused on basic skill and rote memorization.  In the elite school, 

students were encouraged to innovate and become leaders in their own classrooms.  

Given my in-depth personal knowledge of the institution, faculty teaching practices, and 

the make-up of the student body, I felt confident in determining that WCC would fairly 

be categorized as a working-class school.  As the following chapters reveal, the nature of 

the student-teacher relationship, the departmental goals as laid out in the course SLOs, 

and the instructor’s curricular goals bear out the validity of this assumption.  

Data Collection 

I conducted this study in one section of a first-year writing course on the campus 

of Winchester Community College. The course met for a total of fifteen weeks on a 

three-day (Monday, Wednesday, Friday) schedule, for sixty minutes per class session.  
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The course times were from 9:10 a.m. to 10:10 a.m. My data set includes an introductory 

survey, a series of in-depth interviews, and a compilation of written coursework.  

Participant Information Form 

At the study’s outset, I requested that students submit a Participant Information 

Form (PIF) (see Appendix A) in order to capture essential demographic data about 

students’ race, socioeconomic status, academic histories, family histories, and 

educational goals. These surveys were completed on paper and returned to the researcher 

without identifiable information. However, only eleven of the fourteen participants 

completed and returned the form.  I filled in the pertinent information on the missing 

forms using post-interview data.  Using the PIF, I issued each student a code which was 

matched only to their alias names.  I was the only persons with access to this initial 

survey, and it was available to the PI upon request. 

Observations 

LeCompte and Schensul (2010) write that “ethnographers must become intimately 

involved with members of the community or participants in the natural settings where 

they do research” (p. 12).  In order to “build rapport” (p.14) as they suggest, I became a 

constant presence in the writing classroom. During classroom sessions I acted as both a 

non-participant and participant observer.  On one occasion, I was solicited by the 

instructor to lead the course in her absence. I completed written field notes for thirty-

seven of forty total class meetings.  I was ill one day, and I recused myself from 

collecting field notes on the course session I led.  Field notes were transcribed from print 

to digital format on a weekly basis.   
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My observations covered all areas of student behavior, including peer-to-peer 

interaction, student-to-professor interaction, professor-to-student interaction, and 

classroom environment and activity both before and after course meetings.  I typically 

entered the classroom ten minutes prior to the beginning of each day’s meeting-time.  At 

that time, I would observe the students’ peer-to-peer interactions and their activity within 

the “inactive” classroom.  During class meetings, I observed the instructor’s lessons, 

delivery, tone, and body language.  I also observed the students’ levels of participation, 

facial expressions, signs of engagement (sleeping, note-taking, hand-raising), and body 

language.  At the close of the study, I used field notes to support research conclusions and 

to triangulate themes which emerged in interviews and the students’ written work. 

Interviews 

An initial round of interviews was conducted with nine participants in October of 

2013. I conducted two more initial interviews in November of 2013.  All students were 

asked a series of questions aimed at gauging their previous experiences in education, 

family background, experience in the class to-date, and impressions of course materials 

and assignments (see Student Interview Protocols, Appendix B).  After the close of the 

semester, I conducted follow-up interviews in December of 2013, with seven participants.  

I conducted the remaining five follow-up interviews in January of 2014.  Follow-up 

interviews allowed me to ask students reflective questions.  I asked about for overall 

feelings about the course content, methods of instruction, final grades, and their own 

writing.  I contacted the remaining three students for closing interviews, but none 

responded to my written requests or telephone messages.   
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Additionally, Alison, the course instructor, participated in frequent off-the-record 

discussions with me about her practices, and consented to one in-depth interview at the 

midpoint of the study.  I asked Alison for her teaching philosophy, course goals, material 

selection, and teaching experience. I also conducted in-depth interviews with members of 

the WCC English Department’s administrative faculty, including Caroline, the 

department chair, and Robert, the cluster chair for college writing.  I asked Caroline to 

describe the structure of the English department and the role of the department in shaping 

Student Learning Outcomes.  I asked Robert to describe the purpose of the English 101 

course, the goals of that course, and his role in supporting English 101 course instructors 

in meeting those goals. 

Interviews were conducted in a variety of places, all but one4 on the main campus 

of WCC.  I held an interview with Beatrice in the main lobby of the Smith Building 

before class, with Lucy in hallway outside of the English 101 classroom, and with 

Victoria in the student cafeteria.  However, most interviews were held in my private 

office in the Mercer Building.  There, the students and I sat face-to-face in plush swivel 

chairs.  My desk faced a wall, and never presented a barrier between us.  This was 

important to me in inviting the students to feel on-level with me and not as though they 

were in yet another professor’s office.  I often shut off the harsh overhead halogen lights 

and turned on a desk lamp and floor lamp to light the windowless room softly.  When 

interviewing Alison, I met in her office, and we spent nearly two hours in conversation.  I 

also met Caroline in her office. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 I held an interview with one students in a tutoring center at one of WCC’s regional campuses. 
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Student writing and other supporting documents 

The primary goal of a college writing course is for students to practice the skill of 

academic discourse through any number of written assignments.  These assignments 

allow the writing student to test his/her mastery of academic tone, use of textual sources, 

and critical analysis.  I was given print (paper) copies of each participant’s essays in their 

un-marked final draft format. Student essays gave me unique access to each participant’s 

progress in meeting these course objectives.  I was also able to identify when students 

failed to submit final drafts of their written work.  These assignments provided me with 

tremendous data regarding the behaviors of participants around graded activities. 

 I also collected any print documents that Alison handed out to the class.  These 

documents included reading discussion questions, peer review guidelines, grammar 

exercises, and the course syllabus.  The supporting documents allowed me to revisit the 

exact wording of Alison’s writing prompts, to identify changes in her directions over 

times, and to consider why she provided print handouts for some concepts while others 

were exclusively written on the chalkboard.   

Data Analysis 

 The period of this study went by very quickly, and I was only able to focus on 

data collection during that time.  I generated approximately ten pages of type-written 

field notes each week for thirteen of the fifteen weeks, and spent several weeks 

conducting three to four hours per week of student and supplementary interviews.  

Midway through the study, I wrote a long, research memo which helped me refocus on 

the study and its goals.  I also received student writing in clumps from Alison.  Once, at 

the mid-point of the semester, she delivered a pile with Essays 1-3 and the midterm 
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examinations (more than fifty student essays in all).  In mid-December, as I began the 

final set of student interviews, Alison left copies of Essays 4 and 5 as well as the final 

exams in my office mailbox. In January of 2014, after I completed the final interviews, I 

began the early stages of data analysis.  First, I read and re-read the field notes and coded 

them by hand.  I began with a set of pre-set codes or themes that I recalled from the data 

collection period (see Appendix J).   Later, I would upload them to the AtlasTi program 

and code them again in that manner, allowing emergent codes to appear. 

 I also began looking through the dozens of student papers which had come to me 

both during and after the active period of the study. The essays were given to me in paper 

from only; therefore, I had to code them by hand. I also read many of them for the first 

time after the conclusion of the study.  Because I had not received them as the course 

followed its natural progression, I was unable during the research process to devise a 

scheme for coding the papers and matching their emergent themes to class meetings and 

Alison’s lectures.  In the early stage of coding the student essays, I focused on the 

coincidence of this study’s topical issues (social class, etc.) in the students’ writing (see 

Appendix K).  However, after an initial drafting process, I revisited student papers for 

themes that were more relevant to the emergent data from the interviews, and that which 

more closely matched Bourdieu’s theoretical framework.   

The third stage of analysis involved transcription and coding of the student and 

faculty interviews.  This coding was done exclusively using AtlasTi analytic coding 

software.  After retrieving each transcribed interview, I uploaded it to one of two 

“projects” in the application.   I divided the projects and codes into “Early interviews” 

(October/November, 2013) and “late, post-exam interviews” (December, 2013 and 
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January/February, 2014) (see Appendix L).  I re-matched the codes from stages I and II 

with the interview codes and developed an initial list of themes which were found across 

data-types.  Determination of more and less salient themes was fleshed out during the 

drafting process. 

Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011) note that “qualitative coding does not start from 

pre-established or fixed analytic categories but, rather, proceeds inductively by creating 

analytic categories that reflect the significance of events and experiences to those in the 

setting” (p. 175).  I believe this captures the process by which I conducting coding and 

data analysis for this study.  First, I observed and recorded the lived experience of the 

participants; Next, I analyzed the results of those “experiences” in their writing. I later 

reflected on the events and their significance as re-told by the students and their 

instructor.  In the end, I was able to create a coding scheme triangulated by lived, written, 

and spoken experiences. 

Role of the Researcher 

 My interest in studying the composition classroom emerged from years of work as 

a full-time community college professor of English.  In this position I have taught the 

same roster of courses at two demographically different schools, first at a large, urban, 

community college in the southern region, and currently at the study site, WCC.  Like 

many other teachers of college composition, I learned my trade as a graduate student.  

After resigning from an elementary education teaching intern position, I took on a 

graduate assistantship in my first year of study for my master’s degree in English 

Literature.  In the first two years of teaching I was green, learning bits and pieces of 

composition theory. At that time, I was naïve to the existence of basic writing as a 
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prerequisite to college writing, or college-level reading, and I had no experience at all 

with community colleges. 

 Though this study is focused on those aforementioned topics, and it is informed 

by my in-depth expertise in each.  As the sole researcher in this study, I bring to it over a 

decade of experience in the college writing classroom.  As the researcher at this site, I 

also bring the complexity of conducting a study on my “home turf.”   In an effort to 

alleviate any bias on my end, however, I took measures to ensure that my data were not 

contaminated by any influence which I could exert over how, when, and what students 

did in the classroom.  I address many of these issues at greater length in the ethical 

considerations portion of this chapter, but this section, as a devotion to my implication in 

how the study was constructed and what my role therein was, is an appropriate place to 

address the complicated involvement that I brought as a fellow professor into another’s 

classroom, and the relationships I built with the participants.  

 In all ways, I practiced the role of observer during class meetings.  My prior 

experience with Alison, the course instructor, was positive and friendly.  It remained so 

during the course of this study.  I was unfamiliar with all but one student at the outset of 

the study.  That individual, Andre, had been a student in my basic writing course the prior 

Spring.  Other than a few brief exchanges, we had very little interaction either in or 

outside of class.  The other students understood after the second day of class that I was, in 

fact, a professor in the English department, and that I would be observing the class, but 

without any influence on activities or grading.  I almost never spoke to Alison during 

class time, and frequently joined the students in their small group discussions, 

commiserating over the length of the course text.  In the end, the students were very open 
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with me.  Often, they spoke highly of Alison, but they also came clean with me about 

aspects of her teaching that frustrated them, when they thought she was being unfair, and 

why they cheated when they did.  

Ethical Issues 

 This chief concern of this study was the safety and well-being of its participants.  

Creswell’s (2009) directive to budding researchers framed my methods for conducting 

this study.  He writes, “Do not put participants at risk, and respect vulnerable 

populations” (p.89).  This obvious ethical guidance provides a clear and simple means for 

thinking about what concerns are most valuable in designing and conducting a study: 

those which protect the participants.  For this reason, I chose at the study’s outset to 

exclude any potential participants who might fall under the category of “vulnerable 

populations.”  None sought enrollment in the study, and I don’t believe that any of the 

students who chose not to participate fell under that category. 

 Protecting the interests of participants extends beyond the exclusion of vulnerable 

populations and includes safeguarding those who are deemed appropriate participants.  At 

the study’s outset, all participants received full disclosure via informed consent 

documents about the implications of their participation.  They only became involved in 

the study at their own will.   Further, protecting the data in this study was of primary 

concern. In order to do this, I kept all field notes, interview transcripts, and student-

produced documents in a secure and locked location. Those documents contained alias 

names or participant codes. I have used alias names and misaligning information to 

protect all participants in this study. Documents containing aliases and numerical code 
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keys were kept in a different, secured location.  Identifying information will be destroyed 

at the completion of the study.     
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CHAPTER 4 

CONTEXT OF THE CITY, SCHOOL, DEPARTMENT, COURSES AND 
OBSERVATIONAL SECTION 

Introduction 

 The social, economic, and cultural aspects of the college, English Department, 

and participants all influence students’ overall experience in the English 101 course.  

Those aspects of the college itself are informed by the economic and demographic 

aspects of the city in which Winchester Community College is situated.  This chapter 

provides an overview of the college, city, English department, the context of the English 

101 course, and an introduction to the course instructor and student participants.  

Collectively, these individuals and institutions make up the context of this study.  The 

student is directly a product of the city in which she lives; similarly, the instructor is an 

agent of the college and department, both of which place mandates on what she teaches, 

how she teaches it, and to whom she is teaching. 

The City 

 Winchester Community College is a diverse and dynamic multi-campus two-year 

school.  Its main campus is situated in the heart of a major metropolitan area in the 

Northeastern United States.  The student body is a reflection of the urban area which 

feeds the school.  Winchester boasts a racially and ethnically heterogeneous population, 

with most residents identifying as Black, according to the 2012 US Census (US Census 

Bureau, 2014).  
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Table 4.1: City of Winchester Demographics 

Racial/Ethnic makeup of 
Winchester Residents 

Percentage of 
Population 

White, Non-Hispanic or 
Latino 

36.9% 

Black, Non-Hispanic or 
Latino 

43.4% 

Native American 0.05% 
Asian/ Pacific Islander 6.3% 

Hispanic or Latino 12.3% 
 

  Winchester is a career center for education, medicine, art, and technology.  The 

institutions in this city of 1.5 million are its major research universities, their affiliated 

hospitals, and a thriving hospitality and tourism sector.  Between the years 2008-2012 

Winchester residents earned a median household income of approximately $37,000.  

They also faced a poverty rate above 26% (US Census Bureau, 2014).  The poverty of 

Winchester residents is apparent throughout the city.  While the city has increasing 

numbers of middle class and affluent neighborhoods, most of which are newly gentrified 

areas, Winchester is still marked by swathes of vacant and abandoned homes, decrepit 

properties, and a significant homeless presence. 

Winchester is a working class city with strong ties to unionized labor representing 

a variety of occupations from municipal waste workers to public school administrators.  

In the middle of the twentieth century, manufacturing and trades supported the economy 

of Winchester, and workers enjoyed secure employment and generous pension plans. 

Those factors upheld a generation of manual laborers earning middle class incomes.  As 

the manufacturing sector left most American cities, it likewise disappeared from 

Winchester.  The growing industries, whose flags and icons mark their presences in 
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multiple regions of the city, took its place.  In consequence, the outer neighborhoods of 

the city are littered with abandoned warehouses and shipping yards, some of which have 

been given new life as office parks or car storage lots in the years following 2000. 

One of the challenges of a local economy based on higher education and medicine 

is that both of those industries contain small groups of employees who are paid at the 

middle and upper-middle income brackets.  Countless more employees are contracted 

(food, security, janitorial), student, and minimum wage workers.  While universities and 

hospitals add jobs to the local market, they are limited in their ability to add the kids of 

jobs that will allow individuals to support their families or that will provide long-term 

security. In Winchester, well-paying jobs for unskilled labor are scarce.  In fact, during 

the year 2013, while the United States was experiencing a long-awaited decline in 

unemployment as it fell to a recent low of 7.8%, Winchester was still battling a strikingly 

high unemployment at a rate of 10.4% (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014). 

For most community colleges, high unemployment often translates into increased 

enrollment.  The same is true for WCC.  The years 2009-2012 saw upticks in enrollment 

which signaled healthy times for the school.  Since 2012, enrollment has stabilized and 

remains strong.  Today, WCC is one of the nation's largest community and one of the 

largest institutions of higher education in Winchester City and its vicinity.  These 

distinctions are important for underscoring what WCC means to the local population.  Its 

high enrollment is a sign the local community recognizes and utilizes this institution for a 

variety of purposes, from job training to college transfer.   
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K-12 Education in the City of Winchester 

All but three of the fourteen study participants are public school graduates, charter 

school graduates, and attendees of the city’s private and parochial schools.  In 

Winchester, K-12 education is composed of a hodgepodge of experiences.  The city has 

an historically and notoriously poor public education system which has been plagued by 

the results of sixties-era white flight.  Further, suburban build-up around Winchester 

resulted in dozens of tiny, independent school districts littering the city’s outlying areas.   

Those families left to navigate the complicated schooling landscape in Winchester are 

generally of two categories: middle and upper income families with the cultural capital 

(and often economic capital) to access the wide array of private and competitive public 

schooling options; and a poor and Black working-class populace limited to the city’s 

troubled public and charter schools. 

 News outlets in and around Winchester report continuously on the crisis of living 

in the city, as its population blooms with middle-wage young professionals who hold on 

to dreams of homeownership, community, and family (Winchester Magazine, 2013).  

While many of Winchester’s newly gentrified neighborhoods boast the first two on the 

new list of the Urban American Dream, the schools which they typically feed into do not.  

Winchester, while a city of neighborhoods is also a city of blocks.  Famously, one can 

visit a row of million-dollar homes and two blocks further find another street of run-

down, low-income dwellings.  This paradox of wealth and poverty has forged a public 

school system in which the poor occupy rightful, residential possession over public 

schools which also claim extremely wealthy sections of the city within their domain.  

There is, however, a hopeful contingency of magnet and special enrollment elementary, 
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middle, and high schools which still earn academic respect.  Likewise, there is a handful 

of neighborhood and charter elementary schools in middle-class strongholds that have 

resisted or overcome the academic crisis which has swept the other public schools.  

Finally, there is another shrinking cache of parochial schools which continue to serve 

small numbers of students at a tuition rate below that of the expensive private schools 

which tend to dominate the non-public sector of Winchester’s educational landscape. 

Winchester Community College and its Main Campus in particular are the 

endpoint of this divided system of public education.  Students whose parents exercise 

their cultural capital in knowledge of school choice benefit from schools programmed to 

send their children on to four-year schools.  The rest, tens of thousands, who successfully 

exit the public and charter school system are often encouraged to “try-out” college at 

WCC.  These are students whose perseverance has been rewarded through completion of 

a system with a dropout rate approaching 50%.  This educational crisis evidences the 

economic and academic hierarchy which underpins K-12 schooling in Winchester: you 

have money and can buy a great education, you have resources and can find a great 

education, or you have neither and can take a bad one.  WCC is in a constant battle 

against this phenomenon.   

The College 

 Altogether, WCC’s four campuses and extension locations (hosted in high schools 

and local business headquarters) served nearly 35,000 full and part-time students in the 

2012-2013 academic year.   That population was exceptionally diverse in its age and 

racial make-up.  The median age of students at WCC is 25, 63% of whom are women.  
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Not only do female students outnumber male students, but the majority of the population 

is made up of minority groups.  In fact, 57.6% of all students are African American. 

WCC is focused on preparing its students for transfer to 4-year school or for 

careers in nursing, dental hygiene, and the culinary industry. Unlike many other 

community colleges, this school has a limited number of terminal vocational/technical 

programs leading to the Associates in Applied Science.  Those which have gained the 

most traction in recent years are in nursing, dental hygiene, and diagnostic imaging.  The 

College also boasts a strong terminal program in Paralegal Studies.  The strongest 

programs at WCC are those leading to the Associate in Arts and Associate in Science.  In 

these areas, Winchester Community College offers transfer-ready degrees in a variety of 

academic disciplines from Liberal Studies to Engineering.  Within each program students 

will find a number of certificate options as well, should they choose a more specialized 

line of study or seek a lesser credential. 

At its foundation in 1965, WCC was a tiny set-up with a small but dedicated staff 

in a vacant department store building.  That staff was focused on offering “college” to the 

poor and working-class who were all but shut out of the major institutions.   In its fifty-

year expansion, Winchester Community College has grown that relatively specific goal, 

and its institutional mission statement is, in some respects, a reflection of that.  The 

College is built upon a multifaceted mission to support students in becoming engaged 

workers and citizens of their communities.  Similar to most publicly funded two-year 

schools, Winchester Community College supports a public education agenda and also 

encourages student self-advocacy and democratic processes.  According to the College’s 

mission statement: 
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[WCC] is an open-admission, associate-degree-granting institution which 

provides access to higher education for all who may benefit. Its programs of study 

in the liberal arts and sciences, career technologies, and basic academic skills 

provide a coherent foundation for college transfer, employment and lifelong 

learning. The College serves [Winchester] by preparing its students to be 

informed and concerned citizens, active participants in the cultural life of the city, 

and enabled to meet the changing needs of business, industry and the professions.  

Campus Climate 

The atmosphere of the college campus and classrooms shifts with the semesters 

and seasons. During the summer terms, the campus is a quiet, sleepy place despite the 

thousands of students still taking classes each day.  The urban campus blooms with tree 

flowers and hums with the sounds of its food trucks.  Students occupy the rows of outside 

benches, hanging around and chatting or smoking cigarettes.  The fall term ushers in the 

rush which accompanies the start of the school season everywhere.  The campus bustles 

in early fall with the flow of new and returning students who struggle between enjoying 

the last days of summer and the beginning of long-awaited college courses.  The campus, 

in early fall, is still canopied by a lush green foliage from the trees which line its main 

road, and summer flowers still dot the open spaces. Event posters and text book sale 

flyers hang from the bulletin boards and busses buzz down the narrow roadway which 

divides the Main Campus.  The Spring term opens in the midst of the City of 

Winchester’s brutal cold.  On snowy days, the sidewalks are slick with ice and students 

bundle in knee-length down parkas against the whipping wind.  At this time of year, 

students congregate indoors in droves, occupying the comfortable couches of the Student 
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Union Building lobby or clustered at tables in the newly renovated cafeteria which is lit 

by window panes two stories high. 

 In these places, as the late Autumn settled in, I met with many of the students – 

with one student, Lucy, in the high traffic hallway of the Mercer Building, near the 

English course classroom; with another student, Victoria, in the brightly lit cafeteria, as 

her friends listened in or pretended to ignore us from a neighboring table; with a third 

student, Beatrice, in the Student Union lobby at the hour of 8:00 a.m., before any other 

students had arrived; and with most of the others in the quiet confines of my windowless 

office in the Smith Building.  There, many of them seemed to relax into the atmosphere 

of dim, incandescent bulb lighting.   

There is a complex duality of space on Winchester Community College’s 

Campus.  In many places, natural light and fluorescent light mingle, creating a tolerable 

brightness, particularly in the classrooms updated by ongoing renovations.  In countless 

other rooms, where students more often than not spend their time, there are no windows, 

there is no natural light to breathe life into the room, and the chipping paint, dusty chalk 

boards, and mismatched assortment of wooden half-desks offer reminders of the 

difficulty community colleges have, at times, in moving into greener, more welcoming 

facilities when they are so deeply anchored in buildings from not one, but two eras gone 

by. 

 Finance is at the root of what makes Winchester Community College - and so 

many other urban community colleges like it – working class institutions.  Not only do 

the majority of their students rise out of the cultural mesh of hard-working, sacrificing, 
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and aspirational individuals, but their institutional characteristics – whether physical, 

financial, or cultural – are rooted in working-class culture and practicality.  WCC is a 

commuter college.  Many students stay at home and continue to support or contribute to 

the family income or dynamic.  WCC is open admissions: incoming students are typically 

required to possess no more than a GED or high school diploma, but many programs 

exist to integrate even high school dropouts by placing them directly into developmental 

course sequences.  WCC must struggle to limit tuition increases: open access means not 

only flexible academic requirements, but also a cost of attendance that can be entirely 

funded through PELL Grants.  This means that the maximum amount of a PELL Grant 

should be able to cover all tuition, fees, and cost of attendance so that even the poorest 

students can gain a college education.  Unlike some progressive community colleges, 

such as Valencia CC in Central Florida, WCC does not grant the four-year degrees which 

are benchmarks of middle class achievement.  The associates’ degree has long been the 

calling card of working class achievement, as differentiated from the bachelor’s degree.  

It is the highest degree awarded by the College.  An associates’ degree prepares a person 

for skilled work in a semi-profession which typically pays above a living wage; it does 

not prepare a person for a job in any of the professions such as teaching or social work. 

The English Department  

 Consistent among all students pursuing degrees at WCC is that they must take the 

course English 101.  This necessitates a very large English department which employs 

127 full-time and approximately 200 part-time teachers of Developmental English, 

College Writing, Communications, Theatre, Literature, and Creative Writing courses.  In 

the Fall term of 2013, full-time faculty members in the English Department, like Alison, 
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the study course’s professor, taught a minimum of twelve credit hours in both Fall and 

Spring terms.  The semesters run on a fifteen-week schedule, with the Fall term 

beginning in the week following Labor Day and ending sometime in the early weeks of 

December.  Nearly all courses in the English Department carry three instructional credits 

and meet for a total of three contact hours per week.   

 Organizationally, the department is broken into five sub-groups or caucuses.  

Each caucus represents a discipline, such as the College Writing Caucus or the 

Communication Studies Caucus.  At one point in recent history, Alison was, herself, the 

Caucus Chair for Developmental Writing.  The caucuses and Department are led 

democratically, with bi-annually elected department chairs and caucus chairs.  The Chair 

of the English Department during the Fall 2013 term, was a woman named Caroline.  In 

this position, she was responsible for the administrative oversight and course assignments 

for departmental faculty.  Caroline’s other primary responsibilities to the English 

Department included working as a liaison between the Department and upper 

administration.   Ensuring that students had access to the best qualified instructors 

seemed to occupy the largest segments of her time.  As Caroline revealed: 

 A lot of my job in the Fall seems like it has to do with adjunct hiring, and much 

of that is asking questions in interviews that…lead to telling people what our 

courses are and asking how their experience fits with those courses, and finding 

gaps between their experience and what we do, and filling that so they assimilate 

to our composition courses. (Interview, 12/16/13) 
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Caroline emphasized during our interview that the student population at WCC was 

unique, and that the sheer size of the institution – akin to most Research I universities – 

make course standardization and individual instructor support very difficult. 

The work of supporting faculty and standardizing courses fell to the second line 

of Departmental administration, the caucus chairs.  The College Writing Caucus Chair 

during the Fall 2013 was a man named Robert, also an elected member of the department.  

Robert was responsible for holding monthly College Writing Caucus meetings, working 

through ongoing revisions to course goals and student learning outcomes, observing and 

supporting part-time faculty within the caucus, and serving in general as an instructional 

lead for the College Writing program.  During an interview, Robert explained that his job 

was “to enforce and keep in front of everybody that this is the goal, these are the 

standards, and yet step back and protect each faculty member’s individuality in the 

classroom and how they approach the classroom” (Interview, 11/15/13). 

This seemingly simple task had been challenged by the complex nature of the 

department in which the hundreds of professors were able to self-select materials and 

delivery methods.  The result was the while most faculty members were faithful in 

meeting the course goals as well as satisfying their own individual ambitions, some had 

deviated too far from what little had been prescribed.  Robert commented on this topic 

that: 

[S]everal times in my career in this position, I’ve had to choose.  Whether I talked 

to a professor because the standards weren’t being met, so you’re going to have to 
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back off your individuality or somebody was so standard-oriented that they were 

choking the students. (Interview, 11/15/13) 

Like Caroline, Robert described the wide array of methods that teachers in the 

department chose to employ in teaching their courses.  Per departmental policy, 

instructors were given decision-making authority over text selection, instructional 

methods (i.e. lecture, group work, etc.), number of assignments, types of assignments, 

and methods of assessment.  This autonomy in the classroom had both positive and 

negative outcomes from their perspectives.  According to Caroline, one of the negative 

aspects was that “Everyone feels like a monarch.  Even if it’s a benign…monarchy where 

the students set the rules, it’s still a one-on-one relation and it’s kind of of-that-moment 

and of-that-semester, and that’s it” (Interview, 12/16/13).  From her perspective, one of 

the negative aspects of the instructor in charge of implementation of the curriculum was 

that faculty often operated in their own “silos” as she called them and failed to consider 

the larger student body and their needs in advising and faculty engagement.   

Robert, however, considered the autonomy of the instructors among the 

“exciting” things that were happening.  He stated: 

 When I read the syllabi at the beginning of the semester, and I see that the diverse 

material we use…and it goes in waves…there are clusters of people doing the 

same sorts of books.  Like right now, books on the food chain and that sort of 

thing are really popular.  So we have a group doing that, but then outside of that 

the diversity [of materials and teaching] is just mind blowing. (Interview, 

11/15/13)  
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And though the way that diversity played out in the classroom was a bit of an 

administrative challenge for Caroline, she argued on behalf of the need for diversified 

interests among faculty so that they could bring the students a variety of experiences.  

“…we are a college,” she stated, “so [professors] should have interests even though we 

don’t reward or particularly value things like research.  I think people need to have 

interests in global education, in a particular kind of area studies, in their own writing 

projects, things like that” (Interview, 12/16/13). 

College Writing and the Transmission of Cultural Capital 

Both Robert and Caroline’s perspectives on their roles in the department as well 

as the will of the faculty highlight the challenges which face English departments in 

community colleges, particularly large ones such as WCC’s.  As they both note, diversity 

of experience and outside interest are valuable characteristics of faculty members.  In a 

university setting, an area of expertise or a research agenda would not only be expected 

but required.  At the community college level, where, as Caroline notes, “we don’t 

reward or particularly value things like research” (Interview, 12/13/16), the faculty must 

assume the interests and pass them along for purely intrinsic reasons.  Caroline’s 

frustration at the insular nature of each professor’s composition classroom is in many 

ways a reflection of the rejection of community college faculty from the larger academy 

(Andelora, 2007).  Instead of being celebrated for and encouraged to teach on their areas 

of interest, faculty become “myopic” and reclusive in teaching composition content in 

conjunction with individual literary or research interests.  But Caroline emphasizes the 

importance of these individual interests in helping students gain what Bourdieu would 

consider cultural capital: 
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I have a great belief in [that] you take people to things that are valuable to you 

and say, “This is why this is meaningful to me and maybe it is to you or maybe it 

isn’t…but here it is.”  And it seem like we have students who are, so 

often…They’re desperate for these things that are kind of in some way luxury 

products: reading, and art, and literature, and…I just think it is so important that 

we don’t narrow their education to vocation, while not wasting their time in 

giving them things that they need to pay the rent…but things that feed more than 

that. (Interview, 12/16/13) 

In the observation section of the English 101 course, this complex negotiation between 

the goals of the course and the interests of the professor play out in the students’ 

experience.  How Alison, their professor, envisioned the course and her chosen materials 

influenced what these particular students read and how they uniquely experienced the 

English 101 course as different from any other section.   

The College Writing Sequence 

As noted, the observed section of English 101 and its 23 enrollees, only 14 of 

whom self-selected to participate in this study, are only a few of thousands of students 

taking any of the three core writing courses at WCC during the Fall 2013 Semester.   

Based on institutional organization, all of these courses fall within the auspices of the 

English Department, and the study’s participants were often matriculating out of the 001 

course and certainly matriculating into the 102 course. 
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The Path to English 101: Placement testing and developmental writing 

Upon enrolling in WCC, or nearly any other college or university for that matter, 

students are subject to a battery of examinations called placement tests.  Placement tests 

are viewed within the higher education community as measures of student’s preparedness 

for assuming the tasks of college-level reading, writing, and mathematics.  As Chapter 2 

reveals, nearly half of all community college students are placed into developmental 

reading, writing, or mathematics courses.  These courses must be completed, and 

typically with a passing grade, prior to a student’s enrollment in the first level of courses 

within the given discipline.  At WCC, students must either earn “passing” scores on both 

the reading and writing components of the placement test in order to enroll in the English 

101 course.  Scores below passing will trigger a number possible preliminary or 

“developmental” course requirements in reading, writing, or both. 

Six of the fourteen participating students from Alison’s class reported having 

taken the English 001, Developmental English course at WCC.  A seventh student did not 

take the 001 course, but he tested into parallel developmental class taught by the ESL 

Caucus.  Though many other community colleges have made distinctions between their 

basic writing programs and college writing, the English Department at WCC has fought 

against this division, seeing the work students complete in English 001 as essential to 

their work and success in English 101 and subsequently English 102.  Within the English 

department at WCC the same instructor may teach all three courses (English 001, 101, 

and 102) in the span of an academic year. Caroline explained that the maintenance of a 

unified writing program was the purposeful mission of the WCC English Department: 
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There was a brief move to make Developmental English a separate 

department…The English Department said absolutely no.  We voted and we said 

no, and we stood up for ourselves.  It was a good thing…It didn’t ever seem to us 

like there are different faculty teaching developmental.  It’s still college, it’s still 

leading to college work and it’s still college work in some profound way, and I 

think that’s good. (Interview, 12/16/13) 

A unified department prevented the separation of basic writing instruction from college 

writing instruction.  This fact is important to considering the research question, “How 

does prior language arts remediation influence students’ expectations or provide a 

platform for advanced learning?”  In partial answer to that question, it is important to 

note that the only fully-structured Developmental Writing course that the college offers is 

the English 001 course.   It is what Caroline describes as, “still college work.”   The 

WCC college catalog explains the English 001 course as:  

Instruction and intensive practice in the development of academic reading and 
writing skills. Analysis of literary and non-fiction materials. Extensive practice in 
the writing process leading to the five-paragraph essay. Study of advanced 
grammar[…] (WCC Course Catalog, 2013-2014)  

One of the challenging aspects of studying The English 101 course at Winchester 

Community College is this complex weave between the college writing program, the 

developmental English program, and the Department’s English 110 reading course.  

Through a variety of placement test scores, students can and often do place not only into 

the English 001 developmental writing course, but simultaneously into the English 110 

reading course, taught by the same instructor.  This is one of two scenarios which the six 

students who passed out of the developmental writing program may have experienced.  
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On the other hand, students may simply have placed into developmental writing only, and 

after earning a passing score, matriculated into the English 101 course. 

Table 4.2.  Path for Placement into English 101 Stand-Alone Course 

 

   

English 101 Course Goals 

The course in which this study’s participants were enrolled was a stand-alone 

English 101 course.  It is also described in the college catalog: 

 

Stand-‐Alone	  English	  101	  
placement	  after	  
remediation

Developmental	  Sequence	  
English	  001/110

Pre-‐college	  Score	  on	  
Writing	  Placement	  Test	  
(English	  001	  Placement)

College-‐level	  Score	  on	  
Reading	  Placement	  Test	  
(English	  110	  Placement)

Developmental	  English	  
Course	  001

Pre-‐college-‐level	  Score	  on	  
Writing	  Placement	  Test	  
only	  -‐ above	  college-‐level	  
reading	  test	  score	  (English	  

001	  Placement)



 95	  

 
This course is the first of a two-part sequence in English composition, in 
which students learn to read critically, synthesize ideas from a variety of 
texts, and write essays that develop significant ideas in support of a thesis. 
Students will write academic essays in various rhetorical modes, while 
improving their basic writing skills in preparation for English 102 and other 
higher-level courses. (WCC Course Catalog, 2013-2014) 
 

Along with this public description of the course, there are also Student Learning 

Outcomes (SLOs) included in the Course Documents, which are subject to scrutiny by 

the college administration and are periodically reviewed by the regional accrediting 

board.  WCC requires that instructors also list these goals on every course syllabus.  

Alison, the course instructor, listed them in her syllabus as “Learning Outcomes.”  At the 

opening, Alison wrote, “Each student should be able to”: 

•   Use appropriate rhetorical development (such as analysis, 
comparison/contrast, interpretation and argument) to respond to the 
central ideas of an assigned text  

•   Paraphrase sentences and short passages from reading texts  
•   Analyze a written assignment  
•   Develop essays of varying length and complexity that incorporate ideas 

from texts  
•   Use a variety of sentence patterns, indicating a generally mature style  
•   Evaluate effectiveness of their own writing via feedback from professor, 

peers and self to produce a rigorous revision  
•   Use vocabulary that conveys meaning accurately and appropriately for a 

college student (Course Syllabus, p. 1, see Appendix D) 
 

 Robert, as the College Writing Caucus Chair, was responsible for the review and 

revision of these outcomes, a process which is mandated to occur periodically.  He 

provided this explanation of the goals of the course, stating: 

It’s actually a two-pronged thing.  The larger, more educational goal is to get 

[students] to think and articulate in a structured manner what they think.  So, and 
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that’s usually a dual process: get them to think first…[Traditionally] high school 

is meant to be – and elementary school – is meant to give them background 

knowledge.  And then [they] come to college to learn more, but how do you apply 

it?  So, as a department we’ve chosen to do that through text-based essays.  That’s 

why we chose the text-base.  So, we read a text, and they have to apply what they 

learned in that text, somehow think about it and articulate their thoughts in a 

structured essay.  That’s the basic goal for them.  Their secondary goal…it’s a 

prep for 102. (Interview, 11/15/13) 

 The link between the English 101 and English 102 courses was reiterated throughout 

interviews with Caroline, Robert, Alison, as well as the study participants.  As Caroline 

explained in an interview, the English 102 course happened to be the landing zone for a 

number of initiatives that were administratively mandated by the college. In particular, 

the Sales Test was applied to measure how well the college was doing at teaching 

information literacy, and according to Caroline, the result, “suggested we weren’t doing 

very well at that” (Interview, 12/16/13).  

The WCC administration and the English Department decided jointly to revise the 

English 102 course to meet those goals.  The results of that revision are discussed at 

greater length in the results chapters.  However, the description of the English 102 course 

from the WCC course catalog captures a bit of the focus of this course: 

English 102 is the second half of the two-course sequence in English 
composition. Students continue to improve their academic reading and writing 
skills and critically examine issues raised by course texts. Course materials and 
the topics of study may vary in subject matter from one instructor to another. 
Course activities facilitate independent library and Web-based research. 
Students' work culminates in a final research paper.  (WCC Course Catalog, 
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2013-2014) 
 

This description of the English 102 course is important in that Alison, the instructor; 

Robert, the College Writing Caucus Chair; and the students in Alison’s English 101 

course all saw enrollment in the English 102 course as the primary course outcome.    

The Instructor 

 The instructor for the observation section of ENGL 101 was Alison, a tenured, 

mid-career, full-time, associate professor at the college. She is tall with an athletic build, 

and possessed of a great deal of presence.  Each day, Alison is attired in an assortment of 

stylish wrap dresses, tights, and boots.  She never wears jeans and rarely wears slacks.  

Her light brown hair is generally straight, and falls past her shoulder with the slightest of 

waves.  Alison is ranked as an Associate Professor of English and in the Fall of 2013 had 

been teaching at WCC for fifteen years.  She also has a history of leadership within the 

English Department.  For several years, Alison served as the Developmental Writing 

Caucus Chair, and oversaw the Basic Reading and Basic Writing programs.  In her spare 

time, Alison is a creative writer who holds an MFA with a focus in creative fiction.  

During the observation semester, she was working on a fiction novel and frequently 

shared the experience with her students.  Alison also became involved in the faculty's 

collective bargaining unit during the observation semester, winning election as a 

representative for the English Department at large. 

 Alison is married, White, and from a small town about two hours outside of 

Winchester.  Her husband is a police officer in Winchester, and they met on campus one 

day when he was responding to a non-emergency call.  During class lectures, she offers 
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the students pieces of her life with him: their dog, their recent trip across country while 

she was on sabbatical.  Alison’s life becomes a part of the story of the class as well as 

something distinct from it.  She has visited Cuba, taken a private tour of John Steinbeck’s 

home in the Salinas Valley, and went to college in Texas.  Alison is both an emblem of 

cultural capital and academic attainment, and a real, tangible, accessible person who 

thinks, breathes, and accidentally makes awkward faces, just like them.  

The Classroom 

 Alison’s English 101 course meets from 9:10 a.m. to 10:10 a.m. on the second 

floor of one of the primary classroom buildings on the main campus, Mercer 201-D.  The 

classroom layout is unusual in this part of the Mercer Building, and 201-D lies around a 

dark corner with only one other room.  Outside of the classroom, which has three bright 

windows against one wall, is a long, dark hallway.  Alison’s room and her colleague 

John’s classroom sit side by side, facing a maintenance doorway and a blank wall.  In the 

hallway is a small wooden table which is accompanied by two student chairs.  After the 

first few weeks of the semester, students often congregate at this table prior to the 

beginning of class. 

The classroom itself is a rectangular room approximately thirty feet wide and 

twenty feet deep.  As one enters the room from the dark hallway, one faces the far left 

side of the room which is a blank wall, once painted a watered down turquoise and now 

has countless lengthwise gouges into the raw plaster.  In addition to the row of desks 

which rests against the left wall, there are five or six other rows of similar student desks, 

lined up across the width of the room.  Each one features a hard, pressed plastic chair and 
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a small right-arm desk.  In a few cases, a full-sized student desk offers more writing and 

book space. 

At the front of the room, along the central wall is a large chalkboard.  Above the 

chalkboard is a white-screen roll which has been hung by its hooks.  In front of the 

chalkboard is a long table, approximately four feet wide, two feet deep, and three feet 

high.  An individual chair is in pushed-in position, facing toward the student desks.  Also 

at the front of the room is a computer podium.  On one side of the computer podium is a 

locked panel which hides the power switch and CPU of the unit.  Its signal is fed to a 

mountable LCD projector which is hung from the ceiling in the center of the room.  Its 

glass lens faces out, pointed at the middle of the chalkboard above which the white screen 

is hung. 

The rows of student desks face the front-of-the-classroom, though the board, 

screen, teacher desk, and computer terminal make up the only items of decor.  The pale 

turquoise wall is otherwise bare of any decoration or visual stimulation.  The three large 

windows which take up the upper right wall of the room hold the potential to make up for 

an otherwise sterile environment.  As the room is on the second floor, the windows face 

out to another classroom building across the street, but also to the tops of mid-sized 

maples.  On sunny days, the trees' leaves wave in the breeze and cast changing shadows 

on vast expanses of blank walls.  Because the light from the windows often cast a glare 

on the chalkboard or on students’ pages, the heavy metal blinds which covered them were 

often drawn to the sill and tilted slightly open in order to let in some glints of natural 

light.  On other days, the blinds were pulled to a point just above the opening of the 

windows' tilted opening.  On those days, especially in the early months of the semester 
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before autumn had deepened, the green leaves brought a fresh smell into the room.  Later 

in the Fall term, as the leaves darkened and lost their hold on the branches, the windows 

were often shut.  At times, though, the intense heat from the classroom radiator required 

that they be opened, a touch of freshness entered the otherwise stuffy classroom. 

Course Activities 

Alison posted a four-month calendar of activities for each class meeting from 

September to December.  Events included reading assignments, rough draft and final 

draft due dates, and class discussion topics (Appendix).  At the beginning of the course, 

Alison also assigned a diagnostic writing piece which she used to gauge each student’s 

strengths and weaknesses.  As the course progressed, the class meetings began to take on 

a clear pattern. Most students would arrive five or ten minutes prior to the start of class, 

and in the first month they often sat in the classroom with the lights still off and played 

on their cell phones.  After a few weeks, Alison finally asked why they were sitting in the 

dark. More frequently afterward, the light would be on prior to her entering the room.  In 

the early days, students also rarely spoke to one another before the start of class.  Just as 

she mentioned the need for them to turn on the lights, Alison also asked the students to 

put away their cell phones and talk with one another before class began.  Slowly, they did 

begin to do so, and some students who formed strong friendships would chat with one 

another for the entire time, not even silencing themselves once Alison had entered the 

room. 

Mondays in the course were reserved for discussion of reading assignments.  On 

the calendar, each Monday noted a chapter in the course text, The Grapes of Wrath, or a 

supplementary article which the students had been assigned.  During these classes, Alison 
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would open with a short reading quiz.  More often than not, these prompts turned into 

brainstorming exercises or the topics for the four out-of-class essays the students wrote.  

After giving the students typically seven minutes to craft a response, Alison would collect 

the quizzes and then hand out a list of discussion questions for the students to cover in 

small groups.  While the students worked on the discussion questions, Alison would 

grade and then return their short reading quizzes. The small group portion of the Monday 

class often lasted about twenty minutes.  Afterwards, Alison would call the whole class 

together and review the questions as a large group. 

 Wednesdays in the course were reserved for peer review, paper due dates, and 

lessons on essay writing or working with outside sources.  Fridays, as well, were reserved 

for topics on writing.  During the peer review course dates, which occurred only four 

times, each student was responsible for bringing a copy of his drafted essay to class in 

order to exchange with a classmate.  Peer review was guided by a list of questions or 

issues that Alison would hand out on that day.  Students were expected to read their 

classmates’ papers, comment on them, then discuss the comments aloud.  This process 

typically took close to one half hour and was often followed by a brief writing lesson.  

The Wednesdays and Fridays which were not reserved for peer review were for 

traditional course content.   

 A handful of other class meetings were occupied by film viewing or in-class essay 

writing.  Near the beginning of the semester, when the students were newly introduced to 

the book The Grapes of Wrath and its surrounding topics, The Dust Bowl and The Great 

Depression, Alison screened the Ken Burns’ PBS documentary, The Dust Bowl.  At the 

end of the semester, she screened the 1940 film version of The Grapes of Wrath with 
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Henry Fonda as the lead character, Tom Joad.  During these class meetings, most 

students watched intently while some disinterested others slept, their heads resting on 

their forearms.  During the in-class essay writing class meetings, the students sat as 

quietly as they did during the film screenings, but at these times with their pencils and 

pens in hand, furiously hand-writing responses into blue books.  At every turn, however, 

the course content focused on providing essential background for writing and responding 

to academic concepts in writing.  This, Alison ensured, was the consistent focus of the 

class. 

The Participants 

 Participants varied greatly in terms of sex, age, race, ethnicity, and previous 

education.  Of the fourteen original participants, six were female.  Their ages ranged from 

32 on the high end to 18 on the low end.  The eight remaining males were aged between 

36 and 18 years.  This age range is reflective of the average age of students at the college 

and, therefore, an appropriate representation of the student body.  Age diversity was also 

significant to classroom discussion, previous education, marital and parenthood status.  

As may be expected, the older participants - primarily those over thirty - were both 

married and parents.  Likewise, age contributed to a difference between those who lived 

on their own and those who were residing with their parents or other family members 

during the semester in which this study took place. 

 In further ethnic distributions, there were four students who identified as Hispanic 

or Latino, four who identified as White, and one who identified as bi-racial, Black and 

Latina.  Of the Latino students, two were female and one was male; the White students 

were broken down into one female and three males.  The single bi-racial student was a 
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female.  Despite this great ethnic diversity, the vast majority of participants spoke 

English as their first language.  Only one participant, a North-African Arab immigrant 

who self-identified as White, spoke both Arabic and French as his first and second 

languages and was learning English as a third language.  Of the participants who 

identified as Latino, all spoke English as a first language; the black students and the bi-

racial student did as well.  Though English was the first language of the Latino students, 

most were fluent in Spanish as well. 

 As mentioned, there was also quite a bit of diversity among students' prior 

experiences in higher education.  For most of the participants, the Fall 2013 term was not 

their first term in college.  Nine of the participants had been students in the English 001, 

English 002, and even English 110 courses. One participant was taking the ENGL 101 

course for the second time at WCC.  One of the White male students had attended nearly 

four years of college at a major southern university several years before enrolling at 

WCC to re-start his path to a bachelor's degree, and the Arab student had received both a 

bachelor's and master's degree from a French-language university in his home country.  

His current placement into the ENGL 101 course was following a series of semesters in 

the WCC ESL English program which runs parallel to its basic writing program.  

Students who exit the "top" level of ESL courses "pass" into ENGL 101.  Of the fourteen 

original participants, the observation term only three were in their first semester in any 

course at this or another college. 

Table 4.3: Participant Course History 

Participant Prior Writing Courses 
Jerry 12th grade AP English  

Malcolm English 001 
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Table 4.3 Cont’d. 

Ariel None 
Danielle None 
Ralph None 

Beatrice None 
George English 101 repeater 

Sam ESL Sequence 
Lucy English 001 
Sean English 001 

Victoria English 001 
Stephen English 001 
Joanna English 001 
Andre English 001 

 

Conclusions 

 This chapter provided a variety of contexts for understanding the city, college, 

course, and demographics which impacted the students in this study.  Each of these 

elements of information is important to their overall experience in the course and proper 

consideration of that experience.  Regarding the college, this chapter considered how the 

formation of WCC and its function as a transfer and terminal institution contribute to its 

contextualization as working-class.  The description and demographic information 

regarding the City of Winchester also provided important background regarding the 

working class origins of the city, the limited public educational opportunities for children, 

and the most likely industries which the students would eventually exit out of college and 

into as workers.  

 The English Department and the College Writing course sequence at Winchester 

Community College were also detailed in this chapter.  Methods used by the College and 

English Departments to place and pass students through the College Writing sequence is 

information which is vital to this study.  For the most of the students in this study, the 
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English 101 course they took in the Fall 2013 term was not their first writing course at 

this or another college.  For a few, it was the third.  For that reason, this study must 

consider how and why some students spent more or less time in the College Writing 

sequence at WCC and how those prolonged experiences as writing students may have 

influenced how they perceived their instructor as well as the information they gained in 

the course. 

 The instructor and students are all unique individuals who bring their own habitus 

and perceptions to the classroom.  Together, they make the culture of the class with the 

materials and topics of discussion and study under the control of the instructor.  This 

chapter has also described some of the basic course, instructor, and demographic 

information pertinent to this study.  It has provided an overview of what the class itself 

was like and what students experienced in during their hours in the classroom.  All of this 

information provides scaffolding for understanding how the experiences of the students 

are interpreted in the later chapters. 
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 CHAPTER 5 

CULTURE OF THE COURSE: COURSE RULES, STUDENT 
EXPERIENCE & EXPECTATION, AND INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES  

From “The Road Not Taken” 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 

Somewhere ages and ages hence: 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 

I took the one less traveled by, 

And that has made all the difference. 

-   Robert Frost 

Introduction 

 In Chapter 4, I described the city of Winchester, WCC’s function in the greater 

Winchester community, and the organization of its English Department.  Chapter 4 also 

described the goals of the English 101 course from institutional and departmental 

perspectives.  Those goals are influenced by large-scale efforts at remediation in reading 

and writing.  Further, they influence the teacher’s course instruction and planning, and 

the students’ overall experience.  In this chapter, I address the question, “What role does 

the instructor take in the valuing of one social class culture over another?” As the data 

reveal, despite the nearly homogenously working-class community, the instructor’s 

design of the course appears to gear the students towards the patterns and behaviors of a 

new social class. I also address the sub-question, “How do her literacy expectations 

reflect learning from a class-based perspective?”  

  I argue that Alison Snyder structured her English 101 class around the assumption 

that most of her students came from working-class backgrounds.  Her expectations about 
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their socioeconomic status and habitus dictated all facets of the course including syllabus 

design, selection of print materials, and delivery of course lectures.  Alison began the 

class by establishing course expectations as contrary to students’ incoming, working-

class habitus.  Through directives and classroom rules, she reinforced behaviors and 

patterns sanctioned by the dominant culture. On many occasions, her interactions with 

students replicated the boss/worker dynamic.  Those students with prior experience in 

basic writing or college writing felt prepared to assume the role of workers in Alison’s 

class, and Alison used pedagogical practices designed to give each member of the class 

authority over the topics of discussion.  Bourdieu and Passeron’s work (1999) will 

provide the framework for explaining how the use of pedagogic authority, pedagogic 

acts, and student participation work together to create among teacher and students the 

illusion that they were meeting success. 

Alison also considered her students’ working-class backgrounds when selecting 

course reading materials.  I argue that Alison chose the primary course text in order to 

provide her students middle-class cultural capital and cultural literacy.  For the most part, 

she was successful in that endeavor.  However, I contend that many of Alison’s students 

were new to the style and form of literary novels.  The text intimidated a number of 

students who “cheated” the reading in order to succeed in the course.  This, as with the 

other findings, shows that the students were often in conflict with the expectations Alison 

and the English Department’s student learning outcomes (SLOs) set for reading and 

writing.  They were, at times, forced to find ways, whether long routes or shortcuts, to 

complete the work of English 101. 
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Shaping the Culture of the Course 

The first day of class for the Fall, 2013 semester was Wednesday, September 4th.  

It was, as is traditional in the Northeast, the Wednesday following the Labor Day holiday, 

ending the summer season and beginning to the new school year.  September 4th was not 

only the beginning of Alison’s English 101, it was also the first day of my own teaching 

that semester.  It was a hectic morning.  I arrived to school early in order to prepare my 

own syllabi for classes which met in the time slots following Alison’s.  After completing 

that task I rushed out of my office, out of the Smith Building and into the Mercer 

Building where Alison’s class was held.  Each day, prior to meeting my own English 101 

students, I would study hers.   

As I entered room 12-F of the Smith Building, I viewed the few students who had 

arrived as early as I.  Their ages ranged from eighteen-ish to late thirties, and all were 

dressed rather casually in tee-shirts, shorts, or jeans.  I took a seat in the semi-circle of 

chairs, the front of the classroom at its center.  Shortly, Alison arrived and gave me a 

quick wave of acknowledgement.  That day I was an interloper, silently viewing the class 

as one of its students.  Alison’s agenda for the meeting was organized around establishing 

her expectations for socially appropriate behavior, both in the classroom and in 

communication with her.  The key points of the syllabus review involved classroom 

etiquette or cultural capital in the field of higher education.  

 As Bloom (1996) suggests, the freshman composition course is essential to 

practice of middle-classing college students nation-wide. According to Bloom, part of 
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becoming a college student means adhering to particular formalities and structures of the 

English 101 curriculum.  Through the course syllabus Alison actively established the 

middle-class culture of the course and positioned herself as the students’ “boss.”  Just as 

Alison’s syllabus reflects her expectations of student preparation, her students entered the 

course with their own expectations.  Students who had completed prior basic writing or 

college writing courses expressed confidence around the understanding the course 

material. 

The Behavioral Contract 

The composition course syllabus functions as what Ira Schor (2009) calls a 

“contractual relation,” though the terms of the contract are (in most cases) only drawn-up 

by the instructor.  Alison noted on the first day that the syllabus was “a kind of legal 

document,” in that “professors have to be held to it” (field note, 9/4/13). The nine-page 

syllabus that Alison distributed contained a variety of sections.  Among them were a 

daily schedule and a list of assignments.  Another section addressed the course “Learning 

Goals” (Course Syllabus, see Appendix C).  There was also a section on classroom rules, 

including one entire page of the document titled, “Plagiarism Explained,” which provided 

a variety of sample passages, both plagiarized and not.  Another section of the syllabus 

detailed proper protocol for emailing a professor.  Pages five through nine even included 

a College calendar for the semester and a course activity calendar.   

Alison’s syllabus was not substantially different from most other syllabi in the 

department.  English faculty at WCC were often quick to note their own ten, eleven, or 

twelve-page documents, complete with passages from the Student Code of Conduct. In 

his humorous reflection on teaching history at Emory University, Patrick Allitt also notes 
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that in designing a syllabus for his course he “tried to make sure I included the complete 

list of threats and warnings” (Allitt, 2005, p.4).  Alison designed her own syllabus to both 

give a basic overview of the course and to establish appropriate decorum within the 

classroom and in communication with the instructor.  One portion of the document, titled 

“Classroom Rules” paid close attention to behavioral expectations.  These rules were 

premised on the need foster, “an environment where all students will feel comfortable 

and where everyone can learn without disruption” (Course Syllabus, Appendix D, p. 2).  

The most prominent of these expectations, the prohibition against cell phone use, was a 

topic of conversation throughout the semester:  

 
Please turn off cell phones when in class (not silent, but off). Anyone consulting a 
cell phone in class will be asked to leave. Never leave class to take a phone call 
(the only exception is a dire emergency, but you must inform me of that 
possibility before class). (Course Syllabus, p.2) 
 

This cell phone policy was a clear reflection of Alison’s expectation that her students 

would provide uninterrupted attention to the work of the course.  In contrast to Allitt’s 

(2005) simple request of his Emory students to “Please turn off all beepers and mobile 

phones before entering the classrooms” (p. 233), much as a boss dictates the activity and 

rules of the workplace, Alison dictated the rules of her classroom to include harsh 

punishment in cases of violation. Without question, she was in charge of the classroom 

environment and all of its activity.  Even her admonition to “Never leave class to take a 

phone call,” placed the student in the subordinate position of having to justify trips out of 

the classroom.  On a few other occasions, Alison made pointed remarks to individual 

students to put their cell phones away.  For example, on September 14th, one and a half 

weeks into the course, Danielle came in a little late, phone in hand.  Alison quietly 
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slipped her a copy of the worksheet she was in the middle of handing out and whispered, 

“Put your phone away, please” (field note, 9/14/13).  One month later, on October 21st, 

Alison entered the classroom to begin the session and immediately asked everyone to 

“put all of the electronics away” (field note, 10/21/13).   

 Though students were occasionally permitted unexplained departures, even 

bathroom trips which interrupted classroom activities were considered unacceptable.  On 

one occasion, a young man approached Alison with a question.  In a tone just loud 

enough for the whole class to hear, she replied to him, "You have a quiz.  You don't have 

time to go to the bathroom" (field note, 11/21/13).  At the end of another class period, 

early in the term, the students began packing their bags prior to the close of class.  Alison 

stopped the students and explained that this behavior was a “professorly pet peeve” (field 

note, 9/9/13). She insisted that they not begin to put their books and materials away until 

she formally dismissed them.  As late at the first week of November, Alison had to 

remind them of her dislike of early packing up.  While she was putting closing notes on 

the chalkboard, some students began to rustle around in their bags.  Stonily, she told 

them, “I’m not done.  Stop packing up,” and finished writing on the board (field note, 

9/4/13). 

  The section of the syllabus titled “Attendance” held Alison’s policy on lateness 

and absences.  The importance tied to attending each class and arriving promptly was 

noted in the following statement: 

You are required to attend this class. You are allowed six absences. More than 
six absences may result in removal from the roster. Two instances of lateness 
(more than ten minutes) will count as an absence. (Course Syllabus, p.2)  
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Alison also posed the issue of missed course material as a problem for the students to 

overcome on their own.  She advised students to develop their networking skills by 

making friends. Those connections could provide missing course information which she 

would be unwilling to give out.  On this subject, the course syllabus stated: “Please 

collect at least two email addresses or phone numbers from other students and use them 

to get assignments.  Do not contact me to find out what you missed” (her emphasis, 

Course Syllabus, Appendix D).  Through this and similar other directives, Alison crafted 

a classroom that mirrored the social expectations of work in professional fields.  She was 

aware that her students held different kinds of cultural capital and linguistic capital than 

traditionally middle-class ones valued in higher education and the occupations which 

follow degree completion.  The classroom contract was a first step for instilling middle-

class capitals.   

Alison strictly adhered to the policies on lateness and absence.  Three weeks into 

the course, Mark, a thirty-something African-American male, entered the class 

approximately ten minutes late.  Opening her eyes wide, Alison stopped her lecture to 

address him as he walked to his seat, hissing, “You’re late!” (field note, 9/20/13). On 

another occasion in November, she admonished a group of late students, saying, "Guys, 

class starts at 10 after." Regarding lateness, she was as consistent and vocal about her 

policies.  As early as September 30th, Alison noted to the students that some of them were 

approaching their maximum six absences for the course.  As a parting message at the end 

of class, she warned them that many had “almost maxed out on absences” (field note, 

9/30/13).  One week later, on October 4th, she doubled-down on that warning by telling 
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those students who had already accumulated six absences, “don’t bother” coming back, if 

they were to miss a seventh class (field note, 10/4/13). 

The syllabus also addressed the gap Alison anticipated between the student’s own 

behavioral and linguistic capitals and those in the field of higher education.  One section 

focused on email communication. Based on what she explained was an actual email 

exchange between herself and a former student, Alison included the following how-to 

selection: 

 
How to Write an Email to Your Professor 
 
Bad idea 
Subject:  
Yo miss a why I get a C on my paper? 
Kev 
 
Good idea 
Subject:  Question about assignment in ENGL 101 
Dear Professor, 
I am a student in your English 101, section 158. I would like to meet with you to 
discuss my recent essay. I received a grade of C, and I am interested in revising 
for a higher grade. I’d like to ask you a few questions first. Unfortunately, I am 
not available during your office hours, so I was wondering whether we could 
schedule a time to meet. 
Thank you for your time, and I look forward to hearing from you. 
Janie Jones (Course Syllabus, pp. 4-5) 

 

Alison’s example of a “Bad idea” email reflects some of issues of “readiness” which 

Robert, the director of WCC’s writing program, raised and which are addressed in the 

preceding chapter.  This example highlights concerns Alison held about her students’ 

abilities to communicate with her using “good” sentence structure and organization.  The 

“good” example also uses deferential language, citing “Dear Professor,” as preferable to 
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“Yo miss.”  That the examples are “real” validates her concerns as true to experience.  

Alison used her course syllabus to mitigate against this gap in behavioral expectations 

between she, a resident of the field of higher education, and her students. 

 Beneath the sample email, Alison also provided a list of suggestions for students 

to “Keep in mind” when emailing their professors.  Among those items she included 

indications for students to include “relevant” subject lines with their emails.  In 

particular, students were reminded to “Make sure you thank the professor and close with 

your full name,” and that, “When the professor responds, write back to thank him or her” 

(Course Syllabus, Appendix D).  These items show that Alison positioned herself, with 

her students, as someone whose time should be valued, not someone who owed them her 

time.  This reinforced the notion of their instructor as a boss who has other, more 

important, responsibilities than simply answering their questions.  The last item on the 

bulleted list read, “Remember, this is academic email, not a text message or an email to 

your friends” (Course Syllabus, Appendix D).  More so than the other suggestions, it told 

the students that they were entering a foreign environment.  The attendant assumption 

was that while the habitus of the college is expectedly formal that of their friends is not. 

Experience as advantage 

Ten of the fourteen participants entered the course with previous experience in 

either basic writing courses, college writing courses, ESL courses, or a college writing 

course equivalent. Representing more than 75% of participants, that number is a 

significant indicator of how few urban community college students are having a “first 

time” college writing experience in a typical English 101 course.  While most of the 

students from this study were matriculating out of the English 001 developmental writing 
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course, others were taking English 101 for a second time.  I will call those participants 

veteran students.  In both cases, many brought previous experience to the classroom. 

Those experiences contributed in significant and positive ways to their relationships to 

the instructor and the material.     

Portions of Chapter 2 described Bourdieu and Passerson’s assertion that working-

class students who are enrolled in college/university courses have undergone a process of 

selection distinguished by early linguistic acculturation into the habitus of the academy 

(1999, p. 78).  The basic writing course serves as one of the places where the selection 

process takes place, as the highest performing students exit out of basic writing and into 

college writing, while the lower-performing students remain in basic writing or withdraw 

from school altogether.  As a result, those former basic writing students in Alison’s class 

can be understood to have undergone multiple levels of selection: first upon placing into 

the highest level of basic writing (rather than into Adult Basic Education (ABE) or some 

other basic skills course) and second upon completing basic writing with a passing grade. 

As early as the first day of class, the veteran students engaged in an introductory 

conversation with Alison over the objectives of her course.  Their familiarity with the 

jargon of college writing reflects a pre-existing knowledge of terminology in the 

discipline and the expected linguistic and behavioral habitus of the college writing 

student.  My field notes from September 3rd recall this exchange: 

Alison bends at the waist as she leans against the large table at the front of the 

room.  Her legs jut out straight in front of her and her arms cross.  She asks, 

“What will you be learning in this class?”  One young lady – wide, with dark 
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brown skin - says “academic writing.”  Alison agrees and then asks them to 

explain what academic writing is.  The students call out words and terms saying 

“formal” and “audience.”  Alison stands fully upright in front of them. She asks 

what makes them nervous about taking the class.  Mark says that there is a big 

difference between writing what they want and writing what a professor wants.  

He has already begun to calculate her expectations. Alison asks the turbaned girl 

(Victoria) how long essays in English 101 should be.  Victoria answers, “3-7 

pages,” in a broad guess.  Alison asks what else they should know.  A girl with 

long dark hair and a Latin/Spanish accent (Luciana) says, “Grammar.” 

Undeterred, Alison continues, “What else?” and a shy young male says, “Make it 

long enough.”  (Field note, 9/4/2013) 

The former basic writing students wanted to know how much and of what caliber she 

expected– an accurate assumption that the work must not conform to a universal set of 

characteristics, but ones shaped by the instructor.  Likewise, they understood the back-

and-forth interaction of the classroom.  While first-time students sat in silence, the 

veteran students called out answers. 

 Sean, Mark, Lucy, Victoria, and Stephen all matriculated out of the 

developmental writing and reading sequence.  Sam had completed a number of ESL 

writing courses, and George had taken English 101 in the prior academic year.  Most of 

those students were confident in their abilities to successfully complete the English 101, 

given their previous experiences (see Table 4.3).  Lucy, who took the English 001 course 

twice, described her first attempt at basic writing as jarring.  She recalled, “First semester 

...you don’t know how it works. You’re kind of lost” (Interview, 10/21/13).  During the 
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Fall of 2012, Lucy says that she failed her English 001 course.  She took the course again 

in the Spring of that year with a professor named Mr. Hardy who became her mentor. 

“By the second semester when I spoke with Mr. Hardy, he took the time to come sit with 

me,” Lucy reported.   “I asked him if he could mentor me. He said yeah” (Interview, 

10/21/13). Her experience in basic writing followed an apprenticeship model.  With Mr. 

Hardy as her ambassador to academic discourse, Lucy was able to pass the course and 

advance on to English 101.   

Stephen, a young Hispanic male, worked in a personal storage warehouse.  One of 

at least two students who had taken the English 001 course twice, Stephen was very quiet 

to the point of being insular.  He never spoke in class, and when he had a question for 

Alison he would wait for her to engage the others in independent work before 

approaching her at the computer podium.  There, she would whisper explanations to 

Stephen before he quietly returned to his seat.  When explaining how one year of 

developmental writing courses had prepared him for English 101, Stephen stated, “I had 

to take [English 001] twice because the first time I didn't pass it, but the second time I felt 

confident.  It helped prepare me for this class” (Interview, 10/17/13).  As a first time 

student, Stephen had lacked confidence in his ability to succeed in the field.  An extra 

semester of English 001 gave him the boost he needed to persevere.   

 Sean, an adult student and aspiring engineer, was another participant who 

doubted his abilities to succeed.  He was pleasantly surprised to find that success in 

writing was less elusive than he had thought.  Sean explained that he viewed English 101 

as a skills-based course. Understanding the instructor’s role in teaching those skills was 

paramount.  Sean had completed his English 001 requirement during his first semester, a 
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seven-week summer session. He remarked on how much he learned in such a short period 

of time, thanks to Alison who was also his English 001 instructor. “I really improved my 

writing a lot, just through that seven week course,” Sean reported.  “I really did. I was 

impressed with myself. I think she's a good professor. She really likes to make sure you 

understand the material” (Interview, 10/18/13).  Sean also believed that the English 001 

course prepared him to master the writing tasks which English 101required.  He 

explained, “I didn't really know if my essay skills were going to be as good as last 

semester. Did I forget? Is it going to be more difficult this time because it's 101? 

Actually, it's right in the same level from 098…It's kind of like I picked up right where I 

left off. So far I'm kind of impressed with myself” (Interview, 10/18/13).  Similar to his 

classmates Lucy and Stephen, English 001 helped Sean gain confidence in his use of 

academic discourse. 

  Sam was the only former ESL student in the course.  A native speaker of Arabic 

and French, Sam progressed through the ESL-level listening and speaking courses, and 

finally into the ESL counterparts for English 001 and English 002.  Coming out of these 

courses, in which all of the students were learning English as a second, third, or even 

fourth language, Sam was intimidated by the English 101 classroom.  In fact, the striking 

difference between ESL and College Writing left him altogether unsure of whether he 

would ultimately succeed in passing this course at all.  He explained: 

For me, there is a big difference between these classes, between ESL 001 and 002 

and [English] 101. Other classes where it was like at 80% is foreign person, 

foreign classmates, we had the same problem, yeah. We help [each other]. But in 

this class, I think it's too hard for me. I don't know. (Interview, 10/18/13) 
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Sam’s early reaction to other students in the English 101 classroom reflects a challenge 

which former ESL students share. He stated, “When I was in English 101, I was 

surprised. All my classmates were American people. Wow.”  Then, “How can they [be] 

here?” he laughed (Interview, 10/18/13). The lack of international diversity was striking 

to Sam, who had taken many English courses in which all of the other students were 

immigrants.  

In Alison’s class, however, he held the distinction of being the only non-native 

speaker. Sam was both surprised and confused that native speakers of English would 

need to take an English course.  He had understood the goal of English courses to be 

instruction in English language (listening, speaking, and writing).  In English 101, with a 

goal of fluency in the dialect of academic Standard English, Sam felt lost.  As he 

described, “When they speak, for me it's like a fast speed. I understand the teacher, yeah, 

but sometimes I can't. I use my translator. But when American people, my classmates 

speak, for me it's like ... yeah. I can't follow them easily” (Interview, 10/18/19).  Unlike 

his classmates who matriculated out of the English 001 course, Sam lacked the 

confidence which prior instruction in academic discourse had given the others.  His fears 

demonstrate the very striking contrasts between ESL instruction and that of native 

English speakers with regards to mastery of academic discourse.  The first-language 

veteran students gained confidence and experience in the discourse of college writing; the 

veteran ESL student was unfamiliar with the speed and jargon of discourse in this new 

dialect. 

While some students gained an early introduction to academic discourse through 

their experiences in developmental writing or ESL, others were repeat English 101 
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students.  George, for one, was the son of Puerto-Rican mother and a Dominican father.  

George had an ambiguous mixed-race appearance.  His hair was dark and bound in tight 

curls, his complexion was pale, and his face was characterized by a wide mouth.  

George’s attire struck me frequently as an interesting element of his character.  He 

typically wore 1980’s acid washed jeans paired with hooded sweatshirts.  Upon entering 

class, he nearly always had to remove a firm-brimmed baseball cap; his feet were 

constantly clad in high-top sneakers.  

 In order to pursue his intended career in law enforcement, George was working 

on a degree in Liberal arts. “I’ m almost done,” he explained.  “Hopefully, if everything 

goes right in the summertime I will be done…with my associate’s degree and I plan on to 

becoming a Winchester City police officer.”  In that pursuit, George had spent more time 

than he cared to in completing English 101.  A year prior, in the Fall of 2012, George had 

also taken the course.  He reported having felt confident, “I thought I was doing good. 

My grades were looking all right, until the end.”  At that point the impression of how 

well he was doing in the class and his actual grades met and did not match up.  George 

explained, “I realized at the end, when finals came and the grades were sent in, I actually 

wasn't [doing well] … I didn't pass.”  Unlike his fellow veteran classmates, George was 

not immediately inspired by his first semester in English 101.  In fact, he was so “upset” 

by the experience that he explained, “I didn't even take it the next semester.”  George’s 

frustration later translated into “wanting to succeed in this second time around.”  Most 

important for George was that idea he pass this semester regardless of the work he had to 

put into the course.  He explained:  
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“I don't want to fail this class again... I don't care if it's awful quiet and I make 

noise to get to the front of the class because I'm going to get this information I 

need. I'm going to write this down and make sure I understand it when I get home 

and start going over what I have to do to understand the text and what she wants 

for the essays and stuff like that.”  (Interview, 11/26/2013) 

Though George was far less focused and confident in a preexisting knowledge of 

academic discourse, he understood the course and its goals to be skills-based outcomes, 

mediated by Alison’s desires, or “what she wants.”   

As a repeating student, George reveals the stance of one who see the course, not 

for its content, but as a series of tasks assembled by the instructor.  The other repeat 

students also held clear ideas about what “preparation” for the English 101 course should 

be and whether they had achieved that preparation or not.  As Lehmann suggests, the 

students accepted the “purpose of the game” and “underst[ood] its rule” (2014, p. 10). 

Even in the case of Sam, who felt unprepared, his prior courses helped him shape that 

understanding.  This group of students, having taken a previous writing course at WCC, 

had undergone a degree of the selection (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1999) which would 

indicate their greater likelihood of success.  Further, having been students in the WCC 

English department provided the advantage of expectation.  Alison, a veteran professor, 

also held expectations about what she wanted from her students in terms of behavior.  

Both sets of expectations reflect the division between Alison as the ambassador of 

middle-class practices and the students who were aspiring to conform to her expectations.   
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Teaching Academic Discourse 

 In this section I will discuss the strategies Alison used to teach college-level 

writing.  Her approach focused on the process of organizing ideas and conducting peer 

review.  Many of her examples and explanations of writing devices used analogy and 

student-provided commonplaces (Bartholomae, 1986) as a means of meeting the students 

in terms they would understand. The lessons utilizing commonplaces were pedagogic 

acts (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990), designed to teach the form of discourse in the culture 

of the academy. 

The students, in turn, responded well to her instructional techniques.  They 

enjoyed being invited to provide topics for use as examples, though the cultural 

differences between Alison and the students were brought to the fore in these exchanges.  

The students claimed respect and appreciation for Alison’s teaching style, and they 

accepted her pedagogic authority without question.  However, Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1990) problematize this approach to instruction, arguing that all pedagogic acts (PA) and 

pedagogic authority (Pau) constitute a form of symbolic violence or the “imposition” of 

“arbitrary” cultural values which actually obscure the real social structures that allow the 

dominant culture to retain its position of validity (p. 22, see 2.2).  The lessons Alison 

provided on essay organization, brainstorming, and paragraphing were part of what 

Bourdieu considers the institution’s attempts to reproduce the linguistic arbitraries of the 

dominant class.  One of the goals of this section is to reconcile classroom instruction and 

teaching practices that were described as “good” and “cooperative” by study participants, 

with Bourdieu and Passeron’s assertions that teaching that seems to be inclusive is, in 

actuality, not.  Rather, it is part of the scheme through which students misrecognize the 
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real power structures at work.  In order to do so, I must make sense of Alison’s practices 

as a teacher in the field of English, and then interpret her students’ experiences as they 

relate to those practices.  

Use of the common in teaching organization 

We all use commonplaces to orient ourselves in the world; they provide a point of 
reference and a set of "prearticulated" explanations that are readily available to 
organize and interpret experience.  (Bartholomae, 1985) 

Alison used commonplace topics, solicited from the students in her class, as the 

sample topics for teaching academic writing skills. She also used a model for writing 

which is supported by contemporary composition theory. The students began working as 

academic writers as early as the second day of class.  The first day was reserved for 

establishing the culture and expectations of the class as outlined in the course syllabus; 

the second day the students engaged in a department-mandated diagnostic writing 

exercise.  The third class meeting was Alison’s first opportunity to begin preparing the 

students for their first formal writing assignment.   

Though the English 101 course has many alternative functions, its primary 

purpose is to teach essay development and academic writing style to first-year college 

students.  This process is standard for most composition courses, and its stages are 

highlighted in a variety of popular textbooks in the discipline (Lunsford, 2013; Hacker, 

2013).  However, Alison preferred to teach without the aid of a writing handbook, using a 

staged model which focused on “planning and discovery as legitimate parts of the writing 

process” (Flower and Hayes, 1981). After teaching the stages, Alison delivered lectures 

with analogous concepts and commonplaces to connect the sample paragraphs and 

outlines to familiar “reference points” (Bartholomae, 1985) from the students’ 
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sociocultural world. For example, the discovery element for Essay 1 consisted of reading 

and discussing one of the assigned supplemental articles followed by a brainstorming 

assignment. On the very first day of class, Alison explained to the students that she 

wanted them to read an article titled “Angela Whitaker’s Climb” (Wilkerson, 2005), part 

of the Class Matters series published by the New York Times.  At the opening of the 

second course meeting, Alison gave the students print copies of the article and 

immediately began asking them about the process of annotating a reading. 

Alison told them that “you want to get some ideas out,” before drafting.  As a 

creative writer, she said, she usually took notes in her cell phone when ideas came to her 

and she wasn’t expecting them.  For example, she explained, “When I’m standing in line 

at the grocery store.”  Both the sample location and means of note-taking were common 

practices which the students could readily relate to. Alison went on to talk about the 

process of discovery, saying, “You brain storm first,” then wrote “brainstorm” on the 

board.  Channeling Bloom’s (1996) “middle-class” writing trait of “patience,” she 

explained that when the students participate in brainstorming exercises they should spend 

a full ten minutes writing instead of stopping after 5.  The easy information that is at the 

front of your mind comes first; the more useful information will come later in the 

brainstorming process.  Patience with the process of pre-writing, Alison alluded, would 

later provide the students with better information. 

By the beginning of the fourth class meeting their formal instruction of essay 

development began.  Alison employed the use of analogy to create connections between 

the everyday expertise of the students and the concepts she wanted them to grasp. Field 
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notes from that class meeting show the path of instruction Alison used in teaching essay 

organization: 

Alison begins writing notes on the board as she asks the students how familiar 

they are with five paragraph essay formats.  To make this concept concrete, 

Alison creates an elaborate metaphor for the five-paragraph essay.  She asks the 

class to imagine that they are having guests over to their imaginary house.  The 

students take turns naming rooms they would like to show the guests, like the 

kitchen and a “man cave.”  Alison writes on the chalk board: 

Introduction gets reader interested 

Thesis – main idea of whole essay 

Body Paragraphs 

 Man cave – details 

 Kitchen 

 Backyard 

Conclusion 

(Field notes, September 9, 2013). 

She asked the class what they do in writing when “walking” between the man cave and 

kitchen.  A few people correctly said “transition.”  Alison wrote this on the board as well.  

Next, she introduced them to supporting details, framing them as what “we say” in 

explanation of each room when conducting the house tour (Field notes, September 9, 

2013). Alison invited the students to envision the field of academic writers as “we.”  

What experts might do or say in a writing situation, was there for the students to emulate. 
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As they worked through the analogy, Victoria explained that she would “Point out 

the counter tops, the stove...”  Alison asked Danielle what she would focus on during the 

backyard tour.  Danielle offered, “the Jacuzzi,” and Andre joked in an aside, “the tire 

swing,” emphasizing the vastly different homes in which they had been imagining 

themselves.  Alison decided that there was a built-in kitchen in the backyard.  It was, 

after all, a fantasy backyard.  In the last step of the house tour/essay writing analogy, 

Alison moved on to the paper (or tour’s) conclusion with a focus on the “final thought” 

the students wanted to share with their guests.  She concluded, saying: “I got this house 

because I went to community college!” in an excited tone (Field notes, September 9, 

2013).   

Using this house tour analogy, Alison attempted to guide the students through the 

important structural elements of the traditional essay.  Her use of the home tour was an 

approach which both tapped the current cultural phenomenon of home-tour shows - 

which began with the popular classic MTV Cribs and has been brought into the 

mainstream dominant culture with shows like HGTV’s House Hunters - and also set an 

end-goal for successful completion of work in the course and at the community college in 

general. This goal is entirely built around a concept of socio-economics and follows the 

narrative of meritocracy, that hard work and some schooling will result in financial 

security.  Alison suggests, here, that mimicking what “we say” and following essay 

organization was tied to future economic success.  

 Another strategy which Alison employed in teaching her students was opening the 

floor to working-class cultural iconography as sample topics.  Her use of the home tour to 

teach basic essay outlining is one example of this teaching strategy.  That was, however, 
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only the first.  Later in the semester, the students provided a variety of other common 

topics.  For example, on October 14th, Alison began teaching the students how to outline 

and plan for in-class timed writings.  On this occasion, Alison asked the class how many 

of them loved to write. Ten hands went up.  Those ten people, she said, "will help the 

others by sharing some techniques."  She jotted down some quick notes on the board to 

help them plan the timing for an in-class essay.  Alison told the students that they had to 

let go of the idea of making their writing perfect. She said that they were going to write a 

sample essay “about...,” and trailed off, fishing for a topic from the class. 

"Jello pudding," Sean said. 

"What do we think about Jello pudding?" Alison asked. 

"It's nasty," replied Andre. 

"It's snazzy?" asked Alison who misheard Andre. 

"No, it's NASTY!" several people shouted. 

The class members then actively provided the supporting details which filled in a sample 

essay outline on the topic of Jello Pudding.  Early on, her misunderstanding of Andre’s 

discourse and use of the word “nasty” was a comedic interlude which also highlighted the 

teacher/student dichotomy which was always present.  The students shared a particular 

way of speaking that did not always resonate aurally with Alison, their accents and 

vernaculars being different.  The common, yet arbitrary topic, however, gave students a 

reference point for negotiating the writing skill Alison was teaching.  
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During another class lesson in November, she solicited another topic for use in 

brainstorming their final paper.  At that time they were discussing labor unions, and 

Alison asked the class to imagine that they owned a factory and to think about what kinds 

of products the factory might produce.  Andre interjected, “Top Ramen,” to which Alison 

responded, “Okay, Top Ramen,” without judgment or hesitation.  She proceeded to help 

them imagine the details of their packaged noodle company.  The students responded 

positively to the use of iconography from their cultural world in the discussion and 

teaching of new concepts.  Their engagement with these topics was evidenced through 

their active participation in the lectures.  Often, several students would provide more 

detail than was necessary, and laughter during the class was frequent.  These student-

provided common topics, however, kept lectures centered on working-class conversations 

and ideas.   

In an attempt to connect the students to ideas in their social world – as opposed to 

using, perhaps, the more complex topics from The Grapes of Wrath or “The Dust Bowl” 

(see Appendix M) reading they were working with, Alison masks the true purpose behind 

these classroom lectures.  While the lessons seem focused on practicing writing about 

commonplace topics, the reality of this instruction is to inculcate students into a new way 

of organizing ideas, one which likely conflicts with their existing methods of thinking 

and making connections.  The underlying message is that students’ existing thought 

processes around conceptual organization and development are devalued in the field of 

higher education.  As such, they must be trained to re-think how they order ideas and 

make meaning of even that which they know about homes and food.  However, the 

students enjoyed participating and being solicited for ideas. As the following passages 
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reveal, the students enjoyed these in-class interactions and perceived them as part of a 

series of good teaching practices that Alison used. 

Student engagement and involvement in lesson presentations 

This section will focus on the students’ responses to Alison’s instructional 

methods, including their own selection of sample topics. Lectures, note-taking from the 

chalkboard, and participating in small-group activities composed in-class experiences, the 

most common pedagogic work (PW) the students participated in.  Pedagogic work, 

directly related to PA and PAu is understood to be “an action of imposing and inculcating 

an arbitrary” (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990, p.31).   Therefore, the in- and out-of-class 

exercises, designed to give students experience as academic readers and writers, qualify 

as PW.  Some of those activities also included guided discussions of the course novel, 

The Grapes of Wrath, and bi-weekly essay peer review sessions. The students engaged in 

exercises that were carried out in class with a degree of agreeableness and interest  (with 

regard to book discussions), suggesting they genuinely enjoyed the practices. 

The students were consistently complimentary of Alison’s teaching style and level 

of enthusiasm.  She was a charismatic leader who knew how to use her dynamic 

personality to engage the students.  In her interactions with the students, Alison treated 

them much as an employer would employees by framing a specific scope of work and 

rewarding completion of that work.  However, Bourdieu and Passerson warn that 

dynamism is tool which teachers use to effect desired activity.  They write, “Whether or 

not he wants to or is even aware of it, the teacher must define himself by the social 

definition of practice which, in its traditional form cannot forgo some dramatic action” 

(1990, p. 124).  Consequently, while Alison appeared to put a tremendous amount of 
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energy and passion into her teaching, from a critical working-class perspective, that 

emotional work was an essential part of her job.  Without it, she could not convince her 

students of the validity of her instruction, nor of her authority in the classroom. 

Accordingly, the students praised the specificity of her instruction and directions, 

the energy with which she led the class, and her willingness to provide help and support 

to them both in and outside of class. Although she reported valuing Alison’s guidance, 

both in and out of class, Lucy said that she thought, Alison’s authoritarian persona in the 

classroom was “scary,” and intimidating (Interview with Alison, 11/5/2013; Interview 

with Lucy, 10/21/2013).  What she really seemed to be describing was Alison’s 

Pedagogic Authority, something Bourdieu (1990) explains as essential for the 

conveyance of Pedagogic Acts.  For example, a month into the semester, on September 

25th, Alison dedicated an entire class meeting to the pedagogic act (i.e. culturally valued 

arbitrary) of writing paragraphs that incorporate quoted or paraphrased passages from 

secondary print sources.  As in other class meetings, Alison broached a new topic of 

instruction by engaging the students in a series of questions and answers.  On the 25th of 

September, the opening discussion question was “Who knows the difference between 

APA and MLA?” which was followed by an ongoing conversation during which Alison 

placed notes on the chalkboard and engaged the students in active learning of the 

concepts.  The following passage from field notes on that day captures a learning unit on 

creating a “source sandwich”: 

Alison begins the lesson on “source sandwiches.”  She writes on the large 

chalkboard at the front of the classroom: 



 131	  

Topic sentence – yours 

 Introduce the source – author’s name or title of the work. 

Alison says, “To use the source we either blank or blank…” 

Beatrice fills in the “blanks” by saying, “paraphrase or quote.”  Alison writes: 

 Use the source to paraphrase or quote 

 End the source 

She asks, “How do we show where it ends?”  Someone says, “Page number,” 

which Alison repeats aloud.  Her source sandwich notes continue on the board: 

 End the source – page # 

 comment on the source 

 either close the para[graph] 

 or  

 transition to next source 

Alison asks why it is a sandwich and Andre explains that you have a top, a 

bottom, and something in the middle.  Alison says, “You have bread, filling, 

bread, filling.  What kind of a sandwich do you have?” 

George and Andre as well as a few others say, “a Big Mac,” in unison and they 

laugh. (Fieldnote, September 25, 2013)  

The humor elicited by the “source sandwich” exchange provides another example 

of student engagement and entertainment during Alison’s delivery of course content. 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) describe these activities, giving doses of approval and 

authority to students, as part of the scheme of misrecognition essential to the maintenance 

of the social system and the PAu of the instructor.  They write, “To overwhelm one’s 
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pupil with affection…by insistent appeal to an affective understanding, etc. is to gain 

possession of that subtle instrument of repression” (p. 17).  In short, a teacher’s ability to 

convince a student that they are on-level is to reinforce his positon of authority over that 

student.  Application of this theory to the following student responses, in-part, explains 

why students, even when they were failing the course or frustrated by their lack of 

progress in meeting the outward symbols of progress (passing grades, validation from 

their teacher) were still praiseful of her work in the classroom.  The simple act of 

involving students in her lessons invited the students to value her lessons. 

Beatrice attended almost every course meeting and sat at the front of the room 

from the second week on.  She often raised her hand to participate in class discussion or 

to volunteer to read a sample sentence or a passage from The Grapes of Wrath.  When 

considering Alison’s teaching, she stated: 

She’s really passionate about being an English teacher. I hate to use this word but 

she’s really hyped over giving examples and trying to get us to understand what 

she’s talking about. I appreciate that. I don’t want a teacher that’s like, “Go to 

page 69. Read or something.” She tries to engage you. It’s really lively. I like that. 

I like the way class is run. I don’t think I have any complaints really. (Interview, 

10/17/2013) 

Beatrice’s descriptions of Alison’s teaching explain what the students really craved from 

their instructor and what they would potentially dislike.  Rather than wanting to be turned 

over to independent study, the students, like Beatrice, enjoyed being invited into the 

lesson.  Her inclusion of them in the teaching process raised Alison’s esteem in her 
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student’s eyes and engaged them further in the material they were being taught.  Thus, 

Alison’s employment of “dramatic action” (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990, p. 134) had the 

added effect of convincing students of her essentiality in the class: the she was the holder 

and conveyor of knowledge.  

 The students also praised Alison for establishing clear expectations for writing 

assignments.  With each new skill and subsequent writing assignment, Alison provided a 

handout and an in-class review.  For Jerry, a veteran college student and student-veteran, 

this level of clarity on the expectations of academic writing was the most remarkable 

aspect of the instruction he was receiving.  He stated that after the first essay he “really 

became extremely effusive with praise for her.”  Jerry continued, “I went to her office. I 

was like … ‘Look, no one has ever … It’s never been elucidated so well’” (Interview, 

10/17/2013).  The feeling was mutual, though.  Alison validated Jerry’s writing, using his 

work as an in-class example.  She commented to me during an interview that he “could 

get published tomorrow” (Interview, 11/6/2013). Jerry was one student who became 

apprenticed to Alison, and through this relationship grew in confidence as a writer. 

Ariel also discussed how much she valued the clarity of Alison’s instruction.  

Ariel noted that the detail in her lessons set Alison apart from other professors.  She 

appreciated “when teachers are really helpful like Alison was [in] English 101.”  Ariel 

continued, “I really liked how she told us exactly what she wanted and everything like 

that.  I would definitely want a teacher to be like that, to be very specific and very 

helpful” (Interview, 12/18/2013).  Rather than being free to figure out the expectations of 

college writing through written exploration, the students wanted specific instruction. 

They saw themselves as writing workers, needing detailed guidelines from their 



 134	  

employer, rather than writing artists, wanting their own creativity to be coached out of 

them. Comments such as Ariel’s and Jerry’s prove Alison’s effectiveness at establishing 

the parameters of “work” for her students.  The clearer she was about what was to be 

done and how it should best be handled, the happier they were. 

Alison’s introduction and facilitation of classroom conversation also kept the 

students interested in the learning process.  Because many of the students worked night or 

early morning shifts, they often came to class tired.  For that reason, engagement and 

interest were paramount. George believed that “[t]he whole class was good. The way she 

taught, everything was great. I didn't complain,” he said. “I was always interested, that's 

why I was always there… Everything was good. Alison was a great professor, I'll give 

her that” (Interview, 1/30/2014).  For George, wanting to attend class was a challenge.  

Having previously taken English 101, he shared feeling frustrated by having to sit 

through repeated lessons.  Additionally, George worked a night shift in security, often 

prior to coming to class at 9:00 a.m.  Alison’s interactive lessons ensured that George 

was “always there.”  Danielle, too, worked a demanding schedule, balancing early 

morning physical training for her post in the Army Reserves with serving in that job, 

school, and another paid position as an on-campus math tutor.  She suggested that 

Alison’s teaching style “encourages people to participate because a lot of her reactions 

and actions towards people speaking and stuff like that was(sic) very positive. It was 

more so like wanting to draw you into it, wanting to get more people involved... She 

wasn’t necessarily looking for a right or wrong answers, which made it a lot more 

cooperative...” (Interview, 10/30/13).   As Danielle noted, the students were invited to 

participate in class, and they valued those opportunities to contribute to the discussion.  
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Through these invitations to participate, the students’ value for Alison and her authority 

as their professor grew.  

After a year in English 001, Lucy was determined to succeed in the course.  From 

her perspective, Alison enabled her to do so.  She stated, “…she's encouraging. I really 

like her as a person, as a professor. You know, she's just ...  How do I say this? She's 

keeps her title as a professor, but she tells you, ‘Whenever you want to meet,’ every day. 

So she has that and not everyone is like that. So she makes it easier I guess to understand 

[the concepts/expectations]” (Interview, 10/21/13).  Lucy’s response summarizes the two 

sides of Alison’s instruction.  She was both authoritative, in the way Lucy explained as 

her “keeping her professor title,” but she was also clear and inclusive.  This combination 

reached the students.  They wanted a teacher whose position as the class leader was never 

subject to question, but also wanted to feel as though they, too, were integral parts of the 

class and its operations. 

The strategies Alison used in lecture and class discussion had a two-fold effect.  

First, they allowed the students to make connections to the topics used to teach foreign 

course concepts. By linking “commonplaces” with composition pedagogy, Alison forged 

connections in the students’ minds that the legitimated practices of academic essay 

format.  An added effect was that the students felt both included during class meetings.  

The second result was that the students, who required significant stimulation in the face 

of competing interests outside of class, were encouraged to attend class and become 

active participants.  Alison did not need to relinquish her own authority in the classroom 

to facilitate student interaction.  Rather, as the “boss” in the classroom, she directed 

activity and validated the oral feedback students provided during question/answer 



 136	  

sessions.  Following Bourdieu and Passeron, these methods of engagement, through 

affection and validation, also carry with them the subtle threat that the instructor will and 

can remove her approval. This strategy was effective in exercising the pedagogic acts 

implicit in teaching the concepts of college writing to her working-class students.   

From Readers to Cheaters:  The Course Text as a Teaching and Learning Module 

 Within the English Department at Winchester Community College, there is a 

spoken agreement that one cannot teach writing without teaching reading; teaching 

reading is as essential to the process of teaching academic discourse as is thesis 

development.  As the former Cluster Chair for Basic Writing, Alison held close to this 

ideal.  In that administrative role, she had overseen a basic writing curriculum whose 

standard practice was to assign students to parallel basic reading courses.    In meeting 

the goals of English 101 at WCC which state that “students [should] learn to read 

critically, synthesize ideas from a variety of texts, and write essays that develop 

significant ideas in support of a thesis,” (“English 101 Course Document”) Alison 

assigned outside texts as part of the paper-writing process. Compliance with the Student 

Learning Outcomes (Winchester Community College, “English 101 Course Documents”) 

also required that students “[…] respond to the central ideas of an assigned text,” and that 

they “Paraphrase sentences and short passages from reading texts.”  In particular, she 

selected a variety of serious news and academic articles averaging ten to twenty pages in 

length. The stages of writing for this group of students, then, necessarily required a 

reading and annotation component, the development of a rough draft, and the 

development of a final draft. 
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 The reading selections, her reasons for assigning them, and the student responses 

to the readings all reflected Alison’s assumption that her students entered her course with 

little to no cultural literacy (Hirsch, 1984).  She intuited this information from previous 

semesters of teaching at the institution (Interview, 11/15/13).  The students, in discussing 

the content of the reading selections as well as their reading practices supported Alison’s 

assumptions.  Her assumptions are also supported by Bourdieu (1984, see p. 320) and 

Heath’s (1983, see p. 248-52) respective findings that working-class families buy fewer 

novels and tend to use literacy for largely functional purposes. I argue here that Alison 

selected texts to foster the kind of change in habitus which she and college writing 

curriculum demand. They provided the type of cultural literacy and cultural capitals 

which are valued in the field of higher education.  I also argue that the students utilized a 

flexible understanding of the work required in “reading” a novel.  Given the changing 

forms of published materials in the decades following Bourdieu and Heath’s research, the 

participants’ access and use of print material have changed.  While some read the entire 

text, in other instances students “cheated” the reading by relying on easily-accessible 

media and web resources.   

Choosing Course Readings 

 In addition to “Angela Whitiker’s Climb” which Alison assigned as the 

contextualizing article for Essay 1, she selected a single novel and several articles from 

popular news sources (see Appendix M for complete bibliography of course readings).  

There was no writing handbook or writing course reader assigned, primarily for cost-

effectiveness.  As Alison explained, “I just feel like I make them pay however much, 

maybe seventy dollars and… but supposedly they keep it for the rest of their life.  But if 
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I’m writing and I have a style question or a punctuation question I just look it up.  It’s 

almost like cookbooks.  Most of my cooking is internet recipes and I have fifty million 

great cookbooks” (Interview, 11/15/2013).  Alison’s decision to use or not use a print 

textbook was within the course guidelines.  At many other community colleges writing 

handbooks or writing course readers priced above the sixty-dollar mark are required. 

However, Alison preferred to rely on her own lectures and handouts to teach writing 

concepts.  So, the novel Alison selected was, John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.  Its 

list price was $15.99, and copies were widely available for free at the both the college 

library and the local city libraries. 

Cost was not Alison’s only reason for selecting Steinbeck’s novel.  Consideration 

of her students’ literacy levels and cultural capital factored in as well.  Alison told me 

that she chose this text because, “I’ve taught [The Grapes of Wrath] at other schools, and 

it’s so accessible.”  That notion of accessibility referred to the reading levels of her 

students.  From her perspective, it was a text which would not intimidate or overwhelm 

them because, as she explained, “It’s not that sophisticated” (Interview, 11/15/2013). 

Alison also wanted to use the text to improve the students’ historical and cultural 

literacies.  She noted that its themes ran parallel to many contemporary political and 

social issues: 

It also is very timely, more so than I could have predicted.  Like, there’s just so… 

like, between New Deal stuff and the Affordable Care Act, like there’s just so 

many parallels, and students really don’t know anything about The Great 

Depression, and they certainly don’t know about this [Dust Bowl] migration.  

(Interview, 11/15/2013) 
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These themes, from Roosevelt’s New Deal to the migration of the Dust Bowl farm 

workers, would become teaching units from which Alison would draw paper topics.  

Ideally, her students would enter the course not “know[ing] anything about” the Dust 

Bowl and emerge more culturally literate, understanding its economic and environmental 

causes and consequences.  “That’s what I enjoy,” she stated.   “They’re getting a limited 

amount of cultural literacy with The Grapes of Wrath, but it’s still… they’re getting some 

economics, they’re getting some… like, just the branches of government, most of our 

students don’t know” (Interview, 11/6/13). 

 Alison also used The Grapes of Wrath text as a platform for teaching vocabulary.  

In her typical question and answer fashion, she would periodically select vocabulary from 

the book and ask whether any of her students knew what the words meant.  One instance 

of this occurred early in the course, when Alison was discussing chapters one and two of 

The Grapes of Wrath: 

Alison asks how they are doing with the dialect or “vernacular,” in the text, and 

everyone says “okay.”  Lucy says she had a little trouble at first but that she 

started to pick it up after a while.  Alison reads a passage and emphasizes the 

vernacular of the characters, putting louder, heavier placement on words like 

“figger” for figure.   

Alison also begins to dissect some of the passages.  She asks what monotheism is.  

Maria says “Belief in God or Religion.”  Alison doesn’t correct her and explain 

that just the first part is right.  She next asks what pan in pantheism is.  Christian 

says, “Everywhere.” 
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The character Casey, Alison tells them, believes in pantheism.  She explains the 

history of the revival tent, saying, “preachers would show up, pop up, and put up 

a tent,” then, “This isn’t happening in a church; it’s happening in a field.” 

(Fieldnote, 9/16/13) 

  From vocabulary building to teaching cultural practices like revivalism, Alison covered 

a wealth of cultural knowledge while discussing the book.  Her practice of defining 

words in the context of their use emulates the practices Annette Lareau (2003) found 

middle-class parents were using while engaged in concerted cultivation.  Alison’s efforts 

were well-received by the student audience who appreciated learning new information. 

 These parallels between the informal instruction that middle-class parents in 

Lareau’s study engaged in and the formal practices Alison employed in the classroom are 

best explained using Bourdieu and Passeron’s theory on pedagogic authority (PAu).  As 

discussed in Chapter 2, Bourdieu argues that primary habitus formation occurs in the 

home (Bourdieu, 1984).  Parents and the religious and cultural institutions they engage 

determine a child’s initial set of preferences, including ways of speaking (Bourdieu, 

1984; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990).  Thus, parents operate with significant pedagogic 

authority. The teacher is a secondary holder of PAu, subordinate to the role of the father 

(which, in today’s time might best be thought of as the dominant parent).  Bourdieu and 

Passeron explain, “The tendency to re-establish with any person invested with PAu the 

archetypal relationship with the father is so strong that anyone who teaches, however 

young, tends to be treated as a father” (1990, p. 19).  Therefore, the effect of Alison’s 

instruction in teaching vocabulary can be paralleled to the effect the parents Lareau 
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studied had on their children.  By way of PAu, Alison worked to (re-)shape her students’ 

inclinations toward certain words and ideas. 

Many of the students did believe that the book was teaching them aspects of 

American cultural history which they would otherwise never have encountered.  For 

example, one student, Mark said the book had provided him with, “a much bigger insight 

as to the, how should I say, the arrogance of America” (Interview, 1/7/13).   Another 

student, Victoria, a young African-American woman who frequently volunteered to read 

passages aloud in class commented, “I knew nothing about the Dust Bowl… nothing, 

because I’m not really interested in history and that kind of stuff, so I never really would 

have thought to read something like that, but it’s interesting” (Interview, 11/2013).  

Several other students, including George and Stephen also used the term “interesting” to 

describe the book.  George elaborated by saying, “I actually was not very informed about 

[The Dust Bowl] before. That's good. It's always good to learn something new” 

(Interview, 1/30/15).  These student responses justified Alison’s decision to select a text 

that would contribute to her students’ development of cultural literacy. 

Jerry’s response to the book seemed to summarize the thoughts of this segment of 

the class population.  He plainly stated, “I’m enjoying The Grapes of Wrath. I enjoy the 

history” (Interview, 10/17/13).  Alison’s decision, therefore, to assign GOW supports a 

mission to expose students to canonical literature.  They reported enjoying the subject 

matter and learning new things.  Alison, as the arbiter of valuable language, information, 

and reading material was able to effect some change in student habitus. But as the next 

section reveals, their enjoyment was often constrained to the learning that took place in 
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class.  Despite the engaging topics and creative connections that Alison established to 

current issues, Steinbeck’s unique writing style put off some readers. 

Hating the text and “cheating” the reading 

 Though the students were excited to learn about American cultural history, 

several found the task of actually reading the text both boring and daunting.   Their 

reactions to the text and subsequent methods of gaining information about the novel 

explain what happens when students’ socio-cultural values around the reading process 

come into conflict with the type of purpose of reading assignments in the course.  The 

following passages detail the aspects of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath that disengaged 

the students.  The students also discuss the strategies they employed to pass quizzes and 

write papers which required extensive knowledge of the novel. 

Ariel, an eighteen-year-old white female with bright red, shoulder-length locks 

reported that, “It's hard for me to read because I'm not fully interested in the topic of it,” 

though she did “like” the book (Interview, 10/15/2013).  George, who reported enjoying 

reading about sports in his spare time, said that while he was learning from the book, 

reading had been a challenge. “I had trouble staying engaged when I read that book,” he 

explained (Interview, 1/30/2014).   Likewise, Victoria commented, “I’m trying to get into 

[it], but it’s very hard for me because at times I tend to get a little bored with it.  I feel 

like reading it is boring, but when we come to class and we have these class discussions, 

it’s like, it sounds so much better.  I can get into it, but reading it on my own is just like, 

‘ugh, blah’” (Interview, 11/2013).  A fourth student, Beatrice, also complained about 

Steinbeck’s prose, stating, “I like the theme of it and the story of it but just the parts when 

he focuses on the farming and … Sometimes, it’s a slow read when it gets to the farm, the 
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agricultural part. I don't know. I’m just like, ‘Can we breeze through this?’ He focused on 

the grass for two whole pages” (Interview, 10/17/2013).  Steinbeck’s drawn-out passages 

on topics like tumble-weeds and turtles made concentrating on the story itself difficult for 

this group of students. In order to re-engage, some opted to utilize media and electronic 

resources in order to better understand what the novel was about and where the plot was 

leading. 

   By the end of the semester, the class was divided between those who had actually 

read the text and those who had not.  Because there were bi-weekly reading quizzes and 

two paper topics based on the text, even those who either could not keep up with the 

reading or those who chose not to keep up were typically following along with some 

form of summary.  For example, Stephen admitted, “To be honest, I went on Spark Notes 

and I looked up the summaries for each chapter. They really helped me in the quizzes, 

like I passed every quiz. In the discussions, it helped me just by reading the summary” 

(Interview, 12/20/13).  Stephen, who also made the confession, “I don't really like to 

read,” fell back on the classic method of learning a story without reading the book 

(Interview, 10/17/13).  What was once the monopoly of the print publisher Cliff’s Notes 

is now the digital domain of Spark.  Stephen was not alone, however, in resorting to 

online sources for textual summary.  Ariel also disclosed, “I kind of got patchy with 

reading it at the end. I would end up looking online and going over the notes to say, ‘All 

right this is what's going on here.’ I don't know, it was just a little bit confusing at times. 

At first, I was like, ‘I'm reading this. I'm enjoying this.’ And then I just didn't like it, I just 

didn't like it at all” (Interview, 12/18/13).   These confessions from Stephen and Ariel 

reveal that as a means of coping with the work of the course which seemed “boring” or 



 144	  

too long, they preferred to either skip or “cheat” the reading process by relying on 

website summaries.  

Sam, a majority of whose experience in pre-college writing courses was spent in 

the ESL sequence, described the task of reading The Grapes of Wrath as challenging.  

Sam turned to the film version to understand what was happening in the sometimes 

confusing literary version. He stated in a voice heavily laced with French and Arabic 

accents, “In the beginning when I saw this book, first time, it was, ‘Oh, it's too big.’ 

(Laughs)…The first time I said, ‘I have to see movies to have an idea, general’. Actually, 

I saw it. Yeah. I have an idea about the book, about the story. When a person see it on 

TV, it's easier” (Interview, 1/15/14).  Seeing the film version allowed Sam to “cheat” the 

reading process and overcome the language barrier which stood between him and finding 

meaning from the text.  However, other students without language barriers were still 

unable to enjoy the reading or complete the novel.  For them “cheating” the reading was a 

means of completing the work of the course.  Their strategies demonstrated a flexible 

understanding of the “work” involved in completing an assigned reading. 

The suggestion here is not that the students simply did not read because they held 

working-class beliefs around reading practices.  Though there are numerous works that 

have suggested that reading practices and social class are closely tied (Heath, 1983; 

Bourdieu, 1990; Hirsch, 1984; Rose and Hull, 1990), they are fading into a history of pre-

digital-era research that does not accurately reflect the ways in which most people in the 

United States interact with books and digital information.  Allitt (2005) suggests “most 

students today do not read much and many have gone through school hardly ever reading 

voluntarily” (p. 12). However, Allitt’s students at an elite private university bristle 
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against 150-200 pages of reading per week, not the roughly twenty or thirty pages per 

week of The Grapes of Wrath that Alison required of her students.  The analysis here 

does not simply represent the students’ rejection of novel reading in their personal lives.  

Instead, it suggests that even when small doses of novel reading (only one text for the 

entire fifteen-week semester) are assigned, their patterns around reading run in such deep 

contradiction to the expectation that they may find ways around even the shortest 

assignments. 

Reading for pleasure and enjoyment 

For Lucy, reading a novel for class, and a classic novel at that, was a new 

experience.  Lucy was married mother of two, the daughter of a long-time drug addicted 

mother.  Her early educational experiences while growing up in New York City had been 

fruitful but limited, and she ended her formal studies while still in high school to give 

birth to her first child, a son who was now eighteen years old.  Though she was in her 

third semester at WCC, and in her third writing class, GOW was the first novel she had 

been assigned. During an interview Lucy discussed her limited experience with formal 

reading: 

Researcher: What about the readings? You’re reading The Grapes of Wrath 

now. Have you read novels in your other classes? 

Lucy: No. This is the first time. 

Researcher: Have you read any novels on your own? 

Lucy: Fifty Shades of Grey. 

Researcher: What prompted you to read Fifty Shades? 
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Lucy: One summer I look and a lot of women, they’re there ... and then I don’t 

have the book so then I’m like, “I have to read this book.” Plus it was on all the 

TVs. (Interview, 10/21/13) 

For Lucy, and many other students in urban community colleges, reading novels is not a 

standard practice.  Her honesty about how and why she self-selected Fifty Shades of Grey 

is a realistic portrait of student reading habits.  Her candid response also supports 

Dunbar-Odom’s (2007) suggestion that popular literature is a way to reach working-class 

reading audiences. Lucy and many of her classmates were not avid readers.  They read 

what was popular or what was easily accessible, not typically classic, historical, or 

prosaic novels.   

Therefore, only a few students were already avid readers.  They committed to the 

book and had read it through by the end of the semester.  Ralph, a budding English 

teacher was one person who enjoyed reading.  His reaction to Steinbeck’s story explains 

to some extent why the novel has become a classic. Ralph stated, “All the character 

interactions, the events that are happening, that's very ... That really enticed me to keep 

reading, reading and reading. It was great. I loved it” (12/16/13).  As a proud “words 

person” Ralph was easily engaged in the text and the complex series of storylines of Tom 

Joad and his family.  He describes the practice of reading as continuous and ongoing.  In 

many ways, his reiteration of the word “reading” in discussion here illustrates how 

interactive and encompassing the practice was for him.  This level of commitment to both 

practice and story likely contributed to his high grades in overall enjoyment of the course. 
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Danielle, the Black and Latina Army reservist was also an avid reader.  Though 

she discussed struggling with writing assignments, Danielle proudly disclosed, “I love to 

read. I could finish a whole book in one day if I’m really interested in it” (Interview, 

10/30/13).  As a strategy for weaving the long text into her busy life, Danielle told me 

that she carried the book with her so that she could squeeze in a few pages whenever the 

opportunity arose: 

A lot of times for me, I would read in between stuff. If I’m getting lunch in 

between class, I’m reading a page or two, or if I’m on the bus, or on the train in 

between school, I’m reading a page or two. It did sound like a lot at first. I’m like, 

“Dang, I still have 50 more pages.” A page or two here and there, a page or two 

here and there, it starts to add up, and before I knew it, by the time it came for the 

quiz and stuff like that over the weekend, I’m like, “Oh, I’m almost done.” 

(Interview, 12/20/13) 

Danielle addressed the ways in which many busy working-class students must negotiate 

their hectic lives in order to complete the type of work required for a college writing 

course.  Because the class demanded hours of reading in conjunction with the writing 

requirements, she found a way to work that additional obligation into the “downtime” 

provided by her commuter lifestyle. 

 George also finished the novel by the end of the semester.  During an interview, 

he reported feeling a sense of pride at the accomplishment.  “I had trouble staying 

engaged when I read that book, but I finished it,” he said.  “I finished it. I made sure I 

finished it. I made sure I finished it,” he repeated (Interview, 1/30/14).  George who was 
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an English 101 repeater reported a sense of desperation and determination around 

completing the course.  He recognized that reading the text was an essential step in 

achieving that ultimate goal and despite feeling disconnected from the story he still 

achieved that goal.   

 Participants who reported successfully completing the course text did so for a 

variety of reasons and under different conditions.  Two reported being “readers” already, 

which indicated a long-standing pattern of selecting and completing novels of varying 

lengths.  Those students had already adopted the practice of reading for pleasure as 

opposed to the more traditionally working-class practice of reading for purpose (Heath, 

1983).  The third student who reported completing the text did so as an act of essential 

“work” in the course. Though there were other students who also described eventually 

finishing the novel, their accomplishments were mitigated by further admissions that they 

also watched the film version in the early weeks of the term.  The reading assignment, 

therefore, was an element of work which required that the students enter the class with 

pre-existing habitus surrounding literature, or that they be fortified in their determination 

to complete all elements of “work” in the course. 

 These findings suggest that perhaps there are kinds of habitus that are more easily 

modified than others.  If, for example, the students were quickly able to discover that they 

enjoyed learning about history, their habitus around learning history was altered by the 

PA and PW of engaging in classroom discussion on the topic.  This shift is in a 

preference, rather than a behavior.  However, the students who entered the class with a 

habitus that preferred only specific types of reading (ex: shorter, without lengthy 

passages describing pastoral scenes) were not changed at the close of the course.  What 
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this may reveal is that preferences and behaviors may require differing levels of 

immersion or intensity to change. Preferences, perhaps subject to exposure may be more 

easily influenced.  However, behaviors, which require a consistent pattern of difference 

in order to change (think: 30-day drug rehabilitation programs) are less likely to be 

altered.  In terms of student habitus around literary practices, this suggestion is frustrating 

in that it likely means that simply asking students to read will not necessarily change their 

reading behaviors if alternative means of obtaining the information exist.   

Conclusions 

 This chapter represents the first half of a two-part exploration of student 

experience in a community college English 101 course.  In the above sections, I have 

begun to address each of the research questions as they can be answered through analysis 

of Alison’s teaching practices.  I set out to answer my primary research question which 

asks, “How does a course section urban community college students experience their 

introduction to academic discourse in an English 101 course.”  To begin, I established the 

academic and behavioral expectations of the course as established in the course syllabus 

by their instructor, Alison.  This section indicates that Alison used course contract to 

counter behaviors and linguistic practices which she assumed her students brought to the 

class and which conflicted with her expectations of propriety in the field of higher 

education. 

 I have also analyzed the experiences of some students who went through the basic 

writing and ESL programs at WCC prior to entering English 101.  Their thoughts on the 

level of preparation basic writing provided answers to another of my research questions 

which asked, “How does prior language arts remediation influence students’ expectations 
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or provide a platform for advanced learning?”  Despite convincing research to the 

contrary (Saxon &Boylan, 2001; Bailey, T., Jeong, D. W., & Cho, S.-W., 2010), former 

basic writing students in Alison’s class reported positive experiences in pre-college 

writing courses despite requiring, at times, more than one semester of basic writing 

instruction.  However, these perceptions of positive outcome may be tied to the students’ 

ultimate completion of English 001 and enrollment in English 101.   

The truly revealing portions of this chapter focus on the process by which Alison 

provided guidance and instruction by use of the commonplace and the nature by which 

those ideas were solicited. This section answers the question: “To what extent do socially 

classed expectations influence the professor’s design and instruction of the course?”  The 

data reveals that Alison preferred middle-class patterns of behavior and communication.  

However, she used working-class and commonplace iconography to connect the process 

of writing to the students’ socio-cultural world.  As the findings discuss, the students 

often provided the commonplace topics which Alison then utilized in her lessons.  The 

students enjoyed these lectures; their positive reactions demonstrate the effectiveness of 

Alison’s pedagogic authority (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990).   

 The last section covers the students’ responses to the major reading assignment, 

John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath.   This section addressed the research 

question, “What role does language (written or spoken) play in shaping their 

experiences?”  Alison weighed issues of cost and cultural capital when selecting this 

book as the only text.  In response, the students were pleased to be learning about 

historical topics and social issues related to the Dust Bowl.  Steinbeck’s prose was 

difficult for some students, and his use of regional dialect and lengthy passages observing 
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the natural world were described as “boring.”  Several of those students opted to “cheat” 

the reading by watching the film version or by utilizing online summaries from 

snopes.com.  While a few participants completed a cover-to-cover reading of the text, 

their existing dispositions toward the practice of reading influenced their behavioral 

outcomes.  These findings indicated that many students identified the practice of reading 

with function – to complete an assignment or do well on a test – and that making 

“readers” out of non-readers may be a task complicated by increasingly available 

electronic information. 

  In the next chapter, I will explore student experience through the act of writing 

academic essays.  Chapter 6 will address the primary research question as well as the sub-

question, “How has social class shaped the type of language students used in speaking 

and writing?”  Through comparison of the first and final out-of-class essays, I will 

examine the participants’ progress in mastering the course Student Learning Outcomes.  

Finally, I will address the students’ own reactions to their final grades and progress in the 

course. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 BECOMING COLLEGE WRITERS: 

WRITING, REVISING, AND CITING 

 

Introduction 

  In Chapter 5, I addressed the culture of the course, from Alison’s perspective as 

well as that of the students.  In this chapter I will explore the students’ written work. 

Likewise, I will look at their reactions to Alison’s written feedback.  I will also address 

the research question, “How has social class shaped the type of language students used in 

speaking and writing?” Chapter 5, addressed the pedagogic authority that Alison held 

over her students.  In this chapter, I will also consider the secondary sources, or published 

materials, that Alison asked her students to respond to and include as evidence in their 

writing.  I argue in this chapter that the students’ focus on the pedagogic authority of their 

instructor during course lecture and their reverence for the pedagogic authority of the 

published sources inhibited them from assuming their own authority over their written 

subject matter.  Their growth as self-driven writers and thinkers was thereby stunted.  I 

also position Alison’s instructional goals as a product of institutionally-driven mandates, 

encapsulated in the course Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs).  As a representative of 

the English Department, and under her own contractual obligations, Alison was required 

to focus on the skill sets deemed most important and demonstrable by the larger WCC 

administrative community.  The result was that student growth was influenced not only 

by their negotiation of course material, but Alison’s negotiation of the “materials” of her 

workplace. 
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I examine the first and last formal writing assignments and analyze students’ 

writing for evidence of the mirroring and mimicry of course materials and class lecture 

notes. Mirroring was the use of exact language from classroom instruction, the writing 

prompt, or published sources.  Mimicry was the slight adaptation of material from those 

same locations.  Both appeared throughout student work and persisted in appearance 

through the final essay. I also argue in this section that detailed feedback, even of a 

critical nature, reinforced Alison’s pedagogic authority.  The students learned the skills of 

writing through point-by-point managerial directives and a point-driven grade system 

rather than through a holistic revision and grading process (Tchudi, 1997).   I contrast the 

students’ opening linguistic moves with their progress toward developing style, authority, 

and critical analysis in last formal essay.   

Attempting Academic Discourse: Beginning Writing and Receiving Feedback 

 This section will address the participants’ negotiation of the Departmental 

learning outcomes (SLOs) listed on Alison’s syllabus.  They required that students be 

able to, “Paraphrase sentences and short passages from reading texts,” and that they also 

be able to, “Develop essays of varying length and complexity that incorporate ideas from 

texts” (Course Syllabus, see Appendix D).  According to Alison, learning goals included: 

[…]being able to manage source material and being able to paraphrase properly 

and know when it’s appropriate to quote, but then there’s the interpretive piece 

and the piece that really involves the student’s own critical thinking which 

is…How are you using these sources?  Why are you choosing this particular 

material to make this point? (Interview, 11/6/13) 
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Rather than start the course by jumping into lessons on quotation and parenthetical 

citation, Alison introduced these concepts to the students slowly.  Her first step was to 

invite them to work with a text as the subject of their essay.  They were later introduced 

to writing skills while engaged in the writing process.  The first essay, therefore, was a 

starting-point for gauging the students’ pre-existing skills at thesis development, critical 

analysis, and negotiation of outside sources.  The most salient themes which emerged 

from the first essays were mimicking Alison’s instructions in order to produce “what she 

wanted,” and negotiating the authority of outside sources. 

Thesis Development 

 Learning to write thesis statements and learning to articulate arguments in writing 

are symbiotic processes. Guidebooks in the college writing discipline support this 

assessment.  For example, the handbook, A Writer’s Reference (Hacker 2007) directs 

students to respond to a text with an argument-based thesis.  The MLA Handbook for 

Writers of Research Papers (2003) also suggests that thesis statements give a “slant or 

point of view” (p. 50).  But, the students in Alison’s class, given a very specific writing 

prompt, often struggled with the formation of a persuasive thesis.  They relied on 

language in the prompt to explain the main ideas those thesis statements should cover.  

The resultant thesis statements show varying levels of development based on students’ 

ability to “mimic” the language and authority of the discipline. Bartholomae’s (1984) 

assertion that basic writing students (read to mean “working-class”) lack the authority 

and confidence to effectively “pull-off” an academic essay with a definitive argument 

bears merit in this case.  As several researchers in composition studies have also noted, 

argumentation requires taking a position of authority, and working-class students tend to 
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question whether they hold any at all on the pages of their writing (Green, 1999; 

Robillard, 2003).   

 Nearly a decade before modern composition theory emerged, Bourdieu addressed 

the problematic nature of owning discourse and delegating linguistic authority (1977).  At 

the heart of his argument was the idea that one must be authorized to speak, and that 

economic and social power underpin authority.  For example, Bourdieu writes that “[…] 

a language is worth what those who speak it are worth, i.e. the power and authority in the 

economic and cultural power relations of the holders of the corresponding competence” 

(his italics, 1977, p. 652).  While Bourdieu is specifically addressing language, perhaps in 

terms of dialect or form here, the message is transferable to linguistic situation.  Without 

economic or cultural power, what value does the language of the student writer hold?  

Therefore, while composition theorists argue that valid academic discourse should argue 

authoritatively, for the working-class student, that authority is both socially and 

economically unattainable. 

Respectively, some of Alison’s students seemed either unwilling or unable to 

develop authoritative arguments in response to the Essay 1 writing prompt (see Appendix 

E for entire prompt and essay instructions): 

 
In this essay, please explain the unexpected problems that Angela now has 
because of her new status.  Also, in your opinion, how can she overcome each 
of these obstacles? (Essay 1 Instructions) 

   
In particular, Stephen, Beatrice, and Ralph wrote thesis statements which both 

paraphrased the language of the prompt and showed intrinsic though tentative 

understanding of the necessity of academic writers to recreate existing ideas and sentence 
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structures. However, their thesis statements read more like general observations than 

opening arguments: 

Student Essay 1 Thesis Statements 

Stephen Angela Whitaker(sic) started from rock bottom, and she did whatever it 
took to succeed and make something of herself no matter how long or 
hard it was to get there. 

Beatrice From the outside her life seemed dreamy, but with this new life, came 
new responsibilities and hardships… 

Ralph In spite of threatening factors, there are both simple and complex 
solutions to each problem that Angela can employ; thus securing her 
position in the middle class. 

 

These three thesis statements reflect the variety of student understanding regarding thesis 

development.    Both Beatrice and Stephen appear unable to move beyond the opening 

portion of the assignment, which asks for summary.  Consequently, they lose persuasive 

focus and opt for outright summation.  Ralph, however, demonstrates both individualized 

language and argumentation in his thesis statement.  His work stops short, however, of 

confidently presenting the “simple and complex solutions…that Angela can employ” as a 

debatable position.   

 Other students adopted Alison’s exact language from the section of the writing 

prompt, which asked, “how can she overcome each of these obstacles?” and converted it 

into thesis statements.  These acts of mirroring focused on the prompt’s key words 

“obstacles” and “overcome.”  Four students who mirrored the language of the prompt 

were Mark, Jerry, Ariel, and Danielle.  Their responses were as follows: 

Student Essay 1 Thesis Statement 
Mark Let us review a few of the challenges she now faces and the ways 

she can overcome them. 
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Jerry Angela Whitiker struggles to sustain a middle-class lifestyle by 
battling increased cost of living, enduring marital stresses, and even 
deliberately alienating two of her children; fortunately, though, she 
can potentially overcome each of her problems. 

Ariel There are always solutions to these problems, and she must work 
hard to overcome these struggles. 

Danielle Even though Angela had many obstacles to face, she has multiple 
ways to combat them. 

   

With the exception of Mark, these students’ thesis statements reflect the “slant” (MLA 

2003) or “argument” (Hacker 2007) writing handbooks recommend.  Mark, Jerry, and 

Ariel, however, all rely on Alison’s use of the word “overcome” with the synonyms 

“challenges” and “problems” to describe the goals of their advice-giving.  Danielle 

adopted the prompt’s use of “obstacles.”  Their writing supports the idea that rather than 

engage in a writing process focused on independent ideas, their process was driven by the 

specific examples given by their instructor.  Though these students effectively replicated 

the features of the thesis statement, they do not demonstrate the linguistic authority which 

would enable them to take the concept of the prompt and re-envision an effective 

response in their own words. 

 A third group of students, Lucy, Victoria, and Joanna wrote introductory 

paragraphs that discuss the article yet do not lead to identifiable thesis statements.  In 

writing both the introduction and body paragraphs, none of these students seemed able to 

move beyond the facts of the article toward an attempt at analysis or debate.  Joanna, in 

particular, wrote a long article synopsis in her introductory paragraph: 

Through the many struggles Angela Whitiker has faced, she has overcome quite a few 
of them. She was able to get herself to a place in life where she was independent and 
not relying on public assistance to help her and her family of five get out of the rough 
neighborhood she had once lived in Chicago.  She may have been a teenage dropout 
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with five children, but Angela Whitiker did not lose hope in herself.  Through the 
unsafe living environments Angela lived in, she not only hoped to make it out of the 
gang-run streets; she did.  By setting goals for herself Angela was able to get a job, 
where she later met her husband Vincent Allen.  He was her savior; he helped her get 
back into college so she can finally become the nurse she’s always wanted to become.  
With her new status came new responsibility that would later test her family’s strength 
and her marriage.  She would soon see how she has to find a way to help her eldest 
child who is in great danger living a drug life that can ultimately result in death, 
support her family financially, and realize that without her loving and caring husband 
she would almost be nothing. (Joanna, Essay 1, 9/20/2013) 
 

Joanna’s introduction provides an appropriate response to the first part of the writing 

prompt which asked the students to “explain the problems Angela now has because of her 

new status.”  However, she seemed to ignore the “offer suggestions” portion.  Joanna is 

halted at the level of summary and fails to provide analysis or argumentation about how 

Whitiker’s challenges might be solved.  

 Lucy composed a reactionary response rather than an academic analysis of 

Whitiker’s “obstacles.”  She evoked authentic voice (Robillard, 2004) in her writing, 

directly addressing the title figure and comparing Whitiker’s life to her own:   

“The time has come Angela.  Stomp your feet on the recently cemented ground, please 
don’t move them just yet.  We must wait until the cement dries.”  When I close my 
eyes I see myself standing in front of Angela Whitiker and giving her my advice of 
courage.  It’s wonderful to read about a woman’s rough journey and making out of the 
so-called “ghetto.”  It’s also astonishing reading about a woman who worked so hard 
for a better future and instead of thing getting easier they are much harder.  It’s just 
like someone running towards the finish line, you see the flag with the words “finish-
line” embroidered in gold, you are getting closer and just when you are ready to grab 
it; a sneaky someone pulls is(sic) further away.  The majority of the time family and 
friends fall right under the category of sneaky. (Lucy, Essay 1, 9/17/2013) 

Lucy approaches the assignment as a personal rather than a professional undertaking.  As 

Zebroski (2006) suggests, Lucy is evoking “The Discourse of Witness” by owning and 

sharing in the “emotional labor” (Zebroski, 2006; Lindquist, 2004) of Whitiker’s “climb.” 
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Her language here, while evoking inspirational imagery, is non-committal.  Lucy says, 

“It’s wonderful,” or “It’s just like,” and “The majority of the time,” which keeps her from 

ever arguing any one specific point.  Not only does she miss the aspect of the prompt 

which asks for summary, but her reflection on the before features of the text prevent her 

from crafting her own persuasive after. 

 The missing thesis statements and summative reflections of this group of students 

reveal the most challenging aspects of changing linguistic habitus that basic writing 

students and working-class students alike face: establishing an authoritative argument.  

Though the students were given permission to utilize commonplace ideas and objects 

from their sociocultural world during class lectures, they were restricted to working with 

a formal text in their writing assignment.  Simply being working-class and aspiring to the 

same economic successes as the article’s title figure did not translate into the students 

exercising authority over the topic of “remain[ing] in the middle class.”  Therefore, some 

students were not as empowered by the assignment as its common connection to their 

own lives may have suggested.  In particular, Whitaker’s achievement of the dream that 

many of the students aspired to made her a figure of idolatry rather than a person they 

were in a position to help.  Because they could not authoritatively comment on “what 

Angela should do,” many students opted for direct response or summary only. 

Mirroring Class Instruction: Teaching and Learning Transitional Words and Phrases 

 The students used a variety of transitional words and phrases to move from one 

paragraph or topic to another.  The complexity of the words they used made identifying 

their symbolic mastery (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990, p. 117) of this element of 

academic discourse relatively simple.  For example, as they did when constructing thesis 
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statements, participants who were still developing as academic writers used the same 

basic pattern and order that Alison presented on the chalkboard during the draft day.  

More skillful writers ventured outside of her prescribed transitional words and utilized 

un-taught phrases from their personal vocabularies.  At times, they did not deviate from 

her instructional pattern at all.  I have chosen to examine students’ transitions as one of 

the three areas of writing for this very reason.  Evidence of mirroring was most clearly 

evident through teaching and learning of transitional words. Similar to how they might 

apply the quadratic equation to any math problem for which they were asked to find a 

square root, some applied formulaic, lecture-note transitions between paragraphs of their 

first essay. 

Alison introduced the class to formal use of transitional words during the first 

peer-review class session on September 18th.  During this class meeting she also 

introduced thesis statements.  In my field notes from that class meeting, Alison’s early 

cursory method is apparent.  Because the final version deadline was quickly approaching, 

she was giving the students the basic tools they need in order to make sense of the peer-

review checklist and to apply their peer review feedback into revisions of their essay 

drafts.  The items on the checklist (see Appendix F) included “Topic sentences connect to 

thesis” and, “Topic sentences cover contents of body paragraphs.”  In class, Alison 

briefly discussed topic sentences then continued to work down the peer-review checklist, 

stopping at the item, “Good transitions between body paragraphs.”  Transitions, she 

explained were used to establish an order of supporting details, working with the topic 

sentence (Field notes, 9/18/13).   
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The students had already loosely addressed transitions in the preceding class 

period when they created the fictional house tour described in Chapter 5 (Field notes, 

October 16, 2013).  On the 18th, however, she asked what transitions were and solicited 

the class for some examples.  The students called them out at random as Alison wrote 

them on the chalk board one under the next… 

First 

Another 

One 

Along with 

Lastly (Field notes, September 18, 2013) 

The examples from this lesson represented the five transitions which students frequently 

mirrored in their first essays.  Student use of transitions was well aligned with their 

development of thesis statements in that some failed to employ any transitional devices at 

all, some mirrored the language of the instructor, and a select group of others utilized 

formal and informal transitions which reflected pre-existing linguistic habitus.   

 George and Ariel’s written transitions mirrored Alison’s instructional notes from 

the chalkboard.  Both employed a literal application of the chronological order Alison 

modeled during class.  George, for one, did not deviate at all from the listed transitional 

strategy, so much so that the topic sentence for his first body paragraph, “First thing that 

Angela Whitiker should do…” did not begin with “the.”  In his second body paragraph, 

mirroring the notes on the classroom chalkboard, George wrote, “Another obstacle…”  

Ariel also stuck with a basic transitional pattern.  She began her first body paragraph 

with, “One difficulty...,” opened to the second body paragraph by writing, “Another big 
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mistake,” and completed the trifecta by writing “A third struggle,” in beginning of her 

third body paragraph. Both students took whole-sale approaches in selecting appropriate 

transitions from course instruction.  Their use of the lecture-note examples evidences 

how specifically some students thought the “skill” of transitioning should be applied to 

their essay writing. 

Danielle did not open her first body paragraph with “first”; instead, she employed 

a more simplistic transitioning strategy at the beginning of her second and third body 

paragraphs.  The second body paragraph opened with “Secondly, Angela Whitaker(sic) 

has to deal with the life she used to live…” The third body paragraph, which switched 

from a chronological order (first, second, third) to an emphatic order (least important to 

most important) stated, “Most importantly, Angela Whitiker’s most straining obstacle is 

her marriage.”  Beatrice also mirrored Alison’s lesson in her transitional strategy.  Her 

use of the transition “So,…” in the first body paragraph demonstrated an unfamiliarity 

with formal movement from topic to topic.  Instead, it imitated a conversational pattern.  

However, as her paragraphs progressed, she transitioned more effectively, writing, 

“Another hardship she faces…” to open the second body paragraph, and “Lastly, the 

most important, and yet the hardest thing she faces…” at the outset of the third. Those 

latter two transitions directly mirrored Alison’s lecture notes.  

 Sam and Jerry provide counter-examples of linguistic habitus.  Jerry, who had 

passed Advanced Placement English in high school, and Sam, who had earned a graduate 

degree in engineering in his home country of Algeria, both possessed a more complex 

understanding of the writing process and language in general.  Sam, for one, utilized 

transitional words within his body paragraphs, rather than between them.  His internal 
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transitions such as “moreover,” and “however,” demonstrated a more nuanced discourse 

than that of his classmates.  His writing, however, was not as advanced as that of Jerry 

whose inter-paragraph transitions included “furthermore,” “yet,” and “consequently.”   

The elevated style of Sam and Jerry’s internal transitions indicate that patterns of 

connection and differentiated ways of expressing the connections between ideas are 

outcomes of prolonged immersion in field of higher education.  Though neither had ever 

taken the English 101 course, their transitions reflected the academic style of writing they 

knew and had encountered in other courses, readings, assignments, and disciplines.  Their 

transitions also indicate differing patterns of thought from their classmates, as the 

relationships their transitions demonstrate nuance.  For example, the transitional word 

“moreover” is used to indicate the validity of a previous statement or example and the 

further relevance of a forthcoming statement or example.  Establishing complex 

relationships between ideas of concepts is a quality of thought rather than writing.   As 

sociologists and linguists have argued (Bourdieu, 1984; Bernstein, 1964) there are clear 

distinctions with respect to how the social classes establish and address these 

relationships.  Sam and Jerry’s abilities to recognize those relationships and express them 

linguistically were equally reflective of their development as academic writers.  

However, for the students from more traditional working-class backgrounds, the process 

of mirroring instructor lessons was an effective way to utilize transitions, giving them 

time to work toward the stylistic transitional words and placement of academic discourse. 
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Early Quotation and Paraphrase: Self-navigation of the Conventions of Academic 

Discourse 

 Student Learning Outcomes for English 101 at WCC required that students 

analyze, quote, and paraphrase passages from supporting texts.  As earlier sections have 

discussed, Alison believed teaching students these skills were essential to her work as 

their instructor.  Likewise, Student Learning Outcomes for the course required that 

students work with text sources.  The result was that WCC’s largely working-class 

student body learned to defer to the pedagogic authority (Pau) of published sources prior 

to demonstrating proficiency as academic writers themselves. Interestingly, though, the 

two essays from Alison’s class which receive the highest scores of the Essay 1 final 

drafts (9/10 for Jerry and 8/10 for Ralph) did not include any attempts to directly quote 

passages from the text.  However, Alison never addressed the topics of quotation or 

citation in any of the lessons leading up to the first essay.  As she later explained: 

…in the beginning, it was really… that “Angela Whitaker” essay was so simple.  

What are some of her obstacles to remaining in the middle class?  It’s right there, 

you know.  Now, did that mean they all got an A?  No, because quoting, 

paraphrasing, all that kind of stuff is still shaky… so I started with really simple 

topics because I wanted to emphasize different things. (Interview, 11/6/13) 

  Despite the fact that Alison had not yet provided any instruction on these skills, the 

students willingly engaged the language of the text in ways that were both authentic and 

imitative.  They did so through early attempts at source integration. These examples show 

the students’ eagerness to engage in academic discourse and defer to the PAu of the 

source rather than assert their own subjective authority.  
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 These early attempts at source integration were limited in number.  Victoria, Sam, 

Andre, George, and Beatrice, comprising about one–third of the participants, included 

passages of accurately quoted text from Wilkerson’s article in their first essays.  Though 

their attempts were imperfect by MLA or APA standards, they revealed an understanding 

of how specific or exact wording from a published source should be treated in academic 

writing.   What distinguishes quotation in academic writing from other uses of quotation 

is the way in which a) the author of the essay acknowledges the author of the source (or 

speaker as quoted by the source author), and b) how he crafts his own sentence to include 

exact wording from that source.  The students tended to complete one aspect and not the 

other and in most cases failed to incorporate an appropriate parenthetical citation.   Most 

importantly, they relied on the source as argument, mimicking examples from their 

readings or previous instruction, and privileging the words of published sources over the 

personal analysis Alison requested. 

 Victoria used quoted passages from the article “Angela Whitiker’s Climb” in two 

of her Essay 1 body paragraphs.  In both cases, she opened the paragraph with one or two 

sentences which established the main idea.  Quotations were placed in the center of the 

body paragraphs, true to the “source sandwich” format. Her signal phrases read as 

identical, “Angela says,” introductions to the speaker: 

 
(Par. 2) […] Angela says, “they have tried different ways of dividing bills…but 
after Medicare and social security deductions and her household 
obligations…she finds that there is often little left over at month’s end and most 
months she’s still in a hole” (10). […] 
(Par. 3) […]Angela says, “one paying the rent and the other utilities” (10). […] 
(Victoria, Essay 1, 9/17/2013) 
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 In both cases “Angela” is not actually the speaker; rather, they are passages written about 

Ms. Whitiker by the article’s author, Isabel Wilkerson.  Victoria confused who “says” 

what in the passages.  In her third attempt at integration, Victoria abandoned the guise of 

trying to identify the speaker.  Instead, she simply wrote, “The passage says, […].” 

Appropriately, each of the quoted passages was followed by a parenthetical citation with 

a page number, following MLA guidelines.  

Though Victoria’s use of quoted passages lacked sophistication, she 

acknowledged them as belonging to another speaker or writer.  Sam attempted this same 

skill in one of his three body paragraphs.  An experienced student, he demonstrates 

complexity and correctness in the use and application of his signal phrase, “as Isabel 

Wilkerson report(sic) in The New York times(sic).”  However, Sam’s limited proficiency 

in English inhibits his writing.  Errors in subject-verb agreement, italics, and punctuation 

aside, Sam’s introduction accurately establishes both the speaker and source of the 

quoted passage he used.   

 George proved that despite his having to repeat the English 101 course he was 

versed in the formalities of academic writing.  George used only one quoted passage in 

his first essay.  In doing so, he relied on a traditional signal phrase, writing: 

 
According to Isabel Wilkerson in Angela Whitakers(sic) climb, “She is 
making more money then(sic) anyone she knows […] Even her patients, on 
hard times themselves, have their hands out.” (2005). (George, Essay 1, 
9/18/2013) 

 
As with other examples, George’s sentence contains errors in punctuation.  He also 

misspells Whitiker’s name and one of the words from Wilkerson’s text.  However, 
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George’s use of “According to” is a move to identify the author.  The following APA 

citation is an added measure of protocol, missing from many of his classmates’ 

quotations.  Previous semesters in this course had clearly taught him how to introduce 

and cite quoted passages. 

 Several students, including Andre, Beatrice, Mark, and Danielle applied very 

early stages of quotation by cuing in on a key word from the article.  The closing section 

of Isabel Wikerson’s article “Angela Whitaker’s Climb” is headed in bold with the title 

“Real Riches.”  This short segment of only five paragraphs explains to readers that 

despite the changer in her life, Whitiker’s focus remains on her family who are her “real 

riches.”  The chart below shows how each student quoted this term: 

Student Essay 1: “Real Riches” Passage 

Mark She has something she calls “real riches, certain things no one can 
take ever take away”.  Now she can move from class to classic and 
inspire us all to climb. 

Danielle Angela has taken a second job, so she can be more in control of her 
schedule.  Although the benefits are uncertain, Angela Whitiker’s 
“real riches” come from being with her family, and this is one thing 
she is not willing to compromise.  

Beatrice However, things are going to be okay for her, as long as she takes 
care of her “real riches.”  For that is what it truly important in life. 

Andre The necessities are what allows her to have her “Real Riches” and 
“items” don’t achieve these riches. 

 

These examples reflect early understanding of how terminology works within a source 

and how that terminology can be applied within one’s writing.  Unfortunately, none of 

the quoted passages include follow-up parenthetical citations.  Regardless, they are 

applications of ideas from the source and demonstrate tentative steps joining the 

conversation Wilkerson began by writing the article. 
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Mark’s quote, however, was problematic.  The language he quoted does come 

from the text, but not in the order that he presents it, and not from the speaker he claims. 

Image 6.1 from “Angela Whitiker’s Climb” (Wilkerson, 2005) 

 

 

 

 

  

In Wilkerson’s article on the New York Times website, the term “Real Riches” only 

appears as the section heading, never within a sentence.  As shown above, Wilkerson’s 

opening line reads: “What has kept Ms. Whitiker going is the knowledge that there are 

certain things, […]” which Mark has strung together with the section title.  

Unfortunately, Mark has misappropriated the source.   

 Authority, and the students’ negotiation of it, was a theme that ran throughout the 

first essay.  Regarding thesis statements, they seemed reluctant to assume authority in the 

construction of argumentative positions.  Rather, many relied on basic summary of the 

text or authentic voice to negotiate the questions asked by the writing prompt.  Similarly, 

the participants’ transitional phrases defer to the linguistic-pedagogic authority of their 

professor.  This was also the only one of the three skills for which Alison provided any 

type of formal instruction.  As a result, the students used the exact examples she provided 

in class notes.  Bourdieu’s work (1977; with Passeron, 1990) suggests that students’ lack 
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of economic and cultural power may inhibit them from engaging in their own authentic 

language.  As a result, they defer to institutionally-sanctioned language. In the case of 

quotation, the students demonstrate a willingness to utilize the language of the text, 

thereby progressing toward completion of a course goal, and also the acceptance of 

written sources as sites of authority.  However, the added authoritative voice led to 

instances of inaccurately quoted passages or mistakes in noting the speaker in a quoted 

passage.  Those errors suggest that beginning college writers experience confusion when 

navigating polyphonic texts.  

Written Feedback: Earning Points by Fixing Mistakes 

[…] as long as I'm the one grading their papers, students tend to understand the 
writing situation as one in which their task is to please me so that they get a better 
grade. When I give grades, they tend to ask questions like "How can I make this 
paper better? Why didn't it get an A? What do you want me to revise?" all 
questions that indicate to me that they haven't seen the writing of that paper to be 
a communicative act, but rather a demonstrative one. (Bauman, 1997, p. 162) 

The students held Alison’s comments on their work in the highest regard.  They 

accepted her feedback, essentially, without question.  The examples that follow reflect 

her authority outside of the classroom.  Her pupils believed that her feedback was both 

helpful and necessary to successfully identify and “fix” errors.  This unquestioning 

acceptance of Alison’s grading and feedback readdresses the boss/worker relationship 

which she developed with the students.  As their “employer,” Alison had very high 

standards for quality which were well-received and even appreciated by her students.  As 

Ralph described, “One thing I like about how she teaches and how she grades and what 

she stresses is, I think she's very integritous(sic). This has to be this way. It has to be 

correct which is what I am all about… It has to be correct. It has to be good” (Interview, 

12/16/13).  In order to help her students craft “good” pieces of writing, Alison used a 
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feedback method in which she identified the specific aspects of the students’ writing that 

needed improvement. The students were encouraged to revisit their papers, make 

suggested revisions, and to resubmit their work for higher grades.  This process had the 

consequence of reducing revision and the “extra” work it required into an economic 

exchange of time for added grading points.   

The students responded well to Alison’s line-by-line commentary.  For example, 

George reported, “when she grades, she'll point out the line and she'll put, ‘This needs 

work’” (Interview, 11/26/13).   His description of Alison’s grading and commentary style 

was reiterated by several other students.  Jerry, in particular, recounted the style and 

helpfulness of Alison’s feedback in making revisions to his first essay: 

She is very to the point. [On] my first essay, I did well. I got my nine out of 10 

after the revision. I had to revise primarily because her feedback was “You write 

very well” period. Next sentence, “You did not address the whole question. That’s 

why you got 7 out of 10.” That’s all I needed. I said, “What?” I went back. “Oh, 

there’s half a question I forgot to answer there in my thesis,” so I had to redo the 

thesis and add a few sentences to each paragraph. Once I did that, boom! Then the 

feedback [on the revision] came back. She said, “Good, 9 out of 10, just you need 

to learn to make your writing flow better.” The sentence was, “Excellent 

revision.” (Interview, 10/17/13) 

Jerry’s explanation serves a two-fold purpose.  First, Jerry illustrates what Alison praised 

in her feedback and what she pushed her students to improve upon.  In this case, she 

urged him to revisit his response to the writing prompt.  Jerry also notes the elevated 
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grade he received after enacting suggested revisions. His focus on the low score issued 

for his first draft (7 out of 10) and the drastically improved score upon revision (9 out of 

10) indicates that improved writing and improved numerical value were inseparable 

entities. 

In discussion of what made her instruction so simple to follow, Jerry unknowingly 

addressed the boss/worker dynamic that Alison created in her course. “All she says to do 

is a specific thing. Do that thing!” he enthused.  “You can do well and high quality. Just 

do that thing. Essentially it has to be that thing and you get your grade” (Interview, 

10/17/13). Jerry also alludes to an intrinsic expectation that revision would result in a 

better grade than that with which they started.  As he explains, when he revised according 

to Alison’s comments, his grade jumped from C to A.  The ultimate goal Jerry addresses 

here is “get[ting] your grade,” which is an economic exchange.  Rather than being 

focused on the rewards of having done well, Jerry is ultimately invested in the numerical 

reward that accompanied the revision process. 

Other participants also focused on the numerical rewards of revising their written 

work.  Both Mark and Ariel were forthcoming in praise for Alison’s help in identifying 

specific areas of weakness.  The following passage from an interview addresses Ariel’s 

satisfaction with Alison’s grading process in that it allowed for grade improvement with 

targeted revisions: 

Researcher: …when you got feedback from her, did you feel like it was, I don't 

know, fair, helpful? 
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Ariel: Yes. It was very helpful. I definitely saw the mistakes that I made when I 

read the comments that she made. I was easily able to go and fix them. On the last 

essay, I had an 80. I fixed all the mistakes. I got it back with 100. I'm definitely 

really satisfied with that and how she does the commenting thing and stuff like 

that. (Interview, 12/18/13) 

For Ariel, her “satisfaction” with Alison’s feedback was tied to validation of her attempts 

to revise through elevated grades and more points.  Alison’s comments allowed her to 

recognize mistakes she had made and adjust those errors “easily.” This method of 

revision and commentary supported the fifth course SLO which required that students 

“Evaluate effectiveness of their own writing via feedback from professor, peers, and self 

to produce a vigorous revision” (Course Syllabus, see Appendix D).  However, because 

students were being trained to repair errors that were identified by their professor, they 

were making the most progress in their ability to react to their professor’s assertion of 

pedagogic acts.  For example, Ariel demonstrates a lack of authority over her own work.  

As she explains, she was only able to see her own “mistakes” after Alison identified 

them.   

 Despite the token economy of the classroom, in which additional work resulted in 

additional numerical value, Alison provided the students with detailed commentary that 

allowed them to improve on the aspects of writing identified by the WCC’s college 

writing curriculum.  Mark, for one, discussed the level of detail Alison used in providing 

feedback. From his perspective, Alison was superior to other instructors in her attention 

to the micro-level aspects of writing (sentences, word choice) rather than the macro 

holistic level.  During a personal interview, Mark shared the following: 
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Researcher: Is her feedback helpful to you in your revision process? 

Mark: Very much so. Very much so. It's even more so because it's not just ... 

She'll give you an overall, “This was good,” but she'll speak on every paragraph, 

“Where were you going here? What's your process?” Something as simple as that 

so those things really help me. I've had teachers from high school, here and there, 

even sometimes in the work area… they won't speak to the structure of the 

writing or where to fix it. They may just say… I've had some tell me, "Oh, you 

write pretty good. You have really interesting ideas." But was the actual 

paragraph good? Was(sic) the sentences good? Did I use the correct vocabulary? 

(Interview, 10/18/13) 

Mark’s comments center on the idea that revision without specific direction can be a 

helpless process for students to engage in.  He was grateful that Alison was able to 

comment on “every paragraph” so that he could know where revision was or was not 

necessary.  Mark’s response also speaks to the desires of students in the feedback they 

receive.  While for Ariel, Alison’s comments were ultimately seen as helpful to earning a 

higher grade, Mark was interested in the quality and improvement of nuanced aspects of 

his writing.  However, he too lacks authority over his own writing and relies on Alison to 

engage the pedagogic act of commentary and tell him whether or not his work is “good.” 

Beatrice, however, broke ranks from those who praised Alison.  Beatrice’s 

contended that Alison was not as thorough or helpful in providing helpful commentary as 

she could have been, throwing both Alison’s commentary and Beatrice’s progress toward 

meeting the aforementioned SLO into question.  In the case of Beatrice’s third essay on 

the causes and effects of the Dust Bowl, she submitted both a rough and final draft of the 
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paper.  She reported that Alison’s feedback was “for me to write more about the effects.”  

In completing those revisions, Beatrice claimed to have written more about the effects, 

but to no avail.  She explained, “When I revised it and gave it again, she said I was 

supposed to write a whole other paragraph.”  Beatrice was confused.  “I had a few more 

sentences but I thought it was supposed to be in one paragraph,” she said (Interview, 

1/16/13).   

Other students had praised Alison for providing clear written feedback.  When 

they revised using her specific comments, they had received higher grades.  But when 

Beatrice revised her paper and failed to add the additional paragraph that Alison 

expected, she did not receive a higher grade.  The series of events were confusing to her: 

Researcher: You revised that one but then you didn’t get an improved grade. 

Beatrice: No, because apparently I was supposed to write more but I think I 

added a few sentences.  I didn’t know if she wanted me to write a whole 

paragraph, but I thought I kind of already did. But I don’t know.  (Interview, 

1/16/13) 

The case of Beatrice’s unrewarded revision is interesting.  It reveals that students expect 

exact and specific feedback that does not require that they infer or interpret, but simply 

defer.  From Beatrice’s perspective, though, Alison should have been more forthcoming 

in her expectation for revision. “She could have specified that a little more like ‘write a 

whole new paragraph,’ instead of saying ‘you forgot to write about the effect,’” she 

stated.  After this exchange, Beatrice revealed that she did not submit any more revised 

drafts.  “I didn’t revise some essays,” Beatrice explained, “because I was like, ‘Oh, I got 
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a good grade, I don’t want to mess with that or anything’” (Interview, 1/16/13).  Despite 

the potential for numerical reward, Beatrice did not trust that Alison’s comments would 

accurately reflect “what she wanted.” 

 The students relied on Alison’s specific and targeted comments on their writing in 

order to determine areas of weakness which they could neither “see” nor “identify” on 

their own.  Her feedback was essential to their ability to make progress on the SLO which 

required that students identify errors in their own writing.  The extra work of enacting 

paper revisions did not go unrewarded.  In the token economy of the classroom, the time 

spent correcting the errors Alison pinpointed typically resulted in an exchange of 

additional work for additional grading points.  When one student spent time revising yet 

went unrewarded, she was confused and a bit disgruntled. In their qualitative study of 

students at the University of Kansas, Becker, Geer, and Hughes (1995) contended that 

college students’ orientation towards grades over learning is a universal reality of higher 

education.  As they explain; 

[…] grades are the chief institutionalized valuable of the college.  Of the many 

valuable things students can acquire, grades are the only ones that are formalized 

in an officially administered system applying to all students.  In this the grading 

system closely resembles the operation of a money economy, with grades 

themselves playing a role analogous of money or currency in the community. 

(p.55) 

 In devising this economy of grading, Alison also fostered a class culture in which the 

students placed responsibility for guiding their extra work in her hands.  More so than 
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other elements of class experience, the feedback and revision process both established 

and reinforced Alison as the students’ “boss” and they as her compensated “workers.” 

 Alison’s pedagogic authority over her students and their subsequent deferment to 

her classroom instruction, writing prompts, supplemental reading materials, and feedback 

permeated the students’ exercises in writing.  Inasmuch as they made progress towards 

symbolic mastery (Bourdieu and Passerson, 1990) of the forms of academic discourse, 

their accomplishments under her tutelage demonstrated progress toward meeting the 

institutionally-sanctioned course outcomes.  Their ability to articulate independent ideas 

and truly practice speaking authoritatively, however, was repressed. One of the central 

issues was Alison’s control over the minor aspects of the students’ final written products 

and their reliance on her point-by-point feedback in order to effectively revise their 

writing.  Given their instructor’s oversight through all aspects of the writing process, the 

students’ first essays exemplify how working-class students’ lack of social and economic 

power may prevent them from writing with authority in academic contexts.  

Performing Academic Discourse 

 After fifteen weeks of instruction on selected academic writing skills, the students 

were asked to complete a five-to-seven-page paper debating the merits or problems of a 

unionized workforce. The topic emerged from lengthy discussion about workers’ rights, a 

theme from the course novel The Grapes of Wrath.  This last formal essay invited the 

students to demonstrate their mastery of the course SLOs.  Similarly, it offered an 

opportunity in this study to examine the growth the students experienced in learning the 

course skills and mastering academic discourse.  Following Bourdieu and Passeron’s 

explanations of pedagogic acts, pedagogic authority, and pedagogic work, habitus is “the 
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product of internalization of the principles of a cultural arbitrary capable of perpetuating 

itself after PA has ceased [..]” (1990, p. 31).  Student writing at the conclusion of a full 

semester of pedagogic acts, focused on the form of academic discourse and pedagogic 

work, demonstrates the change (or lack thereof) in linguistic habitus the students 

underwent. 

 This section will discuss how the students conceptualized academic style.  It will 

also address their continued submission to pedagogic authority in its various 

embodiments: their course instructor, print materials, and themselves.  I argue that 

Alison’s focus on teaching to the course Learning Outcomes (see Course Syllabus, 

Appendix D), caused her to sideline style as an element of academic discourse that the 

students were trying to negotiate.  While the students clearly constructed stronger and 

more effective papers at the end of the semester, issues from Essay 1 persisted.  I also 

argue that while the students made progress in demonstrable skills like using quotation 

and parenthetical citations, they failed to develop authority over their subject matter.  

Despite the continued success of Jerry, Ralph, and, I would argue, Sam, in becoming 

more skillful academic writers, a majority of the course participants demonstrated limited 

progress in the analysis of the assigned topic.  The implications of this frustrating finding 

will be addressed below. 

Academic Wording: “You know how if someone can word a paper really flowery, I 

guess?”    

The influence of linguistic capital, particularly manifest in the first years of 
schooling when the understanding and use of language are the major points of 
leverage for teachers’ assessments, never ceases to be felt: style is always taken 
into account, implicitly or explicitly, at every level of the education system and, to 
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a varying extent, in all university careers, even scientific ones. (Bourdieu and 
Passeron, 1990, p. 73) 

 Style was not a word that Alison actually ever used.  Issues of style were 

addressed as elements of the mythical “academic writing” which one student suggested 

on the first day was what they would be learning in the class.  Rather than explain 

academic discourse herself, Alison allowed the students to offer words like “formal” to 

describe it.  She also asked, “How do we build vocabulary?” (field note, 9/4/13) as part of 

that conversation surrounding academic writing.  Implicit in this question was the 

desirability of using new and interesting words.  Patricia Bizzell (1992) has positioned 

the style battles in college writing as a battle between authentic voice (student writing 

which sounds and feels natural to the individual) and “approximations of academic or 

‘disciplinary’ discourse”.  Bourdieu and Passeron describe the French of the bourgeois 

class (dominant culture) as having a “high proportion of lexical and syntactic borrowings 

from Latin,” and, further, being characterized by “abstraction, formalism, intellectualism, 

and euphemistic moderation” (1990, pp. 115-116).  Both theoretical perspectives address 

the same issue: academic discourse is a way of writing (or speaking) that is noted for both 

its selection of wording and form. 

Alison introduced the term “sophisticated,” to her students during the Essay 1 pre-

peer-review lesson, and its meaning was understood by most to be a stylistic qualifier for 

academic discourse.  On the peer review sheet, one checklist item read “Uses 

sophisticated language” (see Apperndix F).  Because Alison had not elaborated upon 

what “style” was or what “sophisticated language” should look like, the students made 

their own assumptions.  As early as the first paper, their attempts at “sophisticated” 
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language were so over-done that Alison was forced to revise each new peer review sheet 

to clarify the type of discourse she desired of them. 

Beatrice revealed what most impressed her about her classmate Mark’s writing, as 

he was her writing idol.  His style was what she referred to as “flowery,” which seemed 

to be Beatrice’s way of explaining that the language was sophisticated or used a variety 

of vocabulary.  She used an analogy to the spoken language of a family friend to describe 

what that adjective meant: 

I know this woman…and she speaks French, and the way she speaks French is all 

into the accent… and, I don’t know.  It’s different from the way other people 

speak French and so I say how she speaks is kind of flowery and all beautiful and 

stuff.  I think that’s how [Mark] writes his papers and everything. (Interview, 

1/16/13) 

Just as Alison had a difficult time explaining exactly what “sophisticated” writing should 

sound like, Beatrice equally struggled to pinpoint exactly what good writing looked like.  

In this example, Beatrice’s concept of “flowery” writing, perhaps, meant that the writing 

was elevated and contained a number of linguistic adornments (i.e. adverbs and 

adjectives) or “flowers”.   

 As the students exited that first formal writing assignment, even the prize student, 

Jerry, struggled with the fine line between sophistication and wordiness.  The following 

excerpt from Essay 1 demonstrates Jerry’s entry-level style: 

Although marriage provided the original inspiration for Angela Whitiker’s 
climb, it could potentially become a casualty of her rapid ascent.  Upholding a 
middle-class standard of living requires not only money, but time as well.  
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Accordingly, both Angela and her husband, Vincent, sacrifice much of their 
time in preserving their ideal lifestyle.  The long hours Angela spends on night 
shifts overlap with Vincent’s extra security shifts, thereby functionally 
separating the couple in order to barely cover expenses.  Yet another 
anticipated source of stress derives from the couple’s traditional conception of 
gender roles; ever since her income has surpassed his, Angela must be 
circumspect to avoid emasculating her husband. (Jerry, Essay 1, n.d.) 

 

The preceding paragraph reveals Jerry’s ability to manipulate words and sentence 

structures in a way that “approximates” his understanding of academic discourse.  

However, the combination of wildly varied sentence structures and contrived word 

choices prevent Jerry’s writing from taking on a natural flow. 

Jerry explained that in her comments on his first paper, Alison had been a bit 

critical of his overuse of complex vocabulary: 

I think she said, “You suffer from an excess of $50 million-words,” because I get 

overexcited. There are lots of vocabulary words that are floating around in my 

head and I try to throw them in wherever I can. She said, “Just work on that, find 

your voice,” which I hadn’t had to do in five years. I’d been writing 

professionally. You don’t have to have a voice with professional writing because 

it’s supposed to be dry and without action. (Interview, 12/16/13) 

Jerry, who worked for several years as a Navy medic was experienced in generating 

reports. But what he found was that even in Alison’s writing class, there was little room 

for linguistic effervescence.  Instead, Alison wanted him to find a “voice” which 

represented his authorial self without being verbose. 
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Danielle also struggled to find her voice as a writer.  In order to explain the 

writing style she wished to adopt, she appropriated Alison’s term “sophisticated”: 

 I am not a big writer because a lot of times I feel like I have these amazing 

thoughts in my head. Everything is bouncing off the walls. Everything is so 

electrifying. When I put it down on paper, it seems so dull and bland. I'm always 

going to people, "Can you read this? Can you help me find a word that means this 

but is more sophisticated?" (Interview, 10/30/13) 

Danielle’s confession reveals the challenge that many of Alison’s students faced in trying 

to generate a level of discourse which they believed Alison wanted, given the initial 

writing checklist.  As the rubric stated, there was an understanding among the students 

that their writing should meet a level of linguistic complexity.  When Danielle’s writing 

did not, in her opinion, she was frustrated by her own inability to generate the kind of 

“sophisticated” language that she believed Alison was looking for. 

George was in unspoken agreement about this challenge of turning thoughts into 

academically appropriate language.  He explained, “I'm good at saying it and putting it 

into words, but on a piece of paper, it's kind of difficult for me… My words get tangled 

with how I really have to put it on the paper, how I have to structure it” (Interview, 

11/26/13).  This inability to turn his spoken language into academic written language was 

skill that George wanted to improve upon.  “I have to change,” he stated.  “That's why I 

feel like I get a lot of my writing ... A lot of errors in writing, because a lot of people say 

the way I talk is the way I write. It's not very academic, as they say” (Interview, 

11/26/13).  Victoria reiterated the idea, as well, that taking spoken ideas, which came to 
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her fluidly, and turning them into written discourse was a challenge.  As she revealed, 

“Like, if we had a class where we could just talk about it… I’m very open in sharing my 

opinions and talking in class, but when I go home, it’s just like… why can’t I turn my 

thoughts into sentences?  I know what I want to say, but I don’t know necessarily how to 

say it on paper” (Interview,11/2013).   

 Alison realized that the students were struggling to meet this standard of 

“sophisticated” language that she established in the Essay 1 checklist.  By the time Essay 

2 rolled around, she had lowered the stylistic expectations and changed the checklist item 

to read, “Writing is clear and straightforward” (see Appendix G).  However, the students 

did not refrain from venturing into stylistically complex territory in that and the following 

essay.  Alison acted decisively in crafting the Essay 4 checklist.  Her instructions on 

style, rather than becoming simpler, became more complex and specific, including the 

admonitions “Writing style is smooth, no choppy sentences/ No sentences must be re-

read because they are long [or] confusing/ Writing uses challenging, but not false-

seeming vocabulary” (see Appendix H).  Like it or not, Alison’s students entered her 

class with particular expectations about what academic discourse should look like.  With 

or without a checklist, they were still trying to “approximate” a language and vocabulary 

that felt as though it belonged in the academy (Bartholomae, 1985). 

 Ralph discussed the use of complex vocabulary in his writing.  According to 

Ralph, his catalog of words was a source of pride.  He looked forward to adding new and 

interesting combinations to his essays: 
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Ralph:  I'll pre-write a paragraph and I'll have this idea that I'm trying to 

convey and then I'm like, uh, then the word comes and then ... I don't know. 

Something like I'm trying to show the power of these migrants and then I come up 

with "Through a conglomerate of sheer concentrated power of will." Then I'm like 

... Really, it fuels[me].  

Researcher: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Ralph:  It's like an adrenaline boost every time.  

Researcher: It's like, when you construct a sentence you're like, "Yes, that was 

what I wanted to say." 

Ralph: Mm-hmm (affirmative). I love using complicated, big words. 

(Interview, 12/16/13) 

Ralph’s love of “big words” was essential to his ultimate development of a 

“sophisticated” writing style.  The larger his vocabulary, the more sentence patterns 

Ralph could devise. Despite encouraging many students to scale down their use of “big 

words,” Alison enjoyed Ralph and his writing.  She confessed to me during an interview, 

“Ralph is fantastic; I love Ralph” (Interview, 11/6/13).   

 The students all saw the use of “big words,” and “sophisticated” language as part 

of becoming academic writers.  Alison did not teach style as a skill, though the Student 

Learning Outcomes required that students “Write using complex sentence structure, 

without a pattern of errors.”  As a result, they created their own understandings of what 

sophisticated language should look like, and Alison needed to continually revise her peer-
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review checklists in order to provide a clearer description of the kind of sentence 

structure she expected from them.  The participants’ desire to “sound” more academic 

reflected their will to internalize the forms the linguistic habitus they wished to take on.  

As Bourdieu and Passeron argue, struggle with language and continuous searching for 

appropriate words and phrases is the tell-tale mark of the working-class student (1990, 

see p. 17).  In contrast, they explain that “it may be concluded that ease in the handing of 

language can run to off-handedness when combined with the self-assurance given by 

membership of a privileged category” (1990, p. 118).  In short, students from the 

privileged classes possess far more self-assurance around language.  It is a tool that they 

own and wield without angst.  Taken in consideration of Alison’s students’ complaints 

that they couldn’t “turn thoughts into sentences” or wanted to express their own ideas in a 

way that was “more sophisticated” Bourdieu and Passeron explain to a large degree the 

inability of Alison’s working-class students to simply meet institutionally-approved 

measures of style.   

Negotiating Pedagogic Authority: Using Quotation and Integrating Sources 

On November 13th Alison began directing her students through the Essay 5 

writing process.  She entered the classroom wearing her heavy winter coat and pink-

striped, fingerless gloves.  Light of mood, she handed out the Essay 5 description sheet 

(see Appendix I) and began looking through her bag for her glasses.  Alison drew three 

squares on the board and in each on wrote a topic... 

Background   Analysis/Literature Review  Argument - 

    Different Opinions   Your own 
opinion 
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Each box represented one entire section of the paper whose main purpose was to answer 

the question of the writing prompt: “are labor unions necessary?”  There were five 

supporting articles mentioned in the Essay 5 assignment sheet.  They included one article 

on the history of union formation titled, “The American Labor Movement.”  The other 

four articles, written by Jessica Miller, James Sherk, Sanjay Sanghoee, and Ezra Klein, 

took either pro- or anti-union stances (see Appendix M). 

 One aspect of the Essay 5 assignment that differed greatly from the Essay 1 

assignment was its focus on the use of multiple supporting texts to contextualize an issue, 

discuss that issue, and defend a position.  As the SLOs indicated, integrating quotation 

and paraphrase was a required outcome.  The participants’ work traces their progress in 

following governing guidelines and “treating” sources of authority in their work.  The 

smoother the integration, the more effective the student was in using the language of 

authority as his/her own.  However, most students’ signal phrases were awkward and 

they appeared to struggle to balance the pedagogic authority of the sources over their own 

intellectual opinions.  The students, therefore, were both cautious and contrived in their 

treatment of sources. Their writing demonstrates a willingness to work with the language 

of authority, but often they go as far as to defer to the authority of the sources and 

diminish their own authorial voices.   

 As the strongest writer in the class, Jerry also demonstrated fluidity and mastery 

in source integration.  Throughout his essay, Jerry offered up concise summaries and 

comparative analyses of the sources, avoiding seemingly trite introductions such as 

“according to,” and opting for complex, comparative introductions to the essays and their 
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authors. While leading into the summary of the pro-union articles, for example, Jerry 

wrote: 

…Sanjay Sanghoee of the Huffington Post and Ezra Klein of Newsweek 
espouse pro-union views of organized labor as the complement to a 
struggle of powerless employees versus powerful employers. (Jerry, Essay 
5, 11/20/2013) 

In this and many other introductions, Jerry merged authors and subjects, finding a 

common theme between them and allowing that theme to guide the integration of author 

and periodical.   

 As I have continued to mention, Jerry’s writing is neither reflective nor 

representative of the typical student in English 101, at WCC or any other urban 

community college.  Few others have already taken and passed Advanced Placement 

English as high school students, few others have completed three quarters of a bachelor’s 

degree at a well-respected research university, and few others spent the time between 

university and community college working in professional jobs which demanded 

frequent, high-level writing.  Shortly, Jerry was an anomaly in this class, but his presence 

provided an excellent contrast to the average student.  Thus, the examples of source 

integration and source introduction which follow Jerry’s should be viewed in contrast to 

his near-perfect example. 

 Ralph, who envied the skillful wordplay which Jerry invoked offered an 

interesting and stark contrast to his friend.  Despite displaying tremendous skill and 

improvement in vocabulary development and rhetorical style, Ralph remained at the 

beginning phases of source integration and introduction at the time he submitted the final 

paper.   One thing which Ralph did well was to continue to remember his parenthetical 
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citations.  Time and again, from page two through page eight, Ralph provided an MLA 

style citation with a simple page number in parenthesis anytime he mentioned specific 

information.  However, most of Ralph’s source introductions were on-par with what one 

would expect from a beginning writer.  His storehouse of phrases included the common 

“According to” and “As written in the article.”  Each of these phrases, while uninventive, 

were still effective in helping the reader track which information came from a supporting 

document and which passages were Ralph’s own analysis. 

 The majority of the papers read much as Ralph’s did.  Without much deviation, 

the students consistently evoked the standard “According to…” and “states that…” 

drilled in class and present in the supporting articles themselves.  The following excerpts 

from student texts reflect the mono-thematic use of signal phrases across a variety of 

students’ papers: 

Student Essay 5: Signal phrase and integration of source information 

Victoria According to the American Labor Movement, the laissez faire 
limited the state to function for the internal police and foreign 
protection only (1). 

Danielle According to Jessica Miller, unions are not necessary because they 
are overprotected, noncompetitive, and redundant. 

Sean In the article, Do We Still Need Unions?  Yes, Klein says, “A world 
without organized labor is a world where workers have less voice 
and corporations are even more dominant and unchecked across 
both the economy and the political system[…]”(12). 

Ariel Another good argument against unions is one made by James Sherk.  
He states that as a result of union members receiving such high 
wages, consumers are paying the price (9). 
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These examples demonstrate standard but effective introductions to supporting material.  

In working to meet the course SLOs, this was the most important skill that the students 

could learn with regards to working with sources.  They showed proficiency time and 

again, whether in repeated use of “According to,” or in the case of Sam, who 

experimented with various signal phrases, such as “She writes in her article,” and, “He 

reports in his article.”   

 The students’ academically-approved use of information from published sources 

was a victory in the pursuit of course completion.  The English Department at WCC set 

this learning outcome as one its hallmarks, and Department-wide and College Writing 

Caucus meetings were frequently the battlegrounds for debates over course materials.  

The official department position was that English 101 instructors were required to include 

non-fiction texts in their courses, in order to facilitate students’ use of those texts via 

quotation and paraphrase.  A competing faction of faculty, however, preferred to use 

fiction as a vehicle for teaching writing.  Their focus lay in analytical development over 

responding to non-fiction texts. 

 Alison’s use of both a classic novel and supplemental non-fiction texts seemed to 

be something of a compromise between the two philosophical perspectives.  However, in 

the final essay, she required that that students only utilize four non-fiction articles, asking 

them to side with one of the two positions argued by the experts.  The focus of the 

students’ writing, therefore, and interaction with the print materials they were given, 

leaned almost exclusively on formulaic presentation of the authors ideas, a skill they were 

taught in class lectures.  Consequently, their own analysis of the author’s arguments or 
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the general topic, a skill that defies immediate identification, was neither requested nor 

present.  

Moving the Needle on Topical Analysis 

 Alison stated during our one-on-one interview in October that her goal was to 

prepare the students for the work they would be expected to produce in English 102, the 

research-based writing course.  While reviewing source sandwiches on October 2nd, 

Alison showed her English 101 class a sample paper from one of her English 102 

students.  By November 1st, the end of the semester within sight, the conversations 

surrounding English 102 revolved around who was or wasn’t going to take Alison in the 

Spring semester.  Many, appreciating the simplicity of her teaching style, were looking 

forward to joining her again, as a group, in the next term.  Andre, anticipating another 

semester with Alison asked that day, “Can I choose my own [research] topic if I take 102 

with you?”  On both Alison’s and the students’ minds was the expectation that within a 

matter of weeks they would matriculate into their final course in the prescribed writing 

series (field note, 11/1/13). 

 As Alison began to prepare the students for their start in English 102, I began to 

consider whether the students were making progress toward approaching one of the key 

English 102 learning outcomes, “To promote critical evaluation by students of ideas, 

opinions, and texts,” which is interpreted as critical analysis of established arguments.  In 

the closing section of Essay 5 the students were begin asked to do just that.  More than 

once, she reiterated to them in class that they were modeling a “mini” English 102-style 

research paper (field notes, 11/8/13).  Alison was testing their abilities and readiness to 

handle an entirely new set of learning outcomes. 
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 The participants exhibited varying levels of success in critical analysis.  Some 

floundered and simply regurgitated the ideas of the supporting articles.  Others made 

tentative attempts to critically engage the issue of labor unions, applying their own 

understanding of the issues.  Jerry, as expected, presented a wealth of analysis, all 

couched in an academic style which was delightful to read.  In many ways, style became 

a foil for other students whose ideas were unique and whose analysis was acute, yet 

whose mastery of the learning outcome to “[u]se a variety of sentence patterns, indicating 

a generally mature style” (course syllabus, p. 1) was limited. 

 Lucy provided one such example.  Throughout the term she fretted, worried, and 

complained about not being able to meet the expectations of the course.  Lucy, 

legitimately, was under-educated and overworked.  A married mother of two, Lucy took 

on an overnight job as a caregiver for mentally disabled adults at mid-semester.  She 

revealed both in class and during our private interviews that she worried constantly about 

the fate of her eighteen-year-old son who continued to make “bad decisions” and her 

school-aged daughter who was always on her mind.  In her first essay, Lucy has 

presented a personal response to the themes presented in the article “Angela Whitiker’s 

Climb.”  She identified very closely with several of Whitiker’s challenges and responded 

in near-poetic and distinctly non-academic discourse.  The plain-speak in Lucy’s fifth 

formal essay was a contrast to the raw vulnerability she exhibited in the first.  Her 

analysis, therefore, was equally surface-level. 

A union does protect an employee, but it is also the mediator for both, the 
employee and the employer.  Many employees will stay quiet when negativity 
occurs in the workplace.  They fear that the [employer?] will lash out on them if 
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Lucy’s body paragraph is relatively concise.  She does not address the literature on labor 

unions but her points are clear and straightforward.  What Lucy’s paragraph holds in 

rhetorical logos it lacks in stylistic sophistication.  Unfortunately, Lucy’s projection of 

employee fears (that the employer “will lash out on them if they say anything”) and 

hyperbolic argumentation (that “a union sees everything”) diminish the critical 

effectiveness of the work.  Lucy, while stylistically competent, was working a formulaic 

summary of ideas.   

 Stephen’s fifth essay was entirely devoid of authoritative language.  His thesis 

statement, presented in an earlier section, was another reflection of the uncertainty which 

characterized Stephen’s writing.  Stephen did, however, provide a section of critical 

argumentation toward the end of his paper.  In this paragraph, confusing to read in its 

print form because of a sporadic pattern of line spacing, Stephen founded his position on 

“feeling” alone.   

In my own opinion, I feel as though unions are, in most ways, great for 
Americans, but another part of me feels that some parts of a union aren’t so great.  
I feels(sic) that the upside of being in a union is that everyone gets treated equally 
and no one is treated less than anybody else.  I also feel it is good because an 
employer can’t just fire you for no reason if you belong to a union.  Some things 
that I feel are bad parts of a union is that everyone gets paid the same amount of 
money.  I believe that if you work harder than the other employees, you should 
get some type of promotion or raise for your accomplishments in that job.  
Another thing I don’t like about unions is that, even if someone is being lazy or 
doing something they aren’t supposed to be doing, it is still hard for them to get 
fired because they are in a union […]. (Stephen, Essay 5, 11/25/2013) 

they say anything, keeps them constantly quiet.  A union is not afraid to approach 
an employer, and a union is not afraid to say what needs to be said.  A union sees 
everything that is going on at the workplace.  While the employer is busy focusing 
on the quarterly income coming into the business, a labor union is focusing on 
what is in the best interest of the employee; unions see the bigger picture.  The 
reason why there is profit entering a business, it’s because of the employees. 
(Lucy, Essay 5, 11/25/2013) 
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The limitations of Stephen’s argument and topical analysis are fairly evident, as his 

reasons all rest on his own system of beliefs.  While there is certainly room for authorial 

opinion in academic discourse, what one “likes” or “doesn’t like” about the topic is 

hardly persuasive.  In his writing, Stephen uses his own lack of authority to mitigate 

arguments.  Doing so prevents him from speaking with conviction and perhaps 

misinterpreting the pro-union position. Stephen’s essay represented one far end of the 

spectrum of critical analysis.  It is, however, a fair representation, as Stephen was a 

typical English 101 student in many ways. 

 Ariel’s essay provides a third example of a student’s progress in the area of 

critical analysis. Ariel, who completed the semester with a B average, something which 

made her “pretty happy,” made strides in the establishing salient points and smoothly 

integrating sources.  In one of the body paragraphs of her fifth essay, Ariel offered a 

concise and effective synopsis of her source’s main idea, writing, “Also taking an anti-

union standpoint, Jessica Miller writes that unions are not necessary because they 

overprotect workers and limit competition and innovation.”  In this passage, Ariel 

demonstrates a number of college writing competencies, from “a generally mature 

[writing] style,” to “use [of a] vocabulary that conveys meaning accurately and 

appropriately for a college student” (Course Syllabus, pg. 1).    In each area, Ariel earned 

her B.  However, as a future English 102 student, Ariel would need to make more 

progress in her ability to critically analyze her sources.  Rather than provide a third 

person commentary on the state of unions, Ariel grounded her analysis of the topic in a 

logical fallacy, and supported her position with statements such as “Another point that 

Jessica Miller makes,” and “Another good argument against unions is one made by James 
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Sherk.”  Both statements revert to a conversational discussion of the sources, and step 

away from the academic position of objective evaluation of ideas. 

 Some of the language Ariel used in her analysis certainly evoked the authority 

Bartholomae (1985) argues for.  In her rejection of the pro-union stance, she writes, 

“Unions are not needed anymore because workers must be individuals, and these 

individuals have the ability to go to management about personal problems.”  Her use of 

“must be” establishes a directive of sorts.  However, her assumptions about the ability of 

employees to engage management about personal issues tends to ignore significant 

aspects of the argument, namely her own summary of the opposition.  Ariel wrote there 

that Sanghoee and Klein argue that “unions fight for members when employers are 

treating employees unfairly.”  Thus, the counter, rather than address the laws enacted to 

protect workers outside of union participation, as Miller and Sherk suggest, seems to 

evoke a personal and faulty logic about the individuality of employees. 

 Pittman, et al. (2009) found that students who struggled with authorial voice were 

often skeptical of their own understanding of secondary sources.  As one of the subjects 

of their study explained when discussing a preference for quotation over paraphrase, “I 

don’t want to change it in case I change what it means” (p. 160).  Sample passages from 

both Stephen and Ariel demonstrate this same avoidance of direct, personal 

argumentation.  This possibility is complicated by the insistence that college writing 

students use excerpted passages in their writing.  Out of deference for the pedagogic 

authority of published sources, the students resist arguing against the authors’ positions 

and instead side with a competing author or take up a position validated only by their 

own thoughts. 



 194	  

 Student performance in the area of critical analysis and rhetorical development 

provided obvious justification for the widespread division of the college writing sequence 

at two- and four-year schools alike.  The participants made progress in their abilities to 

establish clearer arguments, and to work with outside sources.  Many students felt 

incredibly proud of this newfound ability to engage texts.  There was, however, more 

growth required with regard to developing their analytical perspectives.  Some of that 

comes with time, maturity, and life experience.  Bourdieu and Passeron would argue, in 

this case, that habitus is shaped through “a prolonged process of inculcating producing 

more complete misrecognition of the twofold arbitrariness of PA” (1990, p. 39).  The 

students, being new to the field of higher education, would require far more intensive 

immersion and PW before internalizing the habitus of the academic writer (one which 

was arbitrarily established, at that).  The rest of that “inculcating” would have to be 

provided in yet another semester of college writing, this time at the 102 level. 

Taking Pride in Accomplishing Course Goals 

 At the end of the semester, participants felt differently from one another about 

what they accomplished and why those accomplishments were important to them.  One 

group of students focused their positive feelings on having met personal goals.  Another 

group was validated by outward signs from Alison, their instructor (see Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1990, p. 17).  In the token economy of the course, some students explained that 

they were most validated by “rewards” their professor gave them, whether those be grade 

points or comments.  Knowing that they had fulfilled her demands provided them 

feelings of pride and accomplishment.  For example, I asked Stephen, “What was your 

greatest accomplishment in this course?” He replied, “I think the first in-class essay 
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because I got an 8 out of 10 on that” (Interview, 12/20/13).  Stephen’s response, given 

after the close of the semester, demonstrated how strongly he weighted numerical reward 

as a sign of his accomplishments.  Likewise, Mark referred back to a moment from early 

in the term to position his proudest moment.  I also asked Mark, “What’s the one thing in 

the course that you’re most proud of?”  In response, he stated, “I think the first revision 

that I got a 10 out of 10 on.  That’s when I knew it was working. ‘Alright, I’m getting 

what she’s saying.  I’m giving her what she’s asking for’” (Interview, 1/7/14).  Mark, like 

Stephen, reacts to the token reward of points which came in exchange for satisfactory 

work on an initial draft or additional work on a revision.  In both cases, the sense of pride 

the student recalls is directly connected to the points he attained.  As Mark elaborates, 

those points directly corresponded to Alison’s increasing approval. 

 Jerry was most articulate in connecting his pride in course work with Alison’s 

reactions to that work.  One distinction he made in describing his accomplishments in the 

course was between being “happy” with his work and feeling “proud” of it.  Happiness in 

writing papers, he said, came from “know[ing] that I can write one competently and turn 

it in and get an above average grade.  I am happiest with my last paper.”  Pride, however, 

was a different feeling for Jerry.  When I asked, “You feel proud of this, then?” with 

regards to his last paper, Jerry replied, “No.  I feel happy.  I feel proud about the 

comments that Professor Snyder gave me on it.”  The distinction between happiness and 

pride was, based on Jerry’s responses, a difference between accomplishment and 

validation.  The accomplishment of formulaically and stylistically composing a ten-page 

paper simply made him happy – much as a worker who finishes the job of welding car 

parts together to make a car or wiring the electrical components of a working computer 
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may be happy with the outcome.  Pride, however, involved the outward approval of his 

supervisor. 

 Given the boss/worker nature of Alison’s relationship to the students in the 

course, Stephen, Mark, and Jerry’s reliance on her validation as sources of pride are not 

surprising.  However, there were other students who found pride and accomplishment in 

their own progress.  Ariel reported, “I definitely learned a lot in that class.  It’s definitely 

going to help me in 102.  A lot of things I actually thought I knew about but I really 

didn’t, so that was good.  I know how to write papers better.”  The learning which Ariel 

reports is centered on her own growth in the realm of academic discourse.  When I asked 

Ariel to further discuss her favorite piece of writing from the class, she described feeling 

pleased with her entire Essay 5 introductory paragraph: 

I like…I don’t know… I just like the whole thing.  I like the way I worded it.  I 

really like my thesis statement; I think it covered the whole paper, everything 

that was going to be included.  I feel like just the whole paragraph covered 

everything pretty well. (Interview, 12/18/13) 

Ariel found satisfaction in her own work and what she believed she has accomplished as 

a writer, from wording to organization.  Her pleasure reflects an internalization of the 

values of good writing, in that she believed she could recognize quality work and, in turn, 

produce it. 

 George also looked within himself to find value and reward in the class.  

Unfortunately, however, Alison discovered blatant acts of plagiarism in his final paper.  

Uncertain of his ability to write the kind of paper Alison wanted, George had asked a 
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friend to write his paper for him.  That friend had essentially copied and pasted material 

from outside sources (Interview, 1/30/14). As a result, George was left with a grade of D, 

which was not high enough for him to move on to English 102.  Though Alison had given 

him little hope of passing the course, George decided to show up for the final exam and 

take it anyway.  His reflection on the introductory paragraph from his Exam essay was as 

follows: 

When she gave us the [writing prompt options], I think it was on themes, and I 

chose survival, and it just came to me and I just started writing…I was able to put 

it real quick into writing, and the way everything went, I was just like, “Okay, this 

is a good one.”  It’s a good body paragraph.  At least I started out strong, and 

that’s what I felt like.  (Interview, 1/30/14) 

His certainty that “this is a good one,” was assurance that George felt in the moment of 

writing the exam rather than in the subsequent commentary Alison provided.  Even 

though he would have to re-take the English 101 course for a third time, George still 

reported feeling happy about what he learned in the course.  He explained, “I gained a lot 

of knowledge from this course.  I might have failed at the end, but I gained a lot of 

knowledge.  That’s a nice thing” (Interview, 1/30/14). 

 George was not the only student to struggle with plagiarism.  Alison also found 

plagiarism in Danielle’s second paper, and as result, Danielle received 0 points for that 

assignment.  However, she had enough time in the remainder of the course to improve 

her grade and earn a C.  Still, Danielle and Alison did not see eye-to-eye on Danielle’s 

work after that point.  While Danielle believed that she was doing very well, Alison’s 
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feedback told her otherwise.  In her final interview, Danielle discussed her frustration at 

feeling proud of her work while failing to receive the validation from her instructor that 

she thought it deserved: 

You know what, the last essay, not essay 6 [the final exam], but essay number 5, I 

felt really good about it, but I was told that my argument wasn’t ... I guess that’s 

good and bad because I felt really good about it. I felt pretty proud about it as far 

as integrating the different sources and stuff like that. She even told me that my 

writing was well written and everything like that, but my argument wasn’t strong. 

I felt really good about every piece of my paper, so I guess that was a bummer. 

(Interview, 12/20/13) 

Danielle’s assessment of her final out-of-class essay demonstrates her awareness of the 

various elements of essay construction from source integration to style.  She also 

indicates that she “felt pretty proud” of having successfully met the course goal of 

integrating sources.   However, while Alison validated her “writing” Danielle claimed 

that she was critical of her lack of an argument.  In negotiating this dissonance, Danielle 

chalks-up Alison’s feedback as “a bummer.”  In follow-up, she reiterated, “I felt like 

everything was there.  I did what she asked, I guess.  I thought I did what she asked” 

(Interview, 12/20/13).  Although Danielle did not receive the validation from Alison that 

she thought her work deserved, her defense of her work and the areas in which she felt 

proud and accomplished reinforce the argument that students began to understand the 

dimensions of academic discourse and felt both pride and accomplishment when they 

mastered them.   
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Between writing those first papers and preparing their final essays, the students 

faced significant challenges, though they developed in some areas.  As their Essay 5 

results reveal, they made tremendous progress in several important areas of academic 

essay format.  Their work in the English 101 course, for most, was a success.  

Unfortunately, Victoria did not earn a passing grade in the course, having failed to submit 

one paper and two rough drafts.  Two other participants left the course during the last 

month, after the first writing workshop for Essay 5.  On November 13th, the date Alison 

provided the written instructions for the final paper, both Andre and Joanna were present 

in class.  Previously, Alison had warned Joanna that her attendance was poor and that she 

had “one more chance” to complete the course.  That day, Andre worked closely with 

Alison on the brainstorming portions of the assignment.  Joanna huddled up with another 

student, Ciara, for many minutes, poring over the assigned articles.  However, both 

disappeared thereafter.   

 Official assessment indicators such as the English 101 Student Learning 

Outcomes and Alison’s own “Course Goals” attempt to create observable products in 

student writing.  What SLOs cannot address, however, is what students internalize and 

how they feel about the learning process.  The students in this course reported pride in 

both observable and non-observable outcomes.  While the points which Stephen and 

Mark received became part of their final grade calculations, the satisfaction of Ariel, 

George, and Beatrice in their understanding of the writing process does not.  The 

outcomes for students who do not turn in work or ultimately stop attending are even more 

complex.  In some cases, students can be denied future registration, enrollment in 

courses, and financial aid.  When I attempted to discover the consequences of failing or 
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withdrawing from the class, unfortunately, Victoria, Andre and Joanna all ignored my 

many requests for follow-up interviews.  All three consistently avoided scheduling a 

starting interview as well.  Finally, Victoria consented to one mid-semester interview.  

The only data I have representing Andre and Joanna’s experiences are their PIFs, essays, 

and records of class participation.  Those documents consistently demonstrate that both 

Joanna and Andre struggled with the form and style of academic discourse.  Both missed 

several classes during the semester.  All three were from classified minority groups.  All 

three were from single parent homes (Joanna, Participant Information Form; Andre, 

Participant Information Form; Victoria, personal interview, date).  These and many more 

factors influenced the students’ negotiation of coursework and authority in the classroom 

in ways that this study could not measure. 

 Bourdieu explains that it is impossible to look to one or even all of these 

categories as an explanation for why students with similar backgrounds have differing 

outcomes.  He and Passeron write: 

Social origin, with the initial family education and experience it entails, must 

therefore not be considered as a factor capable of directly determining practices, 

attitudes and opinions at every moment in a biography, since the constraints that 

are linked to social origin work only through the particular systems of factors in 

which they are actualized in the structure that is different each time. (1990, p. 88) 

The reactions of each student to Alison’s authority over course material or the outward 

representations of their progress (i.e. grades) differ, then, because each student’s unique 

set of experiences, working-class or otherwise, operate uniquely on the experience of that 
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individual.  Inasmuch as we can draw understanding from those who engaged the course 

yet failed to complete it, we also draw understanding from those who demonstrated 

genuine habitus transition in becoming competent academic writers.   

Conclusions 

This chapter addressed the research question which asks, “What role does 

language (written or spoken) play in shaping their experiences?”  The early essays reveal 

that students relied heavily on mirroring and mimicry when organizing and composing 

their writing.  This was, in large part, the result of their instructor’s guidance which 

encouraged students to follow specific instructions rather than to explore their own.  The 

students also relied on written feedback on their essays, which came in the form of digital 

comments through the Canvas Learning Management System. The written feedback, and 

occasionally in-office help, directed targeted paper revisions.  Alison’s point-based 

reward system for paper revisions established a token economy in which more work and 

more time resulted in increased point value.  Likewise, it encouraged students to frame 

the revision process as a series of tasks designed of please their professor, rather than as a 

reflection on their own writing practices. 

I continued to analyze the role of Alison, as instructor, and the secondary sources, 

as print representations of other instructors, in conveying pedagogic acts and pedagogic 

authority.   I argued in this chapter that the students’ unwavering deference to their 

instructor and her examples of appropriate writing inhibited the students’ development of 

argumentation and critical analysis.  Their fear of misinterpreting the information from 

published sources, or misusing source integrations led them to formulaically present the 

arguments of published sources as their own.  One concern that emerged from this 
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finding involved the likelihood that viewing their professors as sources of unalterable 

authority on writing (and other subjects) might reinforce patterns of behavior that limit 

their abilities to innovate, interpret, and advance in higher education.  I also explored the 

role of the course SLOs in dictating what constituted valuable “learning” in the course.  

The Student Learning Outcomes, as departmentally and institutionally mandated, dictated 

that students both read non-fiction texts and utilize information from those texts in their 

writing.  Given these mandates, Alison was fulfilling her duties by providing appropriate 

materials and writing situations for the students to demonstrate proficiency in required 

skill sets.   

 Andre and Joanna continued to appear in my mind as I revisited the data in this 

chapter.  Their first essays provided wonderful insights into the starting point at which 

they and their classmates began.  As I reviewed and coded Essay 5, however, their work 

was noticeably missing.  The missing work and missing students whom it represents is 

one of the notable findings in this study.  It reminds us that both attending class and 

completing work are significant undertakings for some students.  In some cases, the work 

involved may conflict with outside responsibilities such as employment or family.  In 

other cases, the work may feel too advanced, too complicated, or too time-consuming to 

be tackled.  As I argue throughout this document, the work of the course was, indeed, 

work for these students.  As their boss, Alison typically did her best to make the job 

enjoyable, but she demanded competency and a level of perfection which the students 

respected, and in many ways, craved. 

 In the following chapter, I will discuss the implications of these findings and 

those from Chapter 5 as well.  I will also include a section which considers the theoretical 
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implications of this study.  As the findings have demonstrated throughout, the 

boss/worker relationship which Alison fostered in her class was well-received by her 

students.  They seemed to find a level of comfort and familiarity in being positioned as 

workers – as most were at that time.  In the conclusions section, I will address what it 

suggests about teacher-student relationships, particularly at this, and perhaps other, 

community colleges.  Finally, I will consider the implications of these finding on the 

study of college writing.  Research on college writing students, teachers, and curriculum, 

is rarely ethnographic, though ethnography shows great promise for transforming the 

field.  In Chapter 7 I will offer suggestions for the discipline, as it moves forward, 

searching for new ways to understand what and how students learn to become effective 

academic writers. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

 This study explored how students experience their introduction to academic 

discourse in a community college writing course.  This inquiry into a key transitional 

period in college student life was guided by theoretical works which shape the field of 

working-class studies.  I sought, using ethnographic research methodology (Lillis, 2008), 

to better understand how social class, as a cultured set of behavioral practices (rather than 

a socio-economic ranking), shaped community college students’ experiences in learning 

the form and function of reading and writing.  The site for this study was a large, urban, 

community college.  The students varied in age, gender, race, and previous education. 

The preceding work was a glimpse at how this diverse group of students responded to the 

cultural expectations of an English 101 course. 

The findings chapters centered on two major concepts. Chapter 5 addressed the 

instructor’s organization of the course as a site of socio-cultural instruction.  It covered 

students’ encounters with classroom rules, content instruction, and assigned readings. 

Chapter 6 discussed the students’ negotiation of the three forms of academic authority: 

that of their instructor, that of published sources, and their own authority as writers.  Each 

theme was analyzed in conjunction with participants’ written work for the course. In this 

chapter I will discuss this study’s key findings.  I will also suggest theoretical 

implications, implications for the literature, and directions for future research. 
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The Course as a Site of Cultural Transition 

  From establishing classroom rules to selecting The Grapes of Wrath, Alison 

foregrounded the behaviors, information sets, and linguistic practices of the middle-class.  

The “middle-classing” (Bloom, 1996) of the students in the course began on the first day, 

and continued throughout the semester.  Her students were willing and engaged 

participants in this exercise.  Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1990) concepts of pedagogic acts 

(PA) and pedagogic authority (PAu) further our understanding of how Alison’s syllabus 

and teaching practices received a high level of buy-in and validation from her students.  

In my findings, I often refer this as the boss/worker dynamic in explanation of the 

relationship Alison held with her students.  Bourdieu and Passeron explain that thoughts 

and behaviors are subject to change in educational settings.  It is important to note that 

they believe that homes and churches fall under this category, especially when the goal of 

“teaching” is to indoctrinate a person into a particular way of thinking or seeing the 

world.  Pedagogic acts are the “lessons” being taught and pedagogic authority is the 

“leverage” the teacher has over his pupil, that which prompts the pupil to internalize the 

information in the lesson.  In the context of Alison’s English 101 course, there were 

lessons on middle-class etiquette, lessons on how one should organize her ideas in 

writing, and lessons on what one should talk about when discussing a work of literature.  

These lessons were purposefully constructed to reinforce the linguistic values of the 

academic community.  Alison’s goal was to show her students that expectations around 

written and verbal communication exist in the field of higher education.  

 The students clearly wanted to be part of the transition process.  As some former 

basic writing students explained, in their first semesters, they may not have understood 
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that transition was an expectation.  However, once that became clear to them, they 

wanted it.   They bought into the system of behavioral “arbitraries” (Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1990) because their buy-in was requisite to admission to access and cultural 

capital.  However, rather than make the students initiation into the academy something 

akin to a terrifying fraternity pledge process, Alison made the process fun.  She invited 

them to participate in the course and engage their own transition.  Her open-ended 

questioning also invited them to become “experts” for a few moments during lesson 

delivery. 

 This finding required that I reconcile the proposed symbolic violence (Bourdieu 

and Passeron, 1990) of learning academic discourse with the overwhelmingly positive 

feedback the students provided.  In doing so, I was forced to consider the students’ 

conversations with me regarding their future career goals and reasons for attending WCC, 

aspects of student experience I was unable to include in my findings.  What I discovered 

was that most of the students had struggled in one way or another, through poverty, 

abuse, orphanhood, abandonment, etc.  Their desires to attend school were almost 

exclusively premised on wanting economic advancement and cultural capital.  I also 

addressed the theoretical position Bourdieu and Passeron take on this issue: for the 

imposition of pedagogic acts, under the influence of pedagogic authority, one must be 

blind - or agree to pretend not to see – the ways in which these practices support existing 

power structures. 

 Amy Robillard (2003) explains that in the University setting, working-class 

students often resist being “outed” in front of their middle-class peers.  They may see 

their socio-cultural worlds as places they are trying to escape.  In the urban community 
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college, where most students are working-class, there is no fear of “outing” because the 

class collective understand that they come from similar cultural perspectives.  However, 

that desire to become middle-class and have their professors and classmates see them in 

that light is just the same as it is for working-class university students.  It is, for most, the 

reason they have undertaken post-secondary study in the first place.   

Negotiating Authority in Beginning Academic Discourse 

 In the years following the K-12 initiatives No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, 

and the newest, Every Child Achieves Act, institutions of education at all levels have 

fallen more and more into line with federally mandated accountability practices.  While 

college writing programs have consistently agreed to establish “learning goals” for their 

students, never before have they been so fully aligned with outcomes-based measures.  At 

Winchester Community College (and any other community college wishing to hold on to 

regional accreditation) faculty worked in collaboration to establish the learning outcomes 

for their courses.  Those outcomes shaped the scope of work for students and determined 

the writing skills on which students would be measured. 

 In Chapter 6, I addressed the student’s writing, often in reflection of the intended 

student learning outcomes (SLOs).  I compared essays 1 and 5 across the categories of 

mirroring of classroom lessons, development of independent arguments, and in the case 

of Essay 5, critical analysis.  In the first essay, students appropriated the language of the 

writing prompt and preemptively integrated quoted passages from their reading.  Those 

findings demonstrated the participants’ reliance on their instructor to provide the “right” 

words and ideas.  Between completing the first essay and the final formal essay, they 

were introduced to a formal writing process.  One element was incorporating their 
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instructor feedback into paper revisions.  Given the heavy representation of mirroring in 

their first essay, it was evident that the students held their professor’s opinions on writing 

as authoritative.  They received her written feedback in the same manner.  Whatever 

comments or critique she had to offer, the student endeavored to correct the “mistakes” 

and submit a draft which better represented “what she wants.” 

  The students’ writing at the beginning of the semester was notably different from 

the work they produced at the end.  Guided by the specific comments of their instructor 

and a token economy in the course which rewarded targeted revisions, they began to 

experiment with academic writing style and to use the “source sandwich” as a model for 

paragraphing.  They included more passages from published sources as supporting 

details.  They also learned how to effectively summarize arguments from the texts they 

read.  However, their abilities to demonstrate the outward symbols of academic discourse 

continued to rely on replicating the language of their in-class lessons and the ideas of 

their published sources.  In the areas of independent argumentation and critical analysis, 

most participants demonstrated limited progress.  One of the key arguments I made 

regarding the students’ assumption of authority in their own writing is that there was little 

room for them to assert their authority.  The guidelines of their professor and the well-

supported arguments of the secondary sources overshadowed the students’ abilities to 

speak definitively on the assigned subjects.   

 Alison, a veteran instructor, was practiced at teaching the course as it was 

designed, giving her students the skills required to meet the SLOs for English 101 and the 

following English 102 course.  The students’ lack of development was, I believe, not in 

response to her teaching - though hooks (2010) argues for a more cooperative course 
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design to invite students to develop as critical thinkers - but in response to the expectation 

imposed on them from institutional (SLOs) and socio-cultural influences.  The 

boss/worker dynamic emerged from and was fed by this culture of work and reward.  

Further, the students seemed unwilling and unable to position themselves in person or in 

writing as authoritative representatives of anything other than the commonplace 

iconography of their cultural worlds.  As such, the course was never, for most, about 

communicating authoritatively in their writing.  When asked to argue a position, they 

often did so by appropriating the arguments of their supporting documents. At the first 

and last, it was about measurable skills, instructor approval, and externalized validation 

of that approval.  The remaining handful of students verbally validated their own writing.  

However, in doing so, they focused on how closely their work matched the course SLOs 

or their own understood values of the field. 

Theoretical Implications 

 This study joins an already robust catalog of materials on working-class college 

writing students (Linkon, 1999; Robillard, 2003; Lindquist, 2007; Peckham, 2003) and 

student habitus in higher education (Lehmann, 2014; Lehmann, 2009; Lehmann, 2007; 

Lee and Kramer, 2013).  These works have been fundamental in bringing the needs of a 

burgeoning working-class student population to the forefront of discussions about access 

and equity in post-secondary settings.  There has been far less discussion about how 

working-class students experience transition or changes to their linguistic habitus in 

community colleges.  This study pushes our understanding of habitus in a community 

college writing classroom by considering that students in this study encouraged and 

responded positively to pedagogic acts and the pedagogic authority of their instructor.  It 
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also considered how the students embraced the pedagogic authority of secondary sources.  

As their experience in the course deepened, so did their regard for the arguments and 

ideas posed by published authors.   

 This study asks for a broader consideration of pedagogic authority (Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1990), one which includes the latent authority of published sources.  In an 

increasingly technological society, in which print and electronic publications are widely 

available, students begin negotiating the authority and validity of the world of written 

information in their elementary school years.  As the study participants revealed in 

writing Essay 1, those words from published materials are compelling, not simply as 

evidence, but as arguments.  These findings ask that we think about how the ideas we 

read shape our habitus.  As the college writing process continues and students are 

required to engage increasing numbers of peer reviewed and scholarly materials, the 

inherent authority of those sources heightens.  This interaction between the published 

word and habitus formation offers a new way of thinking about the collective student 

experience, beyond that which they physically live.  Requiring students to “work” with 

published sources continually privileges the written words of others over the known 

world of the student.   The field of working-class studies can broaden its understanding of 

student retention, resistance, and isolation by considering what effects scholarly reading 

and citation have on students in transition.  While they work through engaging the social 

worlds of their middle-class peers and the institution, they must also deny a belief system 

built on experience and adopt one built on the authority of an un-seeable author.  

Lehmann (2015) argues that “successful” university students experience a break in 

habitus.  This study’s findings suggest that the continued and deepened engagement with 
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academic print materials as sources of authority may play as significant a role in that shift 

in habitus as the students’ new social group does.  This data provides a jumping-off point, 

therefore, for further theoretical consideration of how teacher-selected texts and peer-

reviewed articles influence habitus. 

Implications for the Literature 

I conceived of this study as a response to David Bartholomae’s “Inventing the 

University” (1985).  I paraphrased, in Chapter 2, Bartholomae’s argument that the college 

writer must position himself as an equal to his professor, or one who “has the authority to 

speak to [him] on a given subject.” In addition to studying composition theory, I am also 

a social scientist.  The answer-driven researcher in me wondered how class-based, 

sociological theory could provide some answers to how, when, and under what conditions 

a student assumes authority over his subject matter.  In my research on the existing 

literature of the discipline, I found surprisingly little which addressed this notion of 

authority in community college student writing.  It was, and I believe, still is, an 

underdeveloped area of research. 

One comprehensive work does address many of the same research questions I 

posed in framing this study.  I came across Rebecca Cox’s text, The College Fear Factor 

(2011), at the end of this project.  With uncanny similarity, Cox details the working-class 

roots of community college formation.  She also uses qualitative data to address why 

students attend community colleges and what they think about the classroom dynamic.  

My study falls in line with the work of Cox (2009), giving voice to the two-year student. 

As the title suggest, Cox argues that community college students “fear” negotiating the 

authority of institutions of higher education and their instructors in the classroom.  This 
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study’s focus on the students’ relationship with Alison, their professor, further develops 

this idea.  It examines how community college professors can humanize themselves while 

still maintaining an essential amount of authority in the classroom when teaching 

practices are inclusive and engaging.  Far too often, pedagogical reflection focuses on the 

“what didn’t work” or “improving instruction.” Though I necessarily touched on areas of 

the students’ experience which were problematic, this work introduces a reflective piece 

which considers what can go “right” in the writing classroom.  

 This study is also focused on the whys behind student behavior and experience.  I 

opted against conducting a discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995; Gee, 1999; Olinger, 

2011) on student writing.  Doing so would have allowed me to uncover classed patterns 

of speech or passages which demonstrated elaboration or limited development of 

subjective intent (Bernstein, 1971; Bizzell, 1992).  Instead, I looked for patterns across 

student writing which would reflect a collective and classed practice.  Too often, studies 

on college writing focus on the ways in which individual students respond to a writing 

prompt or to a particular reading.  In this case, I wanted to move beyond the rhetorical 

aspects of writing and consider its socially and culturally contextualized aspects.  If 

published sources are one of the “tools” of writing, I applied an anthropological 

perspective to consider how students were using those tools.  This is yet another 

significant contribution to the literature of college writing. As the field encourages more 

empirical qualitative research (Broad, 2012) this study will serve as a model for how 

ethnographic inquiry can be applied in the writing classroom. 
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 Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

This study revealed that the students in Alison’s course negotiated a number of 

authority-types, including their own authority as writers and pre-academics.  While other 

work has supported the claim that working-class students struggle with authority (Pittman 

et. al., 2009) this study uniquely addresses the community college student.  One of the 

limitations of the work is its focus on only one section of college writing with one 

instructor.  A broader study across multiple sections of an institution or across institution 

types might provide deeper insight into how working-class and middle-class students 

alike negotiate pedagogic authority from their instructors and published materials. 

As technology infiltrates the field of education in new and unexpected ways, the 

writing studies discipline must stand prepared to understand the ways in which all 

published works influence student writing.  By better understanding how more college 

students negotiate “approved” works in their writing, the field can react to the use of 

unapproved work as well.  Likewise, despite software and programming innovations like 

Turnitin©, there remains a serious problem of academic integrity across institution types 

and across disciplines (Howard and Robillard, 2008).  Research into how student-writers 

think about and use published sources and the information they contain would help 

prevent the forms of unintentional plagiarism which mar professors’ faith in their 

students’ genuine desires to produce quality writing. 

The scope of this project limited, in many ways, my ability to use key pieces of 

data from the study.  In addition to the findings addressed in this document, I also 

discovered a wealth of information regarding students’ school selection processes, the 

role of peer review in the course, student perspectives on social class elevation, and 
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conventional error-patterns in student writing.  The beginnings of a small data set on the 

hidden network of social relationships among students also began to emerge. As this 

preliminary data suggests, working-class students may create networks of support in the 

classroom which act much like place-based survival networks (Gilbert, 1998).  Deeper 

exploration into this line of inquiry might examine whether the collective, cultural 

practices of working-class communities (including embedded beliefs about unionism and 

collective agency in negotiating with an institutional agent) are replicated at the 

classroom level. 
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FORM 

 

Section I, Personal Information 

Participant Code 
 
 

Age 

Address (city/state/zip only, no street address) 
 
 

Preferred Telephone 

Full-time or Part-Time student? (circle one)   
Note: Full-time is the equivalent of twelve or more 
credit hours per semester. 
 
 
 

Preferred Email 

 

Race and Ethnicity (Please check one “race” then write in your primary ethnic origin, 
i.e. African-American; Italian-American; Columbian; Haitian; Egyptian.  If “Other” 
please explain). 

¨   White    Ethnic Origin: 

¨   Black   Ethnic Origin: 

¨   Latino   Ethnic Origin: 

¨   Asian   Ethnic Origin: 

¨   Native American  Tribal Origin: 

¨   Other/Multi-racial Please Explain: 

Other related information 

Nation of Birth 

 

Primary Language 

Year of immigration (if relevant) Other Languages Spoken at Home 
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Section II, Educational History 

Highest degree earned 

¨   General Education Degree 
Please indicate which 
state 

 

Year of completion  
 

¨   High School Diploma 
Name of school, city, 
state 

 

Year of Completion  
 

¨   Associates Degree 
Name of institution, 
city, state 

 

Year of Completion  
 

¨   Bachelor’s Degree 
Name of institution, 
city, state 

 

Year of Completion  
 

Section III, Employment History 

Have you been employed in any capacity, either formally (with state and federal 
documentation and taxes removed) or informally (i.e. “under the table” with 
compensation as a private exchange between you and your employer)? 

¨   Yes 
¨   No 

Please include information for your last three positions of employment (either 
formal or informal)  

1. 

Employer 
 

Position Title 
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Dates of Employment 
 
 

Wages (starting and ending) 

Description of job duties 
 
 
 
 

Reason for leaving 

 

2. 

Employer 
 
 

Position Title 

Dates of Employment 
 
 

Wages (starting and ending) 

Description of job duties 
 
 
 
 

Reason for leaving 

 

3. 

Employer 
 
 

Position Title 

Dates of Employment 
 
 

Wages (starting and ending) 

Description of job duties 
 
 
 
 

Reason for leaving 

 

How do you typically travel to and from work and school? (please check one) 

¨   Drive self   
¨   Driven by another  

Relationship to driver: 
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¨   Public Transportation/ Bus, Subway, Trolley 
¨   Public Transportation/ Regional Rail  
¨   Walking 

Estimated distance: 

 

Section IV, Family History 

Please indicate the number of persons residing in your home ____________________ 

Indicate the relationship to you and age of each person (i.e.  sister/ 4 years old) 

Relationship Age 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 

Please indicate the educational attainment and primary source of income for each 
parent (if known). 

 Mother Father 
Education 
(i.e. high 
school, some 
college, 
associate’s 
degree, etc. 

  

Primary 
source of 
income (i.e. 
plumber, 
teacher, 
nurse or 
public 
assistance) 

  

 

Section V, Educational and Career Goals 



 231	  

What is your intended major? 

 

What are your goals for attending school? 

¨   To earn some college credits  
¨   To earn an associate’s degree 
¨   To transfer to a 4-year college or university 

How many college credits had you earned PRIOR to this semester? 

¨   0-6 
¨   6-12 
¨   12-24 
¨   More than 24 

 
Please describe your overall educational goals (i.e. “I would like to earn my AA in 
Liberal Studies then transfer to LaSalle University.  At LaSalle, I would like to 
major in History and earn my bachelor’s degree.”) 

 

 

 

Please describe your overall career goals (i.e.  “One day I would like to own my own 
fashion company.  I would be the designer and operate a boutique store.”) 

 

 

 

How are your educational goals and your career goals matched?  Are they? (i.e.  
Although I want to earn a BA in History, I am really interested in becoming a 
fashion designer…”) 

 

 

 

  



 232	  

 

APPENDIX B: INSTRUCTOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS  

 

Role as course leader 

•   Tell me about the educational or career path you have taken or the decisions you 
have made which have led you to today and teaching this course. 

•   How have those experiences or decisions informed the way you approach your 
students or teach this course? 

•   What do you see as your role in the classroom? 
•   What kinds of emotions do you experience when you are teaching this course? 

Why do you think those are the emotions that come up? 
•   What are your expectations for yourself as the leader of this course? 
•   Up to this point in the semester, where have you met or exceeded your own 

expectations?  Where have you fallen short? 
 

Course material decision-making 

•   Tell me about the materials you have selected for this course.  What are they/what 
will they be used for? 

•   Describe your decision-making process in reviewing and selecting them.   
o   Did you consider price, content, etc.? 

•   At this point in the semester, are you happy with your decision to use these 
materials? 

o   Are there any changes that you wish you had made/intend to make? 
 
Course assignment decision-making 

•   How did you go about designing the course assignments?  How did you choose 
topics, length? 

•   What is each assignment designed to teach the students? 
•   What is each assignment designed to provide you feedback on, regarding their 

meeting the course goals? 
•   Is there anything about the course assignments that feels raced or classed to you 

(i.e. topic, writing style, etc?) 
•   How do you navigate these class-based or race-based divides when explaining the 

purpose and/or process of these assignments to your students? 
 
Impressions of students in the course 
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•   What is your general impression of the students in the course as a group? 
•   Do you have any impressions of particular students who stand out as being 

extremely skilled writers?  What makes those students stand out? 
•   Do you have any impressions of particular students who stand out as being 

particularly poor writers?  What makes those students stand out? 
•   What characteristics do you find separating those who are exceptional writers 

from those who are poor writers? 
•   Do you have any impressions of particular students who stand out for conforming 

to classroom behavioral expectations?  How would you characterize those 
students’ behaviors? 

•   Do you have any impressions of particular students who stand out for poor 
classroom conduct?  How would you characterize those students’ behaviors? 

 
Culture of the Institution 

•   What is the function of this course in the overall workings of the institution (i.e. 
what institutional goals does this course help the school achieve?) 

•   How does the institution support the goals of this course? 
•   How can the institution better support the goals of this course? 
•   How does the institution support students who are taking this course? 
•   How can the institution better support students who are taking this course? 
•   How does the institution support faculty who are teaching this course? 
•   How can the institution better support faculty who are teaching this course? 
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APPENDIX C: STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

 

The first portion of the interview is semi-structured and will based on the kinds of 
responses the student provides in the Participant Information Form.  Questions will 
involve explanations of ethnic affiliations, discussion of living situation (where, with 
whom), elaboration on work experiences, and discussion of educational and career 
goals.  The second portion of the interview is structured, following these given protocols: 

 

Prior language arts/language experiences 

•   When was the last time that you took an English class?  At what institution? 
•   What was your last English class like?  What kinds of readings and assignments 

did you have to complete? 
•   How would you describe your last English teacher? 
•   What kind of English would you say is spoken in your home?  Standard or an 

ethnic or regional dialect?  Which one? 
•   How does the kind of language you use reflect who you are as a person? 

 
Perceptions of reading as a behavior 

•   How often do you read?  For what purpose (school, pleasure, work)? 
•   Were there reading materials in your home when you were a child?  If so, what 

kinds? 
•   When you think about reading, what kind of emotion do you feel (happy, sad, 

bored, frustrated)?  Why? 
•   If you read for pleasure, what do you normally select (fiction, histories, magazine, 

newspapers)? 
•   Do you read novels?  If so, which authors or topics tend to interest you? 
•   In the past year, have you read any books?  If so, can you name some of them? 

 
Perceptions of writing as a behavior 

•   How often do you perform some kind of writing task?  For what purpose? 
•   When you think about writing, what kind of emotion do you feel?  Why? 
•   Do you ever write for pleasure?  If so, what kinds of writing do you do? 

 
Prior cultural experiences 
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•   Tell me about your experiences with visual arts (sculpture, painting, 
photography).  Have you visited any art museums or taken art classes?  If so, 
which ones? 

•   What kinds of visual arts appeal to you? 
•   Tell me about your experiences with music.  

o   What genre of music do you listen to? 
o    Do you or does anyone in your family play any instruments?  If so, which 

ones? 
•   Tell me about any travel experiences which you may have.  If you have traveled 

outside of Philadelphia, where did you go?  For what reason?  How long were you 
there? 

•   Tell me about your food preferences.  What kinds of food do you enjoy eating? 
o   What food do you eat inside of your home? 
o   Do you dine out? 

§   What kind of food do you eat outside of your home? 
§   Where are some restaurants that you have recently eaten? 

 
Experiences in the class 

•   What were your expectations for the class prior to the first day?  What kinds of 
reading and writing assignments did you expect to complete? 

•   How have your experiences in the class measured up to your expectations? 
•   What has been your favorite aspect of being in the class so far? 
•   What have your liked least about being in the class so far? 

 
Impressions of the instructor 

•   How would you describe Professor X? 
•   How would you describe her attitude towards the course materials? 
•   How would you describe her attitude towards students in the course?  Towards 

you, in particular? 
•   How would you describe her grading strategy?  Is it fair?  If not, why not? 

 
Impressions of other class members 

•   What are your impressions of your classmates? Are they friendly, standoff-ish, 
rude? 

•   How do you see yourself in comparison to them (how are you alike)?  In contrast 
(how are you different)? 

•   What do you like best about your interactions with your classmates?  Least? 
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Impressions of the materials 

•   For this class, you have been asked to purchase__________ and to download or 
print __________.  Have you been able to gain access to all of these materials so 
far? 

•   Were there more or fewer print or web materials than you thought there would 
be? 

•   How have you gone about getting the materials?  From what sources (i.e. online, 
student bookstore)? 

•   Did you face any challenges in obtaining any of the course materials? 
•   Do the materials make sense for this course?  Do you understand and agree with 

the instructor’s selection of them? 
 

Impressions of the class assignments 

•   Tell me about the course reading assignments.   
o   How do they compare to previous English classes?  
o   Have you completed them as they have been assigned?  If not, why not?  

What were some obstacles? 
o   Have you enjoyed the readings?  What about them? 
o   Has anything about the readings been challenging to you?  If so, what? 
o   Has anything about the readings seemed too simple (not challenging 

enough)?  If so, what? 
•   Tell me about the course writing assignments. 

o   How do they compare to previous English classes? 
o   Have you completed them as they have been assigned?  If not, why not?  

What were some obstacles? 
o   Were you able to select topics that were of interest to you?  If so, was that 

helpful?  If not, did that limit your enthusiasm for the assignment? 
o   Has anything about the writing assignments been challenging to you?  If 

so, what? 
 
Impressions of the classroom 

•   How would you describe the layout of the classroom that the course is held in?   
•   Would you describe the physical environment as comfortable or uncomfortable?  

What about it makes it so? 
•   How would you describe the energy of the classroom?  Is it welcoming and 

familiar or distant and cold? 
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•   What do you like or dislike about the classroom furniture?  The seating 
arrangement?   

 
Impressions of the institution 

•   How would you describe the overall school environment? 
•   How would you describe your experiences registering for this class and financing 

this class? 
•   How do you use the spaces/resources of the institution before and after class? 
•   How do you use the spaces or resources of the institution in order to complete 

your work for this class?  
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APPENDIX D: COURSE SYLLABUS 

English Composition I 

Required Texts 

The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck 

Articles posted on course homepage to download and print 

 

Course Description 

First of a two-part sequence in English composition. This course requires the writing of 
academic essays of about 500 words which develop significant ideas in a sequence of 
well-organized paragraphs with a minimum of errors. Students are expected to use a 
variety of rhetorical patterns and respond in writing to assigned reading. Prerequisite: 
“Pass” grade in 098 or satisfactory score on the composition placement test. 

 

Learning Outcomes 

Upon completion of this course, students will be able to:   

•   Use appropriate rhetorical development (such as analysis, comparison/contrast, 
interpretation and argument) to respond to the central ideas of an assigned text  

•   Paraphrase sentences and short passages from reading texts  
•    Analyze a written assignment  
•   Develop essays of varying length and complexity that incorporate ideas from texts  
•   Use a variety of sentence patterns, indicating a generally mature style  
•   Evaluate effectiveness of their own writing via feedback from professor, peers 

and self to produce a rigorous revision  
•   Use vocabulary that conveys meaning accurately and appropriately for a college 

student  
 

Grades 

 Essay #1 
  Rough draft  5%  

Final draft 10% 
 Essay #2  
  Rough draft  5%  

Final draft 10% 
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 Essay #3  10% 
 Essay #4  
  Rough draft  5%  

Final draft 10% 
 Essay #5  
  Rough draft  5%  

Final draft 20% 
 Essay #6  10% 
 Quizzes  10% 
 
You will have two class periods to revise essays for a higher grade, with the exception of 
essay #3 and #6. 
 
Final grades: 90-100 A, 80-89 B, 70-79 C, 60-69 D, 59 or below F 
  
Attendance 

You are required to attend this class. You are allowed six absences. More than six 
absences may result in removal from the roster. Two instances of lateness (more than ten 
minutes) will count as an absence.  If you are having problems with anything please 
contact me as soon as possible so we can make suitable arrangements.  If you miss class, 
you are still expected to complete the assignments for the next class.  Please collect at 
least two email addresses or phone numbers from other students and use them to get 
assignments.  Do not contact me to find out what you missed. All assignments are listed 
in the course schedule and are due that day. 
 
Classroom Rules 

Our classroom is an environment where all students will feel comfortable and where 
everyone can learn without disruption. Towards that goal, I ask that you respect the 
following rules: 
 

1.   Please turn off cell phones when in class (not silent, but off). Anyone consulting 
a cell phone in class will be asked to leave. Never leave class to take a phone 
call (the only exception is a dire emergency, but you must inform me of that 
possibility before class).  

2.   Headsets/Bluetooth devices must be put away. 
3.   Respect each other and me by listening and considering what is said. Please 

refrain from side conversations. 
4.   Please do not eat or chew gum in class.  
5.   Please do not sleep or sit with your head on your desk. 

 
Plagiarism 

All work in this class must be original. Any attempt to pass off work that is not your own 
will be considered plagiarism, a form of theft, and will result in a failing grade for the 
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essay. A second instance of plagiarism will result in failure of the course. Plagiarism 
includes copying material from outside books, articles, internet sites or another person.  
 

Plagiarism Explained 

 

Original material 

Doping experts have long known that drug tests catch only a tiny fraction of the athletes 
who use banned substances because athletes are constantly finding new drugs and 
techniques to evade detection. So in 2011, the World Anti-Doping Agency convened a 
team of researchers to try to determine more accurately how many athletes use 
performance-enhancing drugs. 

From “Antidoping Agency Delays Publication of Research” By Tim Rohan, New York 
Times 2013 

 

Not Plagiarism (direct quote) 

According to Tim Rohan in the New York Times, “Doping experts have long known that 
drug tests catch only a tiny fraction of the athletes who use banned substances because 
athletes are constantly finding new drugs and techniques to evade detection. So in 2011, 
the World Anti-Doping Agency convened a team of researchers to try to determine more 
accurately how many athletes use performance-enhancing drugs” (2013). 

 

Not Plagiarism (paraphrase) 

According to Tim Rohan in the New York Times, because athletes are always one step 
ahead in terms of drugs and testing, testers don’t catch many of them. As a result, in 
2011, the World Anti-Doping agency set out to research the number of athletes who dope 
(2013). 

 

Plagiarism (copied, no credit given) 

Doping experts have long known that drug tests catch only a tiny fraction of the athletes 
who use banned substances because athletes are constantly finding new drugs and 
techniques to evade detection. So in 2011, the World Anti-Doping Agency convened a 
team of researchers to try to determine more accurately how many athletes use 
performance-enhancing drugs. 
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Plagiarism (paraphrased, no credit given) 

Because athletes are always one step ahead in terms of drugs and testing, testers don’t 
catch many of them. As a result, in 2011, the World Anti-Doping agency set out to 
research the number of athletes who dope 

 

Plagiarism (paraphrased with some copying not in quote marks, even though credit 
given) 

According to Tim Rohan in the New York Times, because athletes are always one step 
ahead in terms of drugs and testing, testers don’t catch many of them. As a result, in 
2011, the World Anti-Doping agency convened a team of researchers to try to determine 
more accurately the number of athletes who dope (2013). 

 
Office Hours 
I am available during office hours for anything you may wish to discuss with me: an 
assignment, difficulties you are having with school, questions about other classes, etc. 
Visit me (BR-35).  
 

Special Accommodations 

Students who have special needs that require testing and/or classroom accommodations 
should contact the Center on Disability (at 215-751-8050 or Room BG-39) to speak with 
a counselor.  To receive accommodations, students must be registered with the Center 
and provide the instructor with the accommodation form prepared by the counselor. 
 
How to Write an Email to Your Professor 

 

Bad idea 

Subject:  

Yo miss j why I get a C on my paper? 

Kev 

Good idea 

Subject:  Question about assignment in ENGL 101 
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Dear Professor, 

I am a student in your English 101, section 158. I would like to meet with 
you to discuss my recent essay. I received a grade of C, and I am 
interested in revising for a higher grade. I’d like to ask you a few 
questions first. Unfortunately, I am not available during your office hours, 
so I was wondering whether we could schedule a time to meet. 

Thank you for your time, and I look forward to hearing from you. 

Janie Jones 

 

Keep in mind the following 

o   Always remind the professor which class you are taking (we teach several 
courses, sometimes as many as 100 students a semester) 

o   Write a relevant subject line so your email stands out from the dozens we 
get each day. 

o   Be very clear about why you are writing and what you want from the 
professor. 

o   Make sure you thank the professor and close with your full name 
o   If you have made arrangements to send an assignment as an attachment, 

you must also write an email explaining the attachment and why you are 
sending it. Never send an attachment with a blank email. 

o   Give the professor at least a day to respond. If you don’t hear back, you 
may write again. 

o   When the professor responds, write back to thank him or her. 
o   Remember, this is academic email, not a text message or an email to your 

friends.  
 
 
 
 CCP Calendar Fall 2013 

 

September 2013 

2 Monday — Labor Day — College closed 

3 Tuesday — Fall 2013 (15-week) term begins 

October 2013 

3 Thursday — Fall 2013 (10-week) term begins 

November 2013 
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6 Wednesday — Deadline to submit application for financial aid reinstatement for Spring 2014 semester 

6 Wednesday — Deadline to submit all required financial aid documents and resolve all financial aid issues to hold Spring 
2014 classes 

18 Monday — Priority deadline to submit application for academic reinstatement for Spring 2014 semester 

28-
30 

Thursday-Saturday — Thanksgiving Holiday — College closed 

December 2013 

4 Wednesday — Deadline for full payment of tuition and fees for all students registered by this date for Spring 2014 
semester 

4 Wednesday — Professional Development Day (Potential Emergency Closing make-up day) 

6 Friday — Spring 2014 Graduation Application deadline for May 2014 Commencement 

6 Friday — Professional Development Day/Study Day — once-a-week evening classes will be held; no day classes 
(Potential Emergency Closing make-up day) 

7 Saturday — Final day of classes for Fall 2013 semester 

9-14 Monday-Saturday — Final examinations, Fall 2013 semester 

16 Monday — Deadline for faculty submission of grades for Fall 2013 (15-week and 10-week) terms 

20 Friday — Final day to resolve all outstanding financial aid issues for Fall 2013 semester 

24 Tuesday — Winter Break — College closed at noon 

25-
31 

Wednesday-Tuesday — Winter Break — College closed 
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September 2013 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY 
WEDNESDA

Y THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

   Introduction 
to course 

 Diagnostic 
Plagiarism 

 

8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 “Angela 
Whitiker’s 
Climb” quiz 

 Essay #1 
assigned 
Summary 

 Dust Bowl 
film 

 

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

 Grapes 1-5 
quiz 

 Essay #1 
rough draft 
due 
Plagiaris 

 Essay #1 final 
draft due 
Dust Bolw 

 

22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

 Dust Bowl 
article due 
quiz 

 Essay #2 
assigned 

 Paraphrase/qu
ote 

 

29 30      

 Grapes 6-10 
quiz 
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October 2013 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY 
WEDNESDA

Y THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

  1 2 3 4 5 

   Essay #2 
rough draft 
due 

 Essay #2 final 
draft due 

 

6 7 8 
 

9 10 11 12 

 Great 
Depression 
article, quiz 

 Review of 
essay writing 

 Essay #3 in 
class 

 

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

 Grapes 11-15, 
quiz 

 Essay #4 
assigned 

 Grammar 
review 

 

20 21 22 23 24 25 26 

 Tomato 
picking 
article, quiz 

 Essay #4 
Rough draft 
due 

 Essay #4 final 
draft due 

 

27 28 29 
 

30 31   

 Grapes 16-20, 
quiz 

 Using 
multiple 
sources 

 Using 
multiple 
sources 
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November 2013 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY 
WEDNESDA

Y THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

     1 2 

       

3 4 5 
 

Analyss 

6 7 8 9 

 Unions article 
due, quiz 

 Unions  Paraphrase 
review 

 

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 

 Grapes 21-25, 
quiz 

 Essay #5 
assigned 

 Summary 
review 

 

17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

 American 
Dream article, 
quiz 

 Essay #5 
rough draft 
due 

 Work on 
Essay #5 

 

24 25 26 27 28 29 30 

 Work on 
Essay #5 

 Essay #5 final 
draft due 

 Thanksgiving 
break 
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December 2013 

SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY 
WEDNESDA

Y THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 Last class- 
review 

 No class  No class  

8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

 FINAL EXAM WEEK    

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 

       

22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

       

29 30 31     
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APPENDIX E: ESSAY 1 INSTRUCTIONS 
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APPENDIX F: ESSAY 1 PEER REVIEW WORKSHEET 
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APPENDIX G: ESSAY 2 PEER REVIEW WORKSHEET 
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APPENDIX H: ESSAY 4 PEER REVIEW WORKSHEET 
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APPENDIX J: FIELDNOTES CODING SCHEME 

 

PRE-SET CODES 

*Emergent codes appear under pre-set codes, in italics 

 

Classroom Rules (Established in the course syllabus or by Alison in class interaction) 

 Cell phones in class 

 Bathroom trips 

 Packing up 

 Lateness/ Absence 

Participation (who participates in class discussion; when do they participate) 

 Silence  

 Dominating class discussion 

 Giving examples 

 Volunteer readers 

 Sleeping 

Making Friends (who works with whom during peer review or in small-group discussion.  
Which friendship cliques emerge). 

 Peer Review Partners 

 The dark room 

Essay Outlining (how does Alison explain outlining) 

 Sample outlining topics 

Source Sandwich (A term that Alison uses for paragraph structure.  It becomes 
synonymous with essay organization) 

 Student-provided examples 

 MacDonald’s 
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 Citing sources/ MLA 

Socioeconcomic Status (Cases when the examples or discussion turn to SES) 

 SES as example 

 Angela Whitiker 

 Union-talk 

Grapes of Wrath (book-talk and post-question discussions) 

 Tom Joad 

 Good vs Evil 

 Dust Bowl 

 Religion 

Plagiarism 
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APPENDIX K: STUDENT ESSAY CODING SCHEME 

ESSAY 1 CODES– “Angela Whitaker’s Climb” 

Set 1 -Focused on connections to topical coincidences.  *(This scheme was later modified 

combined with Set 2 during final analysis) 

Gendered perceptions of class - How do students see Whitiker (a woman) as the subject 
of this tale of class elevation 

Praise – Positive words; Whitiker as inspiration 

 Hard work 

Salary – instances where students pointedly mentioned Whitiker’s exact salary 

Relation to self – how students see and describe Whitiker as similar to themselves 

Angela’s Past – perceptions of Whitker’s past as “catching up to her” or that her older 
sons’ troubles are a consequence of her past 

“Tough Love” – Wilkerson says that Whitiker is showing her two older sons “tough 
love” by keeping them away from her younger children.  Students respond directly to this 
idea 

“Return them to the Fold” – Students want to see Whitiker re-invest in her older boys 

“influence” – when students cited the boys as being a “bad influence” over her 
younger son. 

Nicholas and Willie – direct advice/commentary on how to handle the situation of 
Nicholas and Willie 

 Christopher – direct advice/commentary on Whitiker’s youngest son Christopher 

“Luxuries” – Responses to her new apartment, new car, etc. 

Burden of Family – Whitiker’s reaction to her family and their demands on her time and 
resources 

Budgeting – Responses to instructor’s request that they provide “solutions” for Whitiker 
to “stay in the middle class” 

Financial advice 

Education as a solution 
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Set 2 

Grammar – Identifying grammatical, spelling, and word choice errors 

Thesis – when present, identifying the student’s thesis 

No Thesis – Marking the end of an introductory paragraph without a clear thesis 

Direct Address – Student speaking directly to the reader, using the first person I voice. 

Source integration – Any signal phrase 

Faulty integration – Instances when students attempted to use quoted passages 
from the text but did not complete MLA citation or awkwardly introduced the 
passage. 

Real Riches – common use of this term throughout papers 

Plagiarism – Instances where plagiarism (intentional or otherwise) was present 

 

ESSAY 5 CODES 

 

Thesis: “Establishing and Argument” – This code allowed me to go through each 
paper and highlight the thesis statement, then hand write “Argument” “No argument”.  I 
took a second set of notes on this code, listing out what each student had done (Ex: Lucy 
– straight forward thesis; Beatrice – Awkward use of “but” when contrast is not 
indicated; Mark – missing apostrophe causes confusion.  Does not argue the capitalism 
needs to be capped). 

Analysis – This code identified wherever a student analyzed or explained his/her pro-con 
position.  Two sub-codes “limited” and “good” were used to categorize the quality of 
analysis 

Limited – Used when a student relied on the sources to provide the argument or 
did not even argue anything at all 

Good analysis – When the student provided a strong or clear independent 
argument in response to the prompt 

Working with sources 

 Embracing Expert voice 

Logic/Reasoning 

Pro/Con (anti) Labor Unions 
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Pro – Block code for entire paragraphs that explained the student author’s pro-
union stance 

Anti – Block code for entire paragraphs that explained the student author’s stance 
against unions 

Grammar – Indicated any error in grammar, punctuation, or spelling 
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APPENDIX L: INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT CODES 

“Early Interviews” 

102 – mention of the English 102 course, either with regard to scheduling or preparation 

Academic Aspiration – mention of wanting to pursue an advanced degree, plans for 

completion of the course, or mention of transfer to a four-year school 

Career Aspirations – mention of career goals, often in connection to why the student 

was attending WCC or college in general 

Class participation – mention of why and when students chose to participate; mention of 

other students’ participation 

Course Expectation – mention of expectations coming into the course and how they 

matched or were different from the realities of the course 

Cultural capital – mention of experiences (schooling, travel, interests) that indicate 

cultural exposure or interest in elite pursuits 

Current family – mention of parents, children, spouses, or partners with whom the 

participant was currently living 

ESL – mention of ESL courses or coursework 

Friendships – mention of friends in the class or other students  

Grapes of Wrath – any mention of the book and its characters 
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High school – mention of high school, but name, type, experience 

Alison’s feedback – reactions to how Alison comments on papers 

Leaving Winchester – mention of aspiration to leave Winchester City at present or in the 

future.  This was also used to co-code academic aspirations that might take students away 

from Winchester or why they had not selected a residential school. 

Major/field of study – mention of majors, changing majors, interest in pursuing a 

particular academic major 

Neighborhood – mention of home neighborhoods 

Parents – any discussion of parents  

Peer Review – mention of the peer review process and 

enjoyment/dislike/approval/disapproval 

Plagiarism – mention of plagiarism 

Previous Writing Courses – mention or discussion of any previous writing courses, 

including English 101; English 001; English 002; ESL or other writing course instructors 

Reading – discussion of reading as a practice (could be either unrelated to or co-coded 

with Grapes of Wrath) 

Reasons for Attending – mention of why participant chose to attend community college 

in general or WCC in particular 
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Self as Writer – discussion of how student viewed self as writer, including challenges as 

writers or breakthroughs in the course. 

Using Sources – mention of quoting/paraphrasing/summarizing 

Veteran Status – mention of being a currently enlisted or veteran member of the US 

armed forces 

Writing Process – discussion of how the student approaches the task of writing.  

Included passages on procrastination, revision, thesis generation 

“Late Interviews” 

001 – mention of the English 001 course as a precursor to the English 101 course 

102 – mention of the English 102 course and plans to take the course or current 

enrollment in the course 

Advice – responses to the interview question asking students “What advice would you 

give to students preparing to take English 101” 

Asking Questions – responses to interview question about why and when they raise their 

hands to ask questions. 

Attendance – responses to follow-up interview questions about missing classes, lateness, 

or perfect attendance 

Career Goals/Aspirations – mention of career goals 
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Citations – discussion of passages in writing that used citation.  This followed the 

researcher’s request that students select particular passages that they were proud of to 

read during the interview. 

Class Participation – discussion of when, why and to what degree the students would 

participate in class discussion or classroom activities 

Classmates – any mention of other classmates, particularly in response to questions 

about whether or not they had made any friends at the end of the class. Often co-coded 

with “Friendships” 

Drafting – mention of the drafting process 

Family – any mention of parents, children, or spouses 

Final Grades – mention and discussion of final grades and responses to 

pleasure/displeasure with final grades 

Friendships – mention and discussion of friends in the class, how those friendships 

developed and whether they were persisting after the completion of the course 

Grammar – mention of grammar or grammatical errors 

Grapes of Wrath – mention and discussion of the course text The Grapes of Wrath and 

its characters.  This code also encompassed student reading and response to a selected 

passage in the text about the WeePatch camp. 

Greatest Accomplishment – responses to interview question asking students to name 

their greatest accomplishment in the course. 
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Alison – mention and discussion of Alison, her teaching practices, her response practices, 

or discussions that students had with her outside of class. 

Money – mention of money 

Peer Review – responses to interview questions asking students whether or not the peer 

review process was helpful. 

Plagiarism – mention of plagiarism 

Procrastination – specific discussion of procrastination in the writing process 

Revision – discussion of the process of revision, specifically in response to follow-up 

questions asking what their process for revision looks like. 

Self as Reader – discussion of reading practices, both in the past, for pleasure, and 

around completing the course text, The Grapes of Wrath 

Self as Writer – discussion of kinds of writers students saw themselves as 

Struggles – responses to the interview question which asked what their major difficulty 

was in the course. 

Time Management – mention of how students balanced work or childrearing with the 

expectation of work in the course. 

Visiting Office Hours – discussion about when and why students visited Alison’s office 

hours 
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Work/Employment – mention or discussion of work outside of school; working 

conditions; kinds of work performed; wages; reliance on work or employment 

Writing Process – discussion of the process students used in writing (procrastination was 

often a co-code; self as writer was often a co-code) 
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APPENDIX N: IRB STUDY APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX O: INFORMED CONSENT 

Title	  of	  the	  research	  study:	  	  Writing	  Class:	  An	  Evaluation	  of	  Student	  Experience	  in	  
a	  Community	  College	  Freshman	  English	  Course	  

Name	  and	  Department	  of	  investigators:	  	  

Maia	  Cucchiara,	  Ph.D.,	  Assistant	  Professor,	  Urban	  Education,	  Department	  of	  
Teaching	  and	  Learning,	  Temple	  University	  

Myla	  Morris,	  Ph.D.	  Candidate,	  Urban	  Education,	  Department	  of	  Teaching	  and	  
Learning,	  Temple	  University	  

This	  study	  involves	  research.	  The	  purpose	  of	  the	  research	  is	  to	  gain	  an	  
understanding	  of	  what	  community	  college	  students	  experience	  when	  taking	  English	  
101.	  

What	  you	  should	  know	  about	  a	  research	  study:	  

•   Someone	  will	  explain	  this	  research	  study	  to	  you.	  
•   You	  volunteer	  to	  be	  in	  a	  research	  study.	  
•   Whether	  you	  take	  part	  is	  up	  to	  you.	  
•   You	  can	  choose	  not	  to	  take	  part	  in	  the	  research	  study.	  
•   You	  can	  agree	  to	  take	  part	  now	  and	  later	  change	  your	  mind.	  
•   Whatever	  you	  decide,	  it	  will	  not	  be	  held	  against	  you.	  
•   Feel	  free	  to	  ask	  all	  the	  questions	  you	  want	  before	  and	  after	  you	  decide.	  
•   By	  signing	  this	  consent	  form,	  you	  are	  not	  waiving	  any	  of	  the	  legal	  rights	  that	  

you	  otherwise	  would	  have	  as	  a	  participant	  in	  a	  research	  study.	  

Length	  of	  Study	  and	  Participation:	  The	  estimated	  duration	  of	  your	  study	  
participation	  is	  the	  entire	  Fall	  semester	  of	  2013	  (September	  3,	  2013	  –	  December	  14,	  
2013).	  

During	  this	  study,	  the	  researcher	  will	  observe	  the	  class	  while	  it	  is	  in	  session,	  conduct	  two	  
personal	  interviews	  with	  you,	  and	  conduct	  document	  analysis	  on	  your	  graded	  work	  in	  the	  
class.	  

As	  a	  participant,	  you	  will	  be	  asked	  to	  1)	  complete	  a	  brief	  personal	  survey	  about	  your	  
demographic	  information,	  family,	  and	  work	  history;	  2)	  participate	  in	  two	  thirty-‐‑minute	  
personal	  interviews;	  3)	  provide	  researchers	  access	  to	  view,	  duplicate,	  and	  analyze	  your	  
essays	  and	  personal	  assignment	  submissions	  for	  this	  course.	  

The	  reasonably	  foreseeable	  risks	  or	  discomforts	  are	  none.	  
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The	  benefit	  you	  will	  obtain	  from	  the	  research	  is	  knowing	  that	  you	  have	  contributed	  to	  the	  
understanding	  of	  this	  topic.	  

You	  will	  receive	  $30.00	  for	  your	  participation	  in	  this	  study.	  	  This	  is	  for	  your	  time	  and	  
personal	  cost	  of	  participation.	  	  Should	  you	  or	  the	  researchers	  terminate	  your	  participation	  
or	  withdraw	  from	  the	  study	  prior	  to	  providing	  a	  closing	  interview,	  you	  will	  forfeit	  your	  
entitlement	  to	  compensation.	  

If	  you	  are	  reimbursed	  for	  your	  participation	  in	  this	  study,	  you	  may	  be	  asked	  to	  provide	  your	  
social	  security	  number	  to	  a	  member	  of	  the	  study	  team.	  If	  your	  compensation	  for	  this	  study	  
exceeds	  $599.00	  or	  your	  total	  compensation	  for	  all	  of	  the	  Temple	  studies	  in	  which	  you	  
participate	  exceeds	  $599.00,	  you	  will	  have	  to	  report	  the	  compensation	  to	  the	  Internal	  
Revenue	  Service	  via	  the	  use	  of	  IRS	  Form	  1099-‐‑MISC.	  

The	  alternative	  to	  participating	  is	  not	  to	  participate.	  

Please	  contact	  the	  research	  team	  with	  questions,	  concerns,	  or	  complaints	  about	  the	  
research	  and	  any	  research-‐‑related	  injuries	  by	  calling	  Myla	  Morris	  at	  (215)	  751-‐‑8361	  or	  e-‐‑
mailing	  Myla.Morris@temple.edu.	  

This	  research	  has	  been	  reviewed	  and	  approved	  by	  the	  Temple	  University	  
Institutional	  Review	  Board.	  Please	  contact	  them	  at	  (215)	  707-‐‑3390	  or	  e-‐‑mail	  them	  
at:	  irb@temple.edu	  for	  any	  of	  the	  following:	  questions,	  concerns,	  or	  complaints	  
about	  the	  research;	  questions	  about	  your	  rights;	  to	  obtain	  information;	  or	  to	  offer	  
input.	  

I	  	   do	   	   □	  

	   do	  not	  	   □	  	  	   give	  permission	  for	  researchers	  to	  take	  digital	  
audio	  recordings	  while	  conducting	  personal	  interviews.	  	  	  

I	  	   do	   	   □	  

	   do	  not	  	   □	   give	  permission	  for	  researchers	  to	  obtain	  copies	  of	  
my	  written	  assignments	  for	  this	  course.	  	  I	  understand	  that	  these	  written	  
copies	  may	  be	  used	  in	  the	  research	  study	  and	  that	  portions	  of	  them	  may	  be	  
published	  as	  part	  of	  the	  final,	  written,	  research	  report.	  

Confidentiality:	  Efforts	  will	  be	  made	  to	  limit	  the	  disclosure	  of	  your	  personal	  
information,	  including	  research	  study	  records,	  to	  people	  who	  have	  a	  need	  to	  review	  
this	  information.	  However,	  the	  study	  team	  cannot	  promise	  complete	  secrecy.	  For	  
example,	  although	  the	  study	  team	  has	  put	  in	  safeguards	  to	  protect	  your	  information,	  
there	  is	  always	  a	  potential	  risk	  of	  loss	  of	  confidentiality.	  There	  are	  several	  
organizations	  that	  may	  inspect	  and	  copy	  your	  information	  to	  make	  sure	  that	  the	  
study	  team	  is	  following	  the	  rules	  and	  regulations	  regarding	  research	  and	  the	  
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protection	  of	  human	  subjects.	  These	  organizations	  include	  the	  IRB,	  Temple	  
University,	  its	  affiliates	  and	  agents,	  Temple	  University	  Health	  System,	  Inc.,	  its	  
affiliates	  and	  agents,	  the	  study	  sponsor	  and	  its	  agents,	  and	  the	  Office	  for	  Human	  
Research	  Protections.	  	  

For	  your	  protection,	  all	  information	  collected	  through	  observation,	  interview,	  or	  
your	  written	  submission	  will	  be	  kept	  as	  anonymous	  as	  possible	  through	  the	  use	  of	  
participant	  codes	  and	  aliases.	  	  This	  means	  that	  your	  submissions	  and	  recordings	  will	  
not	  bear	  your	  given	  names,	  but	  will	  instead	  be	  labeled	  with	  your	  individual	  
participant	  number.	  	  	  
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Signature Block for Capable Adult 

Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 

DO  NOT  SIGN  THIS  FORM  AFTER  THIS  
DATE  

à August 13, 2014 

   

Signature of subject  Date 

 
 

Printed name of subject 

   

Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 

 

 

                  Printed name of person obtaining consent   

 

 

 


