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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

From High School Writing to College Writing: A Case Study of 

University Freshmen in Transition 

 

by 

Lisa Marie Waner 

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate School of Education 

University of California, Riverside, December 2013 

Professor Melanie Sperling, Chairperson 

 

Students moving from high school writing to college writing are, from a 

sociocultural perspective, transitioning from one “community of practice” to another, 

from one “Discourse” to another (Gee, 1992; Wenger, 1998). This process can be 

difficult, not only for basic writers (Bartholomae, 1985; Shaughnessy, 1977) but also for 

those students who test into regular freshman English classes and therefore are 

considered ready for college level writing. Drawing on sociocultural theory, I studied 

students’ experiences as they entered this community of freshman writing at a four-year 

university focusing on a class for students who had satisfied the prerequisites for 

Freshman Composition 1. 

I studied the class using case-study methodology (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). I observed and recorded every class session 

(approximately 30) for an academic quarter, held multiple interviews with the instructor 

and four focal students, and collected the focal students’ assigned writing and other 

classroom documents. I analyzed the data thematically and structurally, drawing from 
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Bartholomae (1985), Blau (2010), Smagorinsky, Daigle, O'Donnell-Allen, & Bynum 

(2010) and Sperling & Freedman (1987), and looked for developing themes based on 

Wenger’s (1998) theoretical lens of Communities of Practice.. Themes included the 

development of shared repertoires, willingness to engage in the routines/practices of the 

classroom community, students’ response to student/instructor expectations and 

challenges, and gaining or denial of legitimacy as a potential member of the classroom 

writing community.  

My study found that while participation in key community practices was part of 

the process of joining a new community, the mutual granting of legitimacy by the 

instructor and student was instrumental in moving students toward membership in this 

new community. In addition, my study examined the multiple avenues of access offered 

through instructor feedback to the students and the possible impact student response and 

interpretation of these comments had on writing performance.  

My dissertation contributes to understanding how students from varied pre-

college contexts negotiate the 21
st
 century college writing community, adding to our 

knowledge of the ways that varied students’ experiences, academic promise, and writing 

performance come together and unfold in this key course for incoming college freshmen.  



 

 

vii 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CHAPTER 1: The Issue and Why It Is a Problem…………………………………….1 

 Research Related to my Study…………………………..……………………..….4 

  Focus on Written Texts and Composing……………………………..……4 

  Social Settings and Contextual Approaches to Writing and Writers…...…8 

  Sociocultural Approaches to the Problems of Transition……….……….14 

 

Theoretical Framework………………………………………………..………....18 

 Writing as a Classroom Practice……………………………....…………24 

 Research Questions……………………………………………………..………..26 

 

CHAPTER 2: Methodology and Analysis Process………………......………………..29 

 Design of the Research……………………………….……………...…………..29 

  Setting………………………………………………………...……….…31 

  Class and Instructor Selection ……………………………………..…….33 

 Data Sources and Data Collection……………………………………………….38 

  Classroom Observations…………………………………………………38 

  Interviews…………………………………………….………………….38   

 Document Collection……………………………………………………..……...41 

  Student Writing……………………………………….………………….41 

  Classroom Documents………………………………….………………..43 

   



 

 

viii 

 

 Data Analysis……………………………………………….……………………44 

  Participation……………………………………………….………….….46 

   Repertoires and Routines………………………………..……….46 

   Challenges and Expectations…………………………………….51 

  Writing…………………………………………………….……………..52 

 

   Student Writing…………………………………………….……52 

 

   Perspective #1 - The University’s Rubric………….………….....55 

   Perspective #2 - The Instructor’s Rubric…….………….……….59 

   Perspective #3 - Writing at the College Level…………..……….61 

  “Becoming College Writers”……………………..………….…………..64 

 

Concluding Remarks……………………………………………………….……66 

CHAPTER 3: Freshman Composition 1 – A Community of Practice…......67 

  A Shared Repertoire……………………………………………….……..72 

  Routines……………………………………………..………...……..…..74 

  Participation…………………………………………………...…………84 

  Expectations…………………………………………………….………..90 

   The Classroom……………………………………………….…..96 

  Challenges………………………………………………..……………..117 

  Legitimacy…………………………………………….………………..120 



 

 

ix 

 

   Dr. Jackson’s Voices……………………………………..…….121 

  In Summary………………………………………………….…………136 

   

 CHAPTER 4: The Story of Kevin…………………………..………………..138 

  Entering a New Community …………………………..…………...................138 

 Background……………………………………….…………………….139 

  Repertoires/Routines/Participation ………………...…………………..144 

  Expectations and Challenges………………….………………………..145 

  Kevin’s Writing………………………………….……………………..153 

   Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric……………..……….179 

   Perspective #2 – The Instructor’s Rubric……………………….182 

   Perspective #3 - Writing as a Member of the College    

         Community…………………………………..192 

  Key Findings……………………………………………………………198 

 

CHAPTER 5: The Story of Becky…………………………….….…………..200 

 Entering a New Community……………………………..……………..200 

 Background……………………………………….…………………….201 

  Repertoires/Routines/Participation ……………………...……………..203 

  Expectations and Challenges……………………….…………………..204 

  Becky’s Writing…………………………………….…………………..212 



 

 

x 

 

   Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric……………..……….233 

   Perspective #2 – The Instructor’s Rubric……………………….236 

   Perspective #3 - Writing as a Member of the College   

        Community………………………………...…244 

  Key Findings……………………………………………………………247 

 

CHAPTER 6: The Story of Dona……………………………………..……..250 

 Entering a New Community…………………………….……………..250 

 Background…………………………………………………………….250 

  Repertoires/Routines/Participation ……………………….…..………..255 

  Expectations and Challenges………………………….………………..256 

  Dona’s Writing……………………………………………...…………..265 

   Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric………………..…….283 

   Perspective #2 – The Instructor’s Rubric……………………….285 

   Perspective #3 - Writing as a Member of the College   

        Community………………………………...…290 

  Key Findings……………………………………………………………292 

 

CHAPTER 7: The Story of Mark………………………………...…………..296 

 Entering a New Community…………………………………..………..296 

 Background…………………………………………………….……….296 

  Repertoires/Routines/Participation ………………………………...…..299 



 

 

xi 

 

  Expectations and Challenges……………………………….…………..306 

  Mark’s Writing…………………………………………….……….…..311 

   Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric…………………..….326 

   Perspective #2 – The Instructor’s Rubric……………………….328 

   Perspective #3 - Writing as a Member of the College   

        Community……………………….………..…339 

  Key Findings……………………………………………………………343 

 

 CHAPTER 8: The Conclusion…………………………………………….…346 

  Participation……………………………………………………………347 

  Writing…………………………………………………………………350 

  In Summary…………………………………………………………….353 

  Implications for Further Research……………………………………..353 

References……………………………………………………………………………..355 

Appendix………………………………………………………………………………361 

 A: Prompts…………………………………………………………...…………361 

 B: Transcription Conventions………………………………………….………363 



 

 

xii 

 

 

List of Tables 

 

Table 1: Data Analysis………………………………………………………………...…44 

Table 2: SW University’s 6 Point Writing Rubric……………………………………….57 

Table 3: Dr. Jackson’s Proofreading Marks and Abbreviations…………………………60 

Table 4: Kevin’s Essays Scored by Three Readers………………………………….…179 

Table 5: Dr. Jackson’s Proofreading Marks on Kevin’s Essays…………………….….182 

Table 6: Becky’s Essays Scored by Three Readers……………………………….……233 

Table 7: Dr. Jackson’s Proofreading Marks on Becky’s Essays……………………….236 

Table 8: Dona’s Essay’s Scored by Three Readers……………………………….……283 

Table 9: Dr. Jackson’s Proofreading Marks on Dona’s Essays………………………...285 

Table 10: Mark’s Essay’s Scored by Three Readers……………………………...……326 

Table 11: Dr. Jackson’s Proofreading Marks on Mark’s Essays……………………….328 

 



 

 

1 

 

Chapter 1 

The Issue and Why It Is a Problem 

When students move from high school writing to college writing, they are, from a 

sociocultural perspective, transitioning from one “community of practice” to another, 

from one “Discourse” to another. A community of practice, simply put, is a group of 

people that works together to create meaning from their experience and about their 

experience as they share common interests, desires, and practices (Wenger, 1998, p. 45).  

A similar view of communities defines these groups as belonging to or reflecting a 

“Discourse” (Gee, 2000-2001, p. 110), a way of being a certain type of person with a 

focus on an individual’s way of talking, acting, believing and interpreting within a group. 

When students move from high school writing into college writing, they are faced with 

the challenge of joining a new community or Discourse. They are often asked to “speak” 

the language of the university , to “try on particular ways of knowing, selecting, 

evaluating, reporting, concluding, and arguing” (Bartholomae, 1985, p. 273), both in 

speaking and writing, that are valued at the university and presumed to carry students 

through their written university course work.  In addition, there are certain expectations 

of behavior and ways of being a student within the university classroom. This process can 

be fraught with difficulties, and for many students, this transition is a problem (Blau, 

2010; Durst, 1999; McCarthy, 1987; Smagorinsky et al., 2010; Smagorinsky & Smith, 

1992; Sommers & Saltz, 2004). 
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 Some researchers see students as not ready for college level writing 

(Bartholomae, 1985; Blau, 2010; Flower, 1979; Lunsford, 1980), while others  see the 

difficulties as related to a mismatch of expectations between high school and college  

which contributes to difficulty writing in this new setting (Durst, 1999; Heath, 1983; 

Sommers & Saltz, 2004). For example, while freshman composition is a common rite of 

passage for incoming college students, many students are unable to pass college entry- 

level writing exams to make it into regular composition courses (Bartholomae, 1985; 

National Commission on Writing 2011), while, theoretically, others who make it may 

encounter unforeseen challenges.  While there is a growing research literature about 

students in the former group, often referred to as basic writers (Bartholomae, 1980; 

Bizzell, 1986; Lunsford, 1980; Monahan, 1984; Scott, 1997; Shaughnessy, 1977) , we 

know less about the writing experiences of the latter.  My study centers on these students, 

that is, students who passed the college writing entry exam and entered directly into 

regular freshman composition. While it is often expected that students who do not pass 

the entry exam struggle in writing in their remedial writing classes, I found that the 

students I studied also struggled, even to the point of not passing the class. Since 

Freshman Composition is seen as an introduction to the writing students will produce 

throughout their university experience and beyond, it is important to understand why 

even competent students struggle and the factors that influence their struggles.   
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My study asked about students’ experiences as they entered this community of 

practice, this new Discourse. What were the rituals, routines, and behaviors that students 

participated in as they tried to “fit” into freshman composition classes? What could we 

learn from their writing, beyond grades and teacher markings, regarding their “fit” into 

this new community?  In short, what constituted the challenges and successes for the 

student and how could each be explained?   

By the conclusion of my study, I found the sociocultural processes fostering the 

joining of a new community to be complex and mediated by several factors. For my 

theoretical framework, I drew upon Lave and Wenger’s (1991; 1998) notions of 

Communities of Practice and the processes involved in joining a community of practice. I 

found one mediating factor to be the type and level of student participation in the 

practices of the community and while this was an important element in their being part of 

the community, a second mediating factor involved the mutual granting of legitimacy 

between instructor and student, and was key in moving students toward membership. In 

addition, my study looked at a third mediating factor, the variations of legitimacy offered 

the students through the instructor’s oral and written feedback on their writing and the 

impact his feedback had on student performance as they interpreted and responded to it. 

Based on their response and willingness to participate in classroom practices, and more 

importantly their view of the instructor as a legitimate resource for their writing 
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knowledge and skill, the focal students in the study experienced varying kinds of success 

toward becoming members of the college writing community. 

Research Related to My Study 

A number of studies have focused on college writers, helping us to understand the 

difficulties in writing at the college level before they are ready cognitively and 

developmentally.  Many have focused on the process of learning, interpreting, and 

responding to the expectations of the college composition classroom.  Others, more 

recently, have focused on the influences of the social setting and immediate context on 

students’ ability to join the college writing community.  These studies have addressed the 

nature and difficulties of college writing, and have come from varied theoretical 

perspectives.   

Focus on Student Written Texts and Composing 

Cognitive theories have often focused on the texts students produce in order to 

understand students’ composing processes.  Flower (1979) conducted a seminal case 

study of student writing in which she looked at two drafts of progress reports written by 

students in a college freshman organizational psychology class. The students took on the 

role of consulting analyst for a local organization and had to discover causes of a 

particular problem and share their conclusions with the client. Analyzing the written 

drafts for characteristics of “structure, function, and style… which in turn reflects an 

underlying cognitive process” (p. 20), Flower identified as a key problem for students 
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who are new to academic writing at the college level, their tendency to produce “writer-

based prose” (p. 19) rather than  “reader-based prose” (p. 20).   According to Flower, in 

writer-based prose, students organize their thoughts in an egocentric manner as if they 

assume the reader, like the student writer, is clear about what they have written and is 

making the necessary connections to create the intended meanings.  The prose often 

follows a narrative structure where the facts are presented in the order they were 

discovered, not in relation to larger connections or implications.  Because the writer is 

unaware of what the audience needs to know to make sense of the prose, the writing 

resembles an untouched and under-processed version of the writer’s own thoughts. The 

writing that Flower studied mimicked an interior monologue, with missing explicit 

referents, partially developed ideas, privately “loaded terms and shifting but unexpressed 

contexts” (p. 20). Other studies by Flower and Hayes (1980, 1981) illuminated distinct 

differences between the cognitive processes of expert and novice writers. Expert writers, 

in defining the writing situation, focused on the audience and the effect of the writing on 

the reader, as well as the purpose for the writing. In contrast, novice writers’ primary 

concerns involved addressing the topic and the features and conventions of a written text, 

as opposed to the needs of the reader.   

Bartholomae (1985) also looked closely at the writing of college freshmen. He 

analyzed five hundred essays, written in response to a university placement exam prompt, 

to determine the “stylistic resources that enabled writers to locate themselves within an 
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‘academic discourse’” (p. 279). What he found was the inability of students to 

“appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse” (p. 276) and their failure to 

speak with authority by using what he called the voice and codes of those in power.  

According to Bartholomae, there is a context beyond the reader that requires more than 

just content knowledge. This context necessitates a way of talking within a particular 

discourse community.  Until students are able to determine the conventions of the 

community, such as acceptable “set phrases, common sayings, gestures, habits of mind, 

tricks of persuasion, obligatory conclusions and necessary connections” (p. 278) and 

learn to push against commonplace, conventionally accepted concepts, they will not have 

a voice of authority within the community. In the essays Bartholomae examined, he 

found that students showed different levels of awareness of these codes within the 

academic community. Some were able to locate themselves within the discourse, writing 

in such a way as to establish their own authority by speaking through a voice different 

than just their own usual one, while many others were unable to write in a register or 

voice beyond their own.  Like Flower (1979), Bartholomae attributed freshmen’s struggle 

to appropriate the expected discourse as a disconnect with readers’ expectations, yet he 

also discussed their inability to locate themselves as writers in the appropriate discourse. 

In contrast to Flower, he did not consider this struggle to come from an interior 

monologue in which there is no consideration of the audience. Rather, he says the writing 

he studied was a demonstration of “a writer who has lost himself in the discourse of his 

readers” (p.276; on this point, see, also, Shaughnessey, 1977). As students attempted to 
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speak to a perceived audience, they were unable to control the language they were 

expected to use.  For Bartholomae, this lack of control becomes a problem of “power and 

finesse” (p. 277), as the student attempts to “assume privilege without having any” (p. 

278) and fails accordingly.  The right to speak as a member of the academy is in a sense 

granted by those in privileged positions, that is, university instructors, and that right may 

be withheld unless students demonstrate facility in the accepted discourse. This 

perspective on writing suggests issues of context, and the influence of context on 

cognition and writing. 

 Smagorinsky et al. (2010), in a recent study of the cognitive processes of student 

writing, followed one student’s composing process through the use of think-aloud 

protocols, an audio recording of the student’s verbalized thoughts as she composed her 

essay. The comments that student made while composing showed evidence of her attempt 

to reach beyond current abilities to write a piece that would impress the teacher “based on 

its semblance to disciplinary standards of scholarship” (p. 373). The high school senior, 

Susan, was given the assignment to write an analytical essay interpreting Shakespeare’s 

Much Ado about Nothing. Susan had limited understanding of the play. Analyzing her 

think-aloud protocols, produced while she completed the task, Smagorinsky  et al. 

concluded that in order to “look” like she belonged to the discourse community of the her 

high school teacher, she “bullshitted” (p. 368) her way through her paper with seemingly 

scholarly vocabulary and references. Doing so, she “sounded” like a functioning member 
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of the high school discourse community. However, there was no understanding behind 

what she wrote. As do Gee (2001) and others, Smagorinsky et al. argue that one of the 

requirements of a successful entry and socialization into a new community is the learning 

of the norms, discourses, and behaviors according to the community, whereas what often 

happens is that students are asked to perform in a capacity for which they are not ready 

and therefore are “forced” to put on a false persona in order to fit in. Theoretically, these 

attempts to appear to belong to a community when, in reality, one doesn’t yet, are a 

source of problems for many college freshman writers.  

Social Settings and Contextual Approaches to Writing and Writers 

While the studies thus far discussed all contribute to how we understand the 

cognitive processes of students as they attempt to enter the university writing community, 

they allude to but do not specifically address social setting as part of writing process. If, 

as sociocultural theory suggests, writing is a social endeavor, the whole social context of 

writing, including interactions between student and student, as well as between student 

and teacher, needs to be accounted for as an important component in the process of 

students becoming members of a writing community such as the Freshman Composition 

classroom.  

McCarthy (1987), in agreement with Bartholomae and Smagorinsky, claimed that 

“language processes must be understood in terms of the contexts in which they occur” (p. 

234), yet she also assumed that writing was social, and wanted to know how students 
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negotiated their way through interactions with their teachers across a variety of courses 

and contexts to produce appropriate texts.  She spent 21 months focused on the writing 

experiences of one case study student, Dave, first as a freshman in a composition class, 

and then as a sophomore in Introduction to Poetry and in Cell Biology. She combined 

data collection methods of “observation, interviews, composing aloud protocols, and text 

analysis” (p. 236) as she studied the writing assignments, how the writing functioned in 

each classroom, and what it meant to the students. As she followed Dave from class to 

class, she observed him renegotiating the writing expectations and norms in each class, 

and even though there were similarities among classes, Dave viewed each class as a 

completely different context and community with its own set of expectations, rules, and 

standards.  When Dave was able to successfully determine, through interactions with the 

teacher, what constituted appropriate texts, he was then able to produce them.  McCarthy 

concluded that writing is context dependent, and for one to be successful, one must be 

able to interact in such a way as to identify the “content, structures, language, ways of 

thinking, and types of evidence required in that discipline and by that teacher” (p. 233).   

Similar to McCarthy’s study in that the focus was the interaction that took place 

for case study subjects entering a new community of writers, Beaufort’s work (1999) 

studied three college graduates as they transitioned from college writing into writing for 

their workplace.  Beaufort wanted to know what constituted their processes as these 

“newcomers” (p. 97) tried to negotiate their way into their new writing community. She 
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found much of the assimilation process was undertaken unintentionally. The newcomers 

were not given specific manuals on how to “be” or how to produce appropriate writing in 

this new community, but rather they had to ask questions, copy behaviors of “old timers” 

(p.97 ), and continually interact with their peers to negotiate their own position within 

this new community. As did the participants of both Bartholomae’s (1985) and 

Smagorinisky et al.’s (2010) studies, the women in Beaufort’s study found that within the 

new community, each writing situation demanded different behaviors, and to learn them, 

they had to actively participate in the practices. When they moved to a different position 

or were asked to create written documents in an unfamiliar genre, they had to go through 

the process of renegotiating their positions by watching those around them who were 

already the “experts” (p.97) in that particular context. They made friends with and 

socialized with the “masters” (p. 97) in order to learn how to behave and write 

appropriately. Beaufort found that each situation was so contextually bound that the 

women were adapting and renegotiating their community membership every time they 

moved to a different department within the company, an action akin to Dave’s 

negotiation processes in McCarthy’s (1987) study, as he went from class to class.   

Also addressing the issue of context but focusing on classrooms,  Durst (1999) 

attributes the difficulty of the transition from  high school writing to college writing  to 

the differing expectations among university instructors, high school teachers, and 

students. As an instructor at the University of Cincinnati, Durst conducted a study at that 
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university of college freshmen over the course of a year in an effort to discover the source 

of some of the difficulties these students were having with producing appropriate college-

level writing. Durst spent the year conducting classroom observations, student interviews, 

and analysis of student work and teacher materials. He looked closely at student 

interactions with each other and the teacher, and investigated student writing and learning 

within the classroom and university setting. He found significant differences in the 

purposes both the instructors and the students brought to class.  Students, coming from 

high school, were pragmatic in their approach to writing. They wanted ways to become 

“better writers,” which for them meant focusing on mechanics, format, content, and 

fluency. Writing class was expected to be one of specifics, feedback, and a chance to 

develop clarity. However, the freshman composition instructor had other ideas. He 

wanted students to use writing as a journey of self-discovery, to question the status quo, 

and to become critical thinkers. This mismatch of purposes and expectations, according 

to Durst, explains why so many students new to the university struggle in freshmen 

writing classes.   

Sperling and Freedman (1987) conducted a study at the high school level that also 

illustrated the potential for a mismatch of expectations between students and the teacher. 

The study focused on the teacher’s written comments on students’ papers and the 

meaning these comments had for students. For seven weeks, Sperling and Freedman 

followed the processes of a high achieving ninth grade student, Lisa, as she responded to 
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the written comments of the teacher on her papers. Even though the comments were 

accompanied by teacher-student conferences, peer response groups, and whole class 

discussions, Lisa still had difficulty interpreting and responding appropriately to some of 

the remarks. Guided by Vygotsky (1978), Sperling and Freedman looked at the 

“information, skills, and values”  (p. 346) both the teacher and student brought to the 

learning context and concluded that understanding the meanings behind the teacher’s 

comments required a shared value system “negotiated socially” (p. 345) over years within 

the school context. For Lisa, a mismatch of such values led to difficulties in her writing 

as she attempted revise her essay, often incorrectly,  according to her own understanding 

and interpretation of the teacher’s written comments.  

A study conducted by Sommers and Saltz (2004) at Harvard University followed 

422 freshmen through their four years of college. At the outset of the freshman year, 

students were challenged by the president of the university “to write a great deal…and 

experiment with different kinds of writing – because experimentation forces one to 

develop new forms of perception and thought…” (p. 125). The challenge embodied in 

entering the college writing community was recognized as one of standing on the 

threshold as students were asked to leave the familiar behind and locate themselves in 

realms of “uncertainty and ambiguity” (p. 125). The focus of this study was the 

experience of students as they learned to write in this new context. Did the students 

experience writing as a way of learning and thinking or merely as another school 
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assignment or form of evaluation by the professors? Using surveys, student writing, and 

interviews, Sommers and Saltz researched student writing experiences and the central 

role writing played as students made the transition to college. It didn’t take students long 

to realize that expectations were different in the context of a university and the methods 

and thinking they had used in high school were not adequate for the college setting.  

Sommers and Saltz found when students were able to see themselves as novices, 

they were more capable of learning new skills, and when they were able to see writing as 

more than just an assignment and instead a way of writing about topics that mattered to 

them, they were able to sustain an interest and focus in academic writing throughout their 

undergraduate careers. The students who were successful in entering the writing 

community found that writing gave them a sense of belonging and they gradually learned 

to see themselves as “legitimate members of a college community” (p. 131). These 

students were able to see writing more as a give and take between themselves and an 

audience where there was a larger purpose for writing beyond the satisfaction of a 

classroom assignment or evaluative requirement. Not all students were able to take this 

perspective and consequently struggled. The difficulties increased when freshmen refused 

to embrace the “uncertainty and humility of being a novice” (p. 134), and instead 

accepted the belief that there was a “secret code” (p. 134) to academic writing that the 

instructors kept hidden. These freshmen continued to rely on high school methods and 

viewed each writing task as a “mere assignment” (p. 140) or just another grade. Until the 
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freshmen recognized that writing in the context of college had a greater purpose beyond 

completing an assignment, writing was a struggle. Sommers and Saltz (2004) concluded 

that to be successful, freshman writers needed to make a “paradigm shift” (p. 139) in 

their thinking about the purposes of written assignments beyond the classroom as much 

as they needed to realize their place in the community and context of the university.  

They found “students who initially accept their status as novices and allow their passions 

to guide them make the greatest gains in writing development” (p. 145). Similar to 

Durst’s, these findings illuminated the mismatch of expectations between students and 

instructors as a potential challenge as students moved into college writing.  

Sociocultural Approaches to the Problems of Transition 

As these above studies suggest, switching from one writing community to another 

requires active participation with current community members.  Yet while interaction is 

important, another influential factor in this transition is the social and cultural 

background of the participants. Students bring their own histories of expectations, norms, 

and behaviors into the classroom, which contribute to how “they negotiate the 

expectations and  demands of school learning” (Fairbanks & Ariail, 2006, p. 312). This 

process of negotiation necessitates active participation as people function within a 

sociocultural context and one’s interpretation of each new situation is evaluated from a 

particular position or perspective based on the collection of past experiences (Langer & 

Applebee, 1986; Rogoff, 2003). In other words, what students bring to school in terms of 



 

 

15 

 

their cultural resources, experiences, and ways of being, influences the transition from 

one community to another as they interpret and respond to new norms, practices, and 

expectations based on previous experiences. 

A classic ethnographic study by Heath (1983) demonstrates the influences of 

student social and cultural experiences on schooling. Heath’s study took place in the 

working class community of Roadville, among white residents, and Trackton, among 

black residents, with the central research question addressing the effect of home and 

community environments on the “learning of those language structures and uses which 

were needed in classrooms and job settings” (p. 4).  Over a ten-year period, Heath 

became part of both communities in their homes, work places, and classrooms in order to 

experience the “natural flow of community and classroom life” (p. 8). She focused on 

each community’s approach to language, and argued that the value and use of language in 

each group was “interdependent with the habits and values of behaving shared among 

members of that group” (p. 11).  Both Roadville and Trackton had a variety of literacy 

traditions woven together in different ways with the uses of oral language, reading and 

writing, and ways of negotiating meaning, and yet, while both communities believed that 

schooling was a ticket up and out of their present situation, neither of the community’s 

“ways with words” or language practices prepared the children for the school’s ways of 

handling language (p. 235). This mismatch of social and cultural expectations led to 

schooling difficulties for the children from both communities.  
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Another, more recent, study that used a sociocultural conceptual framework, 

conducted by Kong and Pearson (2003), was a year-long examination of culturally 

diverse fourth and fifth graders as they participated in a literature-based instructional 

program. The assumption was that regardless of ethnic and cultural diversity, “learning 

and development occur as learners interact with more knowledgeable members of a 

community within specific social, cultural, and historical contexts in which all of the 

participants are striving to make sense of the messages they encounter” (p. 86). Kong and 

Pearson concluded as these culturally and linguistically diverse students were given the 

opportunity to actively engage in social interaction as they read, wrote, and talked about 

literature, when they were supported and guided by “more knowledgeable members of 

the community” (p. 114), learning took place and students were able to participate and 

function as members of the literacy community in their classrooms. However, these 

transitions into different communities are not always so seamless.  

Students’ social  backgrounds and past experiences can be influential in 

determining the level and kind of participation in the school community (see e.g.,Cazden, 

John, & Hymes, 1972). Recently, Fairbanks and Ariail (2006) conducted a three-year 

case study of three adolescent girls’ learning experiences.  They worked with two Latinas 

and one African American.  Their research focused on social and cultural dispositions the 

participants brought to various encounters, how they used these resources to negotiate 

their schooling identity, and the consequences of this process on their classroom and 
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school participation. Using data collection methods of classroom observations, 

videotaped lessons, and personal interviews, Fairbanks and Ariail followed these three 

girls through their middle school experiences.  To analyze the data, Fairbanks and Ariail 

drew on Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of cultural capital and habitus to categorize resources 

as they related to student performance. Habitus, as defined in this study, meant “the 

dispositions, values, skills, and understandings individuals accumulate across their 

lifetimes” (p. 312). Each of the girls had different experiences in the school setting as a 

reflection of their individual habitus.  Two of the students, because of their backgrounds, 

were more aligned with the expectations of schooling and were able to adjust to and 

accommodate the respective demands of each grade level; however, the third student 

found traditional school expectations “ran counter to the dispositions” (p. 341) she 

brought from home and therefore she had difficulties during her middle school years.  

Fairbanks and Ariail concluded that “the interaction between the habitus of the individual 

and the social and intellectual demands of the school context shape the individual’s 

experience of school” (p. 314). As evidenced in this study, what students bring to a new 

community may either confound or facilitate their transition.  

To summarize, the studies I have reviewed support the notion that writing is a 

social activity and transition from one writing community to another requires active 

participation and interaction with current members in order to acquire the expectations 

and practices of the new writing context. Using a sociocultural lens in my study, I 
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attempted to understand the process of entering and becoming a member of a new writing 

community for college freshmen. I sought to understand the meaning of the actions of 

varied students, including their writing, as they interacted with the teacher and their 

peers, and the resources they drew on to navigate and assimilate to their new writing 

community. I attempted to account for “the journey from the state of being and behaving 

like a novice to the state of being and behaving like an expert”(Sperling & Freedman, 

2001, p. 372) in a college writing course for students who already demonstrated entry 

level ability and were in the position of newcomers to a recognized university-level 

experience. 

Theoretical Framework 

The dominant  theory that framed my research comes from Wenger’s (1998) 

notion of “communities of practice.” According to Wenger, a “community of practice” is 

a group of people engaged in learning as they collectively discover rituals and routines 

that enable a shared approach to a common enterprise.   This group shares concerns, 

problems, or passions about a topic, and deepens their knowledge through interaction 

while sharing frustrations, insights and advice. They become bound together as they 

respond to the situation, the goals, and the desires of the group as they develop a “body of 

common knowledge, practices and approaches…as well as personal relationships and 

established way of interacting” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). In this study, I 

see freshmen composition class as a “community of practice.”  
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From the beginning, I made several assumptions, as proposed by Wenger (1998), 

about how learning takes place, and about the nature of knowledge and knowing.  In this 

approach,  I assume all humans are social, all knowledge is contextual, interaction is 

where learning takes place and meaning is produced (Wenger, 1998). This 

participation/interaction  does not refer merely to situations in which people engage in 

various activities together, but also to the processes of “being active participants in the 

practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation to these 

communities” (Wenger, 1998, p. 4). Important is not only the process of finding out what 

one needs to do to “belong” to a freshman writing class at the university, but also who 

one “is” within that classroom community as one writes and participates.  

College students on campus are involved in defining a variety of pursuits as they 

interact with each other, the instructors, and institution of the university.  As they respond 

to each other, they work at making sense of their social interactions, consequently 

constructing who they are within the academic community. During this process, 

particular practices evolve that reflect the history of the institution in which they are 

participating as well as the input and negotiation of newcomers to the existing entity. The 

sum of these practices during the pursuit of a common goal is what helps to define a 

community of practice, while requiring a certain type of work to become a recognized 

member. 
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This process of becoming a member within a new community involves learning. 

Traditionally, learning is defined as an internalization of knowledge, whether transmitted 

from one person to another, discovered independently, or through interaction with others 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991). This view suggests that learning is a process of absorption of 

knowledge without necessarily involving the broader context of the social world 

surrounding the learner. In contrast, the framework that guided my study looked at 

learning as increased participation in a community of practice as the learner negotiates 

and renegotiates his own identity while searching for meaning behind the enterprise as he 

discovers his place within this new community.  Participating in a practice, implies 

involvement in activities, tasks (e.g. writing), functions, and understanding that reflects 

and exists in a broader context of social relations. This learning is not only a condition for 

membership, but the process itself is an evolving form of learning. In order to “learn” in a 

new community, it is imperative that the participant be more than just an observer, but 

instead participate in the practices of the community and the continual restructuring of 

the expectations, norms, and activities that make up the community’s framework. This 

framework includes what is said, what is done, who participates and who doesn’t.  In 

short, it defines the characteristics of a member and the way of being in this community.  

Thus, part of the process of becoming a member requires engagement in the 

practices of the particular community. This is the idea that students are mutually engaged 

in identifying the routines, norms, and expectations that define membership in the 



 

 

21 

 

community.  This engagement in practices produces negotiated patterns of behavior that 

either enables the students to “fit” in or not. Understanding these identified practices also 

involves choosing what to know and what to ignore in order to proceed with the activity 

of joining this new community. Along with these practices, comes the need to find 

meaning behind them, which involves social interaction with each other and with the 

instructor, a type of negotiated give and take. This negotiation of meaning is a process 

shaped by a multitude of elements including, but not limited to, student, instructor, and 

university expectations, students’ self evaluation of abilities, students’ desire to join this 

new community, and their interpretation of just how to “fit” in as well as their level of 

willingness to engage in the practices. This mutual engagement does not suppose that the 

members are in some way homogeneous, but instead the diversity of the members is what 

fuels the negotiation of practices as the students exchange information, opinions, and 

ideas that are formed by the common goal of completing the freshman composition 

requirements. Each participant develops a unique identity, which is continually integrated 

and further defined through the course of mutual engagement. These shared practices 

may be ones of disagreement, challenges, or competition but all function to connect the 

participants in a variety of complex ways as they search for meaning and a place within 

the community. As well, a community of practice includes the “negotiation of a joint 

enterprise” (Wenger, 1998, p. 77). This enterprise is not “joint” due to agreement, but as 

a shared response to the context, in this case, of the classroom and university.  
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Finally, a community of practice entails shared repertoires. These may include 

routines, ways of doing things (like writing), discourse, gestures, actions, or tools that this 

community has adopted and which become part of the practices. These repertoires are not 

necessarily a new invention but instead are a reflection of previous practices in that the 

norms, gestures, and routines have been previously established, and yet can be reengaged 

in a new situation as they take on new meanings. These resources have well established 

expectations such as requiring laptops for writing or cell phones for communication, but 

in the context of the freshman composition class may take on new meanings as students 

respond to the variety of constraints related to previous classes.  These resources are then 

used to renegotiate the meaning of the practices in this particular community, and 

therefore are constantly changing and being reinterpreted.  

As well as trying to define who they are within a particular community, students 

also have to deal with issues of multimembership. No student belongs to just one 

community. As well as being freshmen on a university campus, they are often 

roommates, friends, club members, employees, sons and daughters and so on. Each 

community has different ways of engaging in behaviors, different type of repertoires, and 

different ways of exhibiting membership. This multimembership translates into a 

significant challenge when entering a new community and may be complicated further by 

cultural differences. Each student brings with him or her a history of past experiences that 

mediates the interpretation of the new practices and shared repertoire within the new 
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community (Fairbanks & Ariail, 2006; Kong & Pearson, 2003; Langer & Applebee, 

1986; Rogoff, 2003). Within an educational setting, the cultural resources and 

experiences a student brings to the new situation may conflict with the demands and 

expectations of the instructor and educational environment (Heath, 1983). This adds 

another layer and potential difficulties to being in a new group.   

Relating to these notions, Gee (1992) has studied social and cultural interactions 

as people move in and out of particular groups. He views these social practices as 

“Discourses,” ways of being a certain type of person in a group. Gee’s “Discourses” 

encompass the entire act of communication. He says each Discourse is “owned and 

operated by a socioculturally defined group of people” (Gee, 1992, p. 107), and within a 

Discourse there is a particular way of “talking, acting, interacting, valuing, and believing” 

(p. 107), as well as dress, gestures, and body positions.  Yet speaking the language, 

knowing the vocabulary, and using it appropriately facilitates, but does not guarantee, 

one’s becoming a member of a particular community. It is also imperative that the other 

members recognize one’s use of the Discourse, in a sense giving “permission” for a 

newcomer to join. If one uses the Discourse inappropriately, one is immediately 

identified as an outsider. Wenger  (1998) frames this idea of permission in terms of 

“legitimacy” and says that in order to be a member, a student needs to be recognized as 

such and “must be granted enough legitimacy to be treated as potential members” 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 101). In the classroom, one way of granting of legitimacy comes from 
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the expert in the community, the instructor, for example in the form of response to 

students’ writing or to their contributions in class. Student responses to these exchanges 

either further their membership in the community or help to create a non-membership 

status. In addition, the new Discourse cannot be learned just by listening to and observing 

the group (think of the “bullshitting” in Smagorinsky’s 2010 study). Similar to Wenger’s 

(1998) theoretical framework, Gee maintains that one must be actively engaged in the 

group’s enterprise and must participate in the rituals, routines, behaviors, and language(s) 

of the group in a recognized competent manner in order to be considered a member. 

Writing as Classroom Practice 

 The concept of written literacy--what it is, how it is learned, and what is 

considered competent writing--has long been a focus of discussion in public education 

(Sperling & DePardo, 2008).  As seen earlier in this chapter, writing was researched and 

theorized as a mental or cognitive process, as was learning to write. A mechanistic 

interpretation of this process suggested that competent writing was the ability to compose 

“error-free, standard written English”(see Flower, 1994, p. 1) or the ability to write a 

coherent five-paragraph essay (see Emig, 1971). Still others privileged the ability to 

“read, write, and talk about some valued body of knowledge such as the traditional 

literary canon of the middle class”(see Flower, 1994, p. 1). However, concepts of 

literacy, including writing, have expanded to include literacies in the plural, “defined as 

diverse discourse practices that grow out of the needs and values of different 
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communities” (Brandt, 1990; Flower, 1994, p. 2; Gee, 1992, 2010; Kong & Pearson, 

2003), which need to be studied from cultural and social perspectives (Kong & Pearson, 

2003; Sperling & Freedman, 2001). Because communities have different ways of 

behaving and interacting, the role and importance of written language within a particular 

community is determined by habits and values shared by members of the group (Gee, 

2010; Heath, 1983; Langer & Applebee, 1986; Rogoff, 2003).   

This shifting of attention away from a focus on particular and specific features of 

a text, or of components of cognition, leads to a focus on literacy practices (Brandt, 1990, 

2011; Flower, 1994).  From this view, literacy, including writing, is shaped by the way 

people interpret and respond to each other as they construct new knowledge in the search 

for meaning in the very literate acts in which they are engaging.  In other words, writing 

is not merely just putting pen to paper, but instead writing is constructed in, influenced 

by, and given meaning based on the particularities of a context or community and the 

interaction of its members (Brandt, 1990, 1995; Heath, 1983; Nystrand, 1986; Nystrand 

& Himley, 1984; Sperling, 1993).  

In Conclusion 

Mutual engagement, negotiated practices, and developed repertoires make up a 

community of practice. Each can give rise to a meaningful experience for its members as 

well as, conversely, hold members hostage to that experience (Wenger, 1998). Key to my 
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study is the concept that students in Freshman Composition are, theoretically, looking for 

meanings behind the practices to better adapt themselves to this particular community. 

The choices and interpretations students make in relation to their behaviors or way of 

being in the group can affect the writing they produce and whether they conform or not to 

their perceived expectations for behaving as a college level writer. What can be learned 

by examining their attempts to become members of the college writing community? This 

question gave rise to the focus of my research and the following research questions. 

Research Questions 

 In order to understand the experience of first year students in a freshman writing 

class, I  asked the following research questions, focusing on one class and a range of 

students in that class. 

      A.  Participation 

 What are the negotiated repertoires and routines of the group that 

emerged during the quarter?  

 

 How did the students participate in the negotiated repertoires and 

routines, both inside and outside the classroom? 

 

 What were the stated expectations of the University, the Freshman 

Composition 1 program, and the instructor, for Freshman Composition 

1? How were these expectations played out in the classroom? 

 

 From students’ perspectives, what types of challenges do they face and 

what types of expectations do they bring to the class and how do they 

try to overcome them? 
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 From instructor’s perspective, what types of challenges or problems do 

these students face in participating and how do they seem to overcome 

them? 

 

 

B.  Writing 

 What types of successes and struggles are evidenced in student 

writing? 

 

 How does the instructor provide access/legitimacy to the community 

of college writers for freshmen student through both verbal and written 

feedback? 

 

 What does students’ writing reveal about their “becoming” college 

writers and how did students see themselves as such? 

 

 The ultimate goal in this study was to contribute to our understanding of 

the social/cultural process involved as freshmen students attempt to enter the 

college writing community in order to provide a way of talking about and 

facilitating this often difficult process for students.  

 The following chapters discuss the process and findings of my study. 

Chapter 2 covers the methodology and analysis process used to gather and 

interpret my data. Chapter 3 is the framework for Freshman Composition 1 as it 

relates to the characteristics of a community of practice and how those 

characteristics played out in the classroom. Chapters 4 – 7 each address one focal 

student, his/her experiences as a novice in the college writing community and 
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his/her essays produced for the class along with three different interpretations of 

the writing. The process of each student’s movement toward membership or 

conversely away from membership through choices of participation and the 

granting of legitimacy are also discussed. Each focal student chapter concludes 

with three key findings for the student. Chapter 8 summarizes the study, describes 

key findings overall, and recommends areas for future research. 
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Chapter 2 

Methodology and Analysis Process 

 Design of the research 

As indicated in Chapter 1, I conducted an interpretive case study of a Freshman 

Composition class at a four-year university. I spent ten weeks, three days a week (each 

day the class met for the duration of one academic quarter), observing and recording 

activities and interactions in the class itself, interviewing the teacher and several students, 

as well as collecting student writing samples and other documentation of curriculum and 

expectations for the observed class. Because I was interested in the initial experiences of 

freshmen in college writing, my study took place during the first quarter of the academic 

year.   Note that pseudonyms were used for the names of my focal students, the 

instructor, official documents, locations, and any reference that would be recognizable in 

order to protect the privacy of the exact location or persons involved in this study. 

By adopting an interpretive approach to this research, I attempted to answer the 

questions of what was happening, specifically, in this particular setting and what these 

actions meant to the participants. (Erickson, 1986; Geertz, 1973).  As Erickson (1986) 

points out, gaining “the immediate and local meanings of actions, as defined from the 

actor’s point of view” (p. 119) is a crucial aspect of interpretive research and the 

theoretical assumptions of this type of study is that people act and react according to their 
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own interpretation of the world around them.  In a similar manner, Bellack (1978) defines 

interpretive researchers  as ones who “look to the reasons, intentions, or purposes of 

teachers and students to gain understanding of why things happen as they do in the 

classroom” (p. 36).  

According to Bogdan (2007), the researcher’s goal is to “better understand human 

behavior and experience” and the method of “empirical observation” (p. 43) provides 

concrete examples of human behavior. Using an interpretive approach allowed me to 

observe the students and to attempt to document their process of meaning making and 

responding as they entered this new community of college writers. Wenger (1998) calls 

this “negotiation of meaning” (p. 53). These negotiations are what humans go through 

when they are faced with a new context and a new community of practice. As I took on 

the role of observer and interviewer within the Freshmen Composition class, I brought 

with me the theoretical framework of how communities of practice function and are 

formed and therefore was able to categorize the student activity and self-revelations as 

they negotiated successfully or not, this new community. Ultimately, because the focus of 

my study was what constitutes incoming freshmen’s experience in freshman composition, 

and how participants interact, respond, and produce writing based on their own 

interpretations of the context, an interpretive approach was ideal. 

As indicated in Chapter 1, to the best of my knowledge, students who have 

already proved themselves capable writers according to the University entrance exam 
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have not been a focus for such study. My research on this type of situation provides a 

fresh perspective on entering a writing community from students who are assumed to 

already be “school savvy” and therefore able to seamlessly transition into a college 

writing situation.  

Setting 

 South Western (SW) University’s 1200 acres sprawl across a park-like campus. It 

is dedicated to teaching, research, and public service, and is part of a larger university 

system.  SW University’s 2012 enrollment exceeded 20,000 (approximately 18,500 

undergraduate students and 2,500 graduate students) and is the most ethnically diverse 

University in the system. The ethnicity profile is as follows: 39.9% Asian/Asian 

Americans, 28.9% Chicanos and Latinos, 17.0 % White/ Caucasian, 7.9% 

African/American, .4% Native American, and 4.5% other ethnicities. The University 

offers offers: 80 bachelor degree programs, 46 master's degree programs, 38 Ph.D. 

programs and 17 teaching and administrative credential programs. Once a small 

university in a small town, it is now one of the premier research and educational 

institutions in the region. 

The course in which I conducted my research is part of the Introduction to 

College Composition Program housed within the English Department. Prior to enrolling 

in the Composition sequence (three courses), all students are required to satisfy the Entry 
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Level Writing Requirement, a reading and writing proficiency requirement set up by the 

university system. There are many ways to satisfy this requirement. Of the instructors for 

Freshman Composition 1, 55% are lecturers, while 45% are Graduate Teaching 

Assistants (TA). The TAs are required to have a year of training, as well as a senior 

Lecturer mentor for the first quarter they teach. There is an annual two to three days fall 

orientation for all instructors (lecturers and TAs). TAs teaching for the first time have an 

additional two days of training. Finally, all instructors who teach in the entry level 

program must also participate in the norming and grading meetings for the final exam. 

Freshman Composition 1 is capped at 23 students per section and four sections were 

offered in the fall of 2011. According to SW’s University Introduction to College 

Composition Policies 2011 – 2012, consecutive classes are an introduction to reading and 

writing strategies, as well as a variety of essay genres. “The program as a whole provides 

freshmen with a broad literacy education” and ideally, students complete the program 

prepared to enter a community of writers who know how to think about, analyze, and 

consequently produce the variety of writing tasks with which they will be faced for the 

next four years and beyond.  

The three levels of Freshman Composition classes, 1, 2, and 3, are taken in 

sequential order. Freshman Composition 1 focuses on narrative, descriptive, and 

expository writing; Freshman Composition 2 on argumentation; and Freshman 

Composition 3 on textual analysis and semiotics, the reading and writing of cultural 
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signs.  This program is referred to in the manual as “the cornerstone of a liberal arts 

education.”  Throughout the three quarters, students are taught to “investigate, organize, 

and understand themselves and their world.” These skills are reinforced through selected 

readings, class discussions, outside research, and student produced papers. Upon 

completion of these three classes, students, ideally, are equipped to approach any type of 

written assignment they may face in subsequent classes throughout their university 

experiences.  

Class and Instructor Selection  

In choosing a class to study, I first spoke with the head of the Introduction to 

College Composition Program for recommendations of well regarded instructors who 

were experienced in teaching Freshman Composition. I wanted this type of instructor, 

one familiar with this class, as he or she would be the one setting the standard for the 

classroom discourse as the “expert” for the students. As I observed Freshman 

Composition 1 in an attempt to identity the processes of students entering a new 

community, the interactions between an expert and the novices are part of what I was 

observing.  The head of the program recommended two long time lecturers. I interviewed 

both of them as to their philosophy on teaching, students, and the Freshman Composition 

program as a whole, including their expectations and curricular requirements for the 

class. Similar to my desire for an experienced instructor, I wanted an instructor whose 

philosophy was to make this writing community accessible for incoming students and 
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whose ultimate goal was for the students to be successful in their attempts to enter the 

college writing community.  Both of the recommended instructors were open to my 

sitting in on their classes for the quarter and were willing to be interviewed throughout 

my time there and talk about their perspectives on the students and student entry 

experiences into this new writing community. I interviewed both instructors individually 

for 20-30 minutes in their office and observed both of their classes for the initial session 

of the quarter.  

 While both instructors were equally interested in participating in my study, I 

chose Dr. Jackson for several reasons. During the first day of class, Dr. Jackson was 

organized and clear about the curriculum requirements for his class. He had a calm and 

inviting teaching style as he addressed these new students and welcomed them to the 

university. He “apologized” with humor when he talked about the required textbook’s 

cost and weight. He went over the syllabus in detail and at the end of the class, he listed 

on the board five criteria he used to grade essays: evidence of reading comprehension, 

unity, development, coherence, and proper use of Standard English. He also wrote his 

office hours and location on the board, inviting students to come see him if they needed 

help. When I asked him during our initial interview about his ultimate goal for his 

students, he said it was for them to be “competent at the basic expository tasks” by the 

end of the quarter. When I explained the focus of my research, Dr Jackson remarked, 

“This is a study that needs to be done.” Because Dr. Jackson was experienced, had 
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explained his expectations in a clear and specific manner, and appeared to connect with 

the students through humor and availability, I chose to observe in Dr. Jackson’s class.  

 Dr. Jackson 

 Dr Jackson is a veteran teacher. He attended this same university as a Masters 

student and continued there to complete his PhD. While in graduate school, he was a 

Teaching Assistant (TA) and, after graduating, taught at a variety of community colleges 

as well as the university. He had taught Freshman Composition off and on since 1989.  

 Student Selection 

 I selected four students in Dr. Jackson’s class to focus on during the quarter.  I did 

so as follows: 

On the first day of class, Dr. Jackson briefly introduced me and gave me time to 

summarize why I was there and why I needed volunteers to be part of my study. I 

distributed a consent form to the 22 students in the class that asked them if they would be 

willing to be interviewed two to three times throughout the quarter, audio-taped and 

possibly video-taped, as well as share their written work with me. I assured them their 

participation in my study would not affect their grades or evaluations in this class. 

Pseudonyms would be used in place of their names to protect their privacy. Out of the 22 

forms distributed in the class, I received back 19 signed by students who agreed to 

interviews along with audio and video taping, two signed by students who agreed to 
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audio-taping but not videotaping, and one signed by a student who agreed to videotaping 

but not audio-taping. I then considered the backgrounds of the 19 students who agreed to 

be considered as a volunteer. I wanted students, high school June graduates, who were of 

diverse social and cultural backgrounds in order to obtain a meaningful variety of 

experiences. I observed the students in the classroom setting, such as where they sat, how 

they interacted with other students and the instructor, their behaviors during class. After 

informal conversations with the students and based on the various criterion listed above, I 

settled on a subset of four focal students for my study. My subset, limited in number, 

allowed me to delve deeply into the freshman writing experience for a range of students 

and allowed me to discover keys issues relative to students moving from high school to 

college. Following is a brief portrait of each of these four students, all of whom were 

born within the same large geographic area, a small part of which subsumes SW 

University. 

 Kevin 

 Kevin’s family is Indian and came from a small town in India. Both of his parents 

are college educated. Kevin is not a native speaker of English and did not to speak 

English until the age of six. His two sisters each attend a university and a college 

education was “expected” by his parents. Kevin believed himself to be an “average” 

writer, but felt he had some good training in high school and therefore was not overly 

concerned about his ability to produce college level writing. 
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 Becky 

 Becky is Hispanic and English is her second language. Most of her family resides 

in Mexico. She didn’t tell me about her parents’ level of education, but similar to Mark 

she felt pressure to be successful. She admitted that in writing, her biggest struggle was 

switching from Spanish to English, but she knew where to go to get help and was willing 

to take advantage of that opportunity. She had to complete a summer English class at the 

university in order to qualify for this Freshman Composition class. 

   Dona 

 Dona’s father is Hispanic, while her mother is half Hispanic and half Caucasian. 

Both of her parents graduated early from high school to help with family finances. She is 

the first in her family to attend the University. Dona is comfortable with her writing 

ability coming in, but knows she will have to work hard to produce college level writing. 

 Mark 

 Mark is Korean. He attended a math magnet high school, but he said the reason he 

was accepted into the school was that his sister had attended before him. Neither of his 

parents graduated from high school and both spoke limited English.  His sister, fluent in 

English, was a junior at a state university. He was not very confident in his writing ability 

and felt pressure from his family to succeed.  
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Data Sources and Data Collection 

 Classroom Observations 

 I took on the role of observer in the context of the selected classroom and sat in 

on the classroom Monday, Wednesday, and Friday from 2:10 to 3:00 over the course of 

the ten week quarter from September – December, 2011.   Sitting in the back of the 

classroom allowed me to observe unobtrusively and experience firsthand what students 

said and did as they interacted with their peers and instructor (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 

1995). One to one informal conversations with the students and instructor in the 

classroom context added to my observational data.  I took field notes while observing to 

capture what went on in the classroom itself and then typed up my notes in detail 

immediately afterwards, filling in from memory when needed. I audio recorded 

classroom sessions that I observed in order to further document the nuances of social 

interaction and conversation. This, too, helped me to fill in and expand my field notes. 

 Interviews 

Interviews within interpretive research can range from the informal conversation 

before the beginning of class or in the parking lot to formally prearranged meetings in a 

restricted environment where no one else is listening except the interviewer (Hammersley 

& Atkinson, 1995). While it is true that information gained in an interview is subject to 

participants’ perspectives as well as the interviewer’s presence, it is still possible to use 
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these data to illuminate these perspectives as well as meanings behind actions 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). 

Student Interviews  

I conducted individual interviews with each of the focal students at different times 

throughout the study, including one to three formal interviews with each focal student, in 

order to try to understand their perspectives on their experience over time.  I found a 

place upstairs in the building where the class was held, and I met there individually with 

each student either before or after class. Because each student had other classes, our time 

was limited to 25 – 30 minutes for each interview, but the students were forthcoming and 

open about their experiences as well as willing to share most of their written work. The 

formal interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for later analysis. The interview 

questions were semi-structured, yet I remained flexible as often the conversation took a 

different turn when participants began to tell their own story of their experience. Initially, 

I asked questions related to what types of challenges they expected to face as they entered 

the college writing community and how they planned to address them. I wanted to know 

what skills and knowledge they believed they brought to this experience and whether 

those skills would help or hinder their transition into college writing. As the quarter 

progressed, I asked them about their writing experiences in high school, how they saw 

themselves as writers, and whether or not they felt they were “becoming” college writers. 

In our final conversations, we reviewed their initial concerns and whether or not they had 
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materialized. We talked about their overall experience of entering college level writing, 

how they ultimately saw themselves as participants, and whether or not they considered 

themselves successful, based on their own definition of success as well as on their 

understanding of the instructor’s definition.  

Instructor Interviews 

In addition to the focal students, I interviewed the instructor, formally and 

informally, throughout my study. Through my questions, I attempted to understand more 

about the instructor’s philosophy on teaching, teaching experience, and the design of the 

curriculum. I asked him about his perception of the student experience and the challenges 

students faced upon entering a new writing community as well as the social and 

interactional expectations for the class. I wanted to know the instructor’s perspective on 

how students overcame challenges and what skills and knowledge they brought to the 

classroom that helped or hindered the experience.  Finally, I wanted to know his 

definition of a successful college level writer and how he knew when a student had 

achieved this level of success as a writer, and what kinds of changes in student writing he 

saw as students progressed through the quarter.  
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Document Collection 

 Student writing 

 According to SW’s Introduction to College Composition Program, the textbook 

for this class, Elements of Writing, provided the basic structure of the class. Chapter 1 

was an introduction to the text and Chapters 2 - 5 each defined a particular genre of 

writing and the curriculum and assigned essays directly correlated with the textbook 

chapters.  

 Chapter 2, "Remembering an Event," introduced students to writing about their 

own significant personal experience using memory search, careful word choices, and the 

selection of telling details to support and convey a central idea.  

 Chapter 3, "Writing Profiles," introduced students to ethnographic field research 

—   observation and interview — plus other evidence-gathering techniques to research a 

new place and activity.  

 Chapter 4, "Explaining a Concept,” and Chapter 5, “Explaining Opposing 

Positions,” introduced students to library and Internet research, requiring the analysis, 

synthesis, and comparison of information gleaned from a variety of sources. All of the 

chapters in Elements of Writing taught students close reading, but these two chapters 

focused also on the proper use and documentation of sources. Chapter 5 also served as a 

transition to Freshman Composition 2 by teaching students to analyze written arguments. 
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 The first essay students wrote was a narrative, a look at themselves and a 

significant personal memory that required an explanation to the reader of a central idea. 

The second essay, a profile, required students to look beyond themselves to other people 

or places as they attempted to sufficiently describe to the reader, a person, place or event 

in enough detail to recreate the focus of the essay for the reader. The third essay, 

explaining a concept, familiarized students with research strategies, MLA format, and 

writing techniques needed to help readers understand and appreciate the topic of this type 

of writing. The final essay was an introduction to analysis of written arguments, a genre 

that would be covered in more detail in Freshman Composition 2.  

 Each essay that was assigned was outlined specifically in a handout as to the 

topic, where to find help in the textbook, and page and formatting requirements. There 

were specific due dates for both a draft and a final copy and the directive to submit the 

essay to the “Mywork” website in order to receive credit. This website is a guard against 

plagiarism. 

 Over the course of the quarter, students wrote five final essays. The first four 

required drafts that were due in class prior to the final due date. Two of these drafts were 

read by students other than the writer, and a “Response form” was filled out by the reader 

as to whether or not the student writer had addressed the criteria the instructor had 

discussed for that particular essay.  
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 By the end of the quarter, I had three to four drafts, some of which were the final 

drafts including instructor comments, of essays from each focal student, out of the five 

written all quarter. The fifth and final essay was the students’ final exam; I was not able 

to obtain a copy. Only two of my focal students gave me three essays that included the 

final grade and instructor comments and proof reading marks.  

 Other writing that was done in the class consisted of the peer responses worksheet 

on the rough drafts of Essays 1 and 2, short answer quizzes on three of the short stories in 

the textbook, and two quizzes based on the reading assigned from the previous session. I 

did not collect the quizzes and only collected a handful of the peer responses written 

about my focal students’ essays by other students as my focal students did not share these 

with me.  

 Classroom documents 

Along with student writing, I collected all documentation related to this class 

including the syllabus, assignment instructions, course materials, evaluations and all 

additional relevant written materials both inside and outside of class (such as from the 

department or University). Such documentation allowed me to further understand the 

expectations and cultural norms and values of the university and instructor as well as the 

overall expectations and philosophy for this particular class.  
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Data Analysis  

 Analysis is described on the following pages.  Table1 gives an overview of the 

connections between my research questions, the data sources that helped answer each 

question, and the kind of data analysis that I used for each data source.  

Overall Question: What is the experience of entering the college composition community, 

and what can we learn from students’ writing in this context. 

 

Table 1 

 
Data Analysis 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Research Sub - Questions   Data Source   Data Analysis 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

A. Participation 

 

What are the negotiated 

repertoires and routines of 

the group that emerged 

during the quarter? 

 

 

 

 

 

How did the students 

participate in the negotiated 

repertoires and routines, 

both inside and outside the 

classroom? 

 

 

 

Field notes, classroom 

observations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Field notes, classroom 

observations, audio 

recorded classroom 

sessions; student and 

instructor transcribed 

interviews 

 

 

Communities of Practice 

(Wenger, 1998): 

Identification of repeated 

instructional and non-

instructional behaviors and 

activities occurring 

throughout the quarter 

 

 

Content/Thematic analysis 

(Huckin, 2004) of student 

participation in relation to 

classroom repertoires and 

routines 
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What were the stated 

expectations of the 

University, the Freshman 

Composition 1 program, 

and the instructor, for 

Freshman Composition 1? 

How were these 

expectations played out in 

the classroom? 

 

 

From students’ 

perspectives, what types of 

challenges do they face and 

what types of expectations 

do they bring to the class 

and how do they try to 

overcome them? 

 

 

 

 

From instructor’s 

perspective, what types of 

challenges or problems do 

these students face in 

participating and how do 

they seem to overcome 

them? 

 

 

B. Writing 

 

What types of successes and 

struggles are evidenced in 

student writing? 

 

 

 

 

 

Field notes, classroom 

observations, audio 

recorded classroom 

sessions; documents from 

the University, the 

Freshman Composition 1 

syllabus, and the instructor; 

instructor transcribed 

interviews 

 

 

Field notes, classroom 

observations, audio 

recorded classroom 

sessions; student transcribed 

interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Field notes, classroom 

observations, audio 

recorded classroom 

sessions; instructor 

transcribed interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student writing and 

instructor written feedback 

on essays 

 

 

 

 

 

Rich feature (Barton, 2004) 

and content analysis 

(Huckin, 2004); 

Identification of patterns of 

articulated expectations and 

use of discourse both in 

written and oral forms 

 

 

 

 

Content/thematic analysis 

(Huckin, 2004) of student 

statements about challenges 

and problems and how 

problems are addressed; 

students’ direct and indirect 

responses to expectations as 

evidenced by their 

participation in classroom 

routines 

 

Content/thematic analysis 

(Huckin, 2004) of instructor 

statements about students’ 

challenges, problems, and 

successes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Application of (a) SWU’s 

six point holistic rubric, (b) 

instructor’s rubric to student 

essays, (c) content analysis 

(Huckin, 2004) and rich 

feature analysis (Barton, 

2004) of instructor 

feedback. 
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How does the instructor 

provide access/legitimacy to 

the community of college 

writers for freshmen student 

through both verbal and 

written feedback? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What does students’ writing 

reveal about their 

“becoming” college writers 

and how did students see 

themselves as such? 

 

 

 

Field notes, classroom 

observations, audio 

recorded classroom 

sessions; instructor’s 

transcribed interviews; 

written and oral feedback 

on student essays  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student writing; student 

transcribed interviews 

 

 

 

Evidence of opportunities 

of access and legitimacy 

(Wenger, 1998) through 

teacher and student 

language and discourse 

during instruction and apart 

from instruction; Content 

analysis (Huckin, 2004) and 

rich feature analysis 

(Barton, 2004): Focus on 

ways of questioning, 

commenting, framing; uses 

of devices for engaging 

listeners such as humor, 

inclusive talk in  various 

contexts  

 

Evidence of changes in 

writing in three successive 

essays during the quarter; 

thematic analysis of student 

comments in relation to 

their progress towards 

membership 

 

 
 

A. Participation 

Repertoires and Routines 

To better understand the student experience in a freshman composition class as 

they enter the college writing community, I analyzed the observational data-- field notes 

and audio tapes -- using the framework of Wenger’s (1998) community of practice. For 

my study, repertoires were those shared activities and artifacts that, over time, became a 
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part of the community and therefore accepted practice. The routines were the implicit and 

explicit expectations and practices, those in place at the beginning and those developed 

over time, shaping student participation. 

When analyzing the data, I first looked for specific repertoires that surfaced 

regularly in this classroom and how they were constructed.  Were they made obvious by 

statements, written documents, classroom discussions, or instructor direction or were they 

more subtly implied? What were the “routines, words, tools, ways of doing things, 

stories, gestures, symbols, genres, actions or concepts” (Wenger 1998  p. 83) that became 

part of this community and how did they add to or help overcome the challenges students 

faced? How were the repertoires used and interpreted to pursue a successful entry into the 

writing community?  

I next looked for patterns of behavior or particular routines, both inside and 

outside the classroom, which occurred repeatedly throughout the quarter i.e., student use 

of technology during class, coming prepared and on time to class, student clothing, being 

actively involved in whole class or small group discussion, office visits to the instructor, 

and student responses to verbal and written feedback from the instructor. Nystrand (1986) 

also writes about this process, in terms of student responses to expectations and 

constraints within particular discourses. He talks of the importance of establishing an 

understood frame of reference and how it is constructed as each participant interprets 

each other’s responses and subsequently adjusts ensuing comments based on the latest 
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information. I looked for patterns in how the discourse changed, was reshape, and 

established and maintained through comments, gestures, and feedback both from each 

other and the instructor. These patterns, in turn, shaped the routines, both explicit and 

implicit, that became a part of being in this classroom.  

Student Participation 

To look at participation in the group, I drew upon Wenger’s (1998) definition of  

participation as the “active involvement in social enterprises” (p. 55) which shapes the 

member as well as the community. After routines are established in a group, they are 

perpetuated through the membership’s participation. Therefore, in addition to the 

emerging routines, I looked at the participation and response of my focal students to these 

routines. Did they actively participate or did they remain on the periphery of the class? 

Did they show up on time ready to work, or arrive unprepared and therefore not ready to 

participate in classroom activities, did they engage in group discussions, and did they 

visit the instructor during office hours? I also looked for patterns of interaction between 

the instructor and students as well as between student and student. How did students 

respond to the instructor, both inside and outside the classroom? Was there opportunity 

for students to ask questions, have discussions, or interact directly with the instructor? 

How did students respond to stated and implied expectations of the University, Freshman 

Composition 1, and instructor for appropriate college level writing? How did these 
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expectations appear to influence their writing? How did they make sense of these 

classroom routines and interpret their value with regard to community membership?  

Using a combination of the above factors (repertoires, routines, and student 

participation) in a functioning community allowed me to form a descriptive account of 

the classroom and of the experiences of the freshmen in Freshman Composition 1. 

Institutional and Instructor Expectations 

 The composition program at SW University is defined by a set of formal 

expectations developed by the institution and were set forth in two specific documents: 

Introduction to College Composition Program, and the Freshman Composition 1 

syllabus. In addition to being formally written, the instructor also reiterated these 

expectations verbally in the classroom. I studied these documents for what they told me 

about the underlying philosophy of the University, class curriculum, and instructor.  I 

also looked for explicit and implicit expectations surrounding these documents within the 

classroom discourse. This type of background helped to contextualize the experience of 

the students by giving me a broader perspective on what influenced and directed this 

particular classroom. However, these formal expectations often played out differently in 

the classroom’s day to day routines and instructional discourse.  

Using Barton’s (2004) “rich feature analysis” and  Huckin’s (2004) “content 

analysis,” which look at particular patterns of a text such as words, phrases, or concepts 
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and the “connection between structure and function” (Barton, 2004, p. 66), I looked at the 

written documents and verbal classroom instruction for expectations of Freshman 

Composition and how those expectations were communicated to the students. I looked at 

repeated discourse elements and their meaning as it related to the specific context in 

which it appeared.  Were there repeated patterns of concepts and vocabulary and did they 

carry the same meaning in the University document, the syllabus, and classroom 

instruction? I also looked for ways these expectations played out in the classroom. Did 

the instruction match the University’s written expectations or was there a different 

emphasis in the actual classroom? 

I also interviewed the instructor about his personal expectations for this class. 

From these interviews, audio recorded and transcribed, I gained a better understanding of 

the instructor’s perception of the students in the class, his expectations for the students, as 

well as his overall philosophy of freshman composition. I looked for emerging themes 

that enabled me to understand why what was done and taught made sense to the 

instructor, paying attention to what was said as well as to the instructor’s language 

choices. Did the instructor’s view of student participation in class lead to the instructor’s 

perception of freshmen overall? And did this view influence what went on in the 

classroom and how the instructor set up the classroom expectations, which in turn 

directly influenced student participation and engagement?   
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Using my observational data, transcribed instructor interviews, and classroom 

documents, I looked for patterns of discourse and their meaning, based on the context of 

where they appeared and how they were used in the classroom. 

Challenges and Expectations 

Student Perspective 

 During the quarter, I interviewed each of my focal students three different 

times, with the exception of one student who was not available for the second and third 

interviews as he told me he had prior commitments. I analyzed the transcripts for 

emerging themes and how patterns between them related to their expectations at the 

beginning of the quarter and the challenges anticipated, and how they planned to respond. 

I asked what they were most concerned about in terms of meeting the expectations of the 

class and what did they expect in the way of challenges. Were the challenges cognitive 

issues (not understanding what is being asked), procedural expectations (how to begin, 

choose a topic, or generate supporting ideas), or basic mechanics of writing (university 

level style English)? I asked what skills they felt they brought to the class and if they felt 

prepared for college writing. Was their knowledge mostly general knowledge (concepts, 

definitions, common knowledge), procedural (how to use the general knowledge) or 

conditional (not only how to use their skills, but when is each skill appropriate) (Beaufort, 

1999; McCarthy, 1987; Smagorinsky et al., 2010)? I looked not only for patterns of 

concern, but also patterns of response to the challenges and how it influenced their levels 
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of participation and engagement in the classroom. Based on their responses to the 

classroom expectations, were they able to adjust and move towards membership or were 

they further removed from the community as the quarter progressed? 

Instructor Perspective 

The instructor was a 17 year veteran of teaching Freshman Composition. I wanted 

to know his perspective on the challenges that freshmen students faced when entering this 

new writing community. In our three interviews and through his response to students’ 

writing, I asked about challenges common to freshmen in general and then to this class in 

particular. Were the same issues emerging as he expected? To what did he attribute the 

challenges in writing that he saw in this class? Were they typical or did he see anything 

different based on the students in this particular class? How did students in the past 

respond and how did they try to navigate their way through the difficulties? I looked for 

emerging themes in his answers about student challenges, problems, and successes. 

B. Writing 

Student writing  

I looked closely at the student writing, what was produced, how it was produced, 

and any changes within the writing in response to instructor and classroom expectations.  

As mentioned previously, the students in Freshman Composition had either competently 

passed the writing entrance examination administered by the University, successfully 
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completed the summer session offered as a prerequisite, received 680 or better on the 

SAT writing test, received 3 or above on the AP Examination in English, or received a 5 

or better on an International Baccalaureate Higher Level English A exam. These students 

had already achieved a certain level of writing competence and therefore legitimacy as 

college writers. After collecting focal student writing, I selected key assignments to 

further analyze and used two other readers beside myself to strengthen the reliability of 

my analysis. 

While my analysis of student writing was guided by a working definition of 

“college level writing,” I realized that college level writing is difficult to define and 

changes based on the institution, the rhetorical situation, the level of education, as well as 

the students involved (Blau, 2006; Sullivan, 2006; White, 2006). Therefore for the 

purpose of my study, I looked at each student essay from three different perspectives in 

order to create a more complete picture of my focal students’ writing. The first 

perspective was based on the university’s rubric for college level writing and each essay 

was read and scored by me and two other readers using this rubric.  The second 

perspective was based on the instructor’s expectations as evidenced from classroom 

discussions, classroom handouts, and written comments and editing marks on the student 

essays.  

Returning to several of the studies previously mentioned, I drew upon studies of 

student writing to build a framework for my own analysis of my focal students’ writing 
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and what we can learn through their use of language as they try, either successfully or 

not, to write as competent college level writers.  Multiple studies have been conducted to 

determine characteristics defining the quality of student writing such as issues of 

Standard English usage and correctness (Shaughnessy, 1977), intertextuality (Bazerman, 

2004), and textual cohesion and coherence (Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Witte & Faigley, 

1981). In addition to structural elements, one of the paradoxes of writing as a freshman is 

writing as both a novice and an expert (Sommers & Saltz, 2004). When asked to address 

a particular topic, college freshmen have been seen not to know what is important and 

what is superfluous, giving equal weight to everything in addition to the inability to 

discern how different pieces of information are related to each other. Looking at student 

produced writing from a different perspective, Smagorinsky (2010) concluded that if a 

student was able to conform to common discourse conventions and use knowledge of the 

genre of academic writing and particular features, she could write in such a manner as to 

create the impression that her content knowledge was adequate when, in reality, it wasn’t. 

This tactic has been seen to be used by incoming members of the college writing 

community to create the impression of “belonging” by appearing to write in a scholarly 

manner. In yet another study, Bartholomae (1985) studied student writing and found that 

for students to speak with authority, they needed to speak through the voice and code of 

those with authority, the professor’s, and they had to do this before they knew what they 

were doing as writers. Taking all that into account and using the university rubric and the 
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instructor’s criteria of correctness and content expectations, I formed the framework for 

the first two perspectives of text analysis of my focal students’ essays.  

The third perspective that I took to student writing was based on the instructor’s 

granting of legitimacy to the students and how this was reflected in his comments and in 

student writing.  This perspective goes beyond the surface of the text to look for ways the 

student writing evidenced the writer’s membership as a college writer particularly in 

response to classroom instruction and written feedback.  As mentioned above, along with 

the need to speak with authority in order to appear to be a member, one needs to be 

recognized as such by the current expert, in this case, the instructor (Bartholomae, 1985; 

Wenger, 1998). This recognition can come in the form of oral “invitations” to join the 

college writing community or through written comments on student essays that served to 

shape the role of the instructor and the students as well as the relationship between them. 

This legitimacy is important because newcomers’ attempts to join a new community 

often fall short, but if they have been granted a certain level of legitimacy, all their 

mistakes and misunderstandings are opportunities for learning rather than dismissal 

(Wenger, 1998).  This process of gaining of legitimacy and the avenues offered by the 

instructor are what I used to define my third perspective. 

 Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric 

The holistic writing placement rubric (see Table 2) of SW University assesses the 

development of support for the response to the prompt, elaboration levels of ideas and 
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connections, word choice, sentence structure, and the use of Standard English 

conventions. While this is not an absolute standard for college writing, it is an evaluative 

tool used by SW University to determine student ability to write at a college level, as 

defined by the university system of which my research site is a part, therefore giving my 

research a point of reference in determining the quality of student work. It is interesting 

to note that within the criteria, primary importance is attached to student response to the 

prompt supported by a certain level of elaboration and evidence, going from “cogent” to 

“thoughtful,” all the way to “a disregard of the topic’s demand.” Next the rubric 

addresses word choice, sentence variety, and finally, at the end of each level of criteria, 

grammar and usage. Based on the rubric, it appears that thinking and responding take 

precedence over grammatical correctness in college level writing.  

 As is common practice when grading multiple papers, the focal students’ essays 

(15 total) were read and scored independently by two readers and myself. The first reader 

is a 31-year veteran high school teacher. He has taught all levels of English, from grades 

nine to 12, including AP English for the past 13 years. In addition to teaching, he was a 

reader/grader of AP exams in 2005 as well as a reader/grader for the High School 

Proficiency Exams for four years. The second reader has taught at the community college 

and university level in the composition program for over 20 years. Each essay was scored 

independently according to SW University’s six point rubric and, as the scores were the 

same or less than one point apart, the points were averaged together. 
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Table 2  

SW University 6 Point Writing Rubric 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Holistic Score    Description 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6 A 6 paper commands attention because of its insightful 

development and mature style. It presents a cogent response to the 

text, elaborating that response with well-chosen examples and 

persuasive reasoning. The 6 paper shows that its writer can usually 

choose words aptly, use sophisticated sentences effectively, and 

observe the conventions of written English. 

5 A 5 paper is clearly competent. It presents a thoughtful response to 

the text, elaborating that response with appropriate examples and 

sensible reasoning. A 5 paper typically has a less fluent and 

complex style than a 6, but does show that its writer can usually 

choose words accurately, vary sentences effectively, and observe 

the conventions of written English. 

4 A 4 paper is satisfactory, sometimes marginally so. It presents an 

adequate response to the text, elaborating that response with 

sufficient examples and this reasoning will ordinarily be less 
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developed than those in 5 papers, so will the 4 paper’s style be less 

effective. Nevertheless, a 4 paper shows that its writer can usually 

choose words of sufficient precision, control sentences of 

reasonable variety, and observe the conventions of written English.  

3 A 3 paper is unsatisfactory in one or more of the following ways. It 

may respond to the text illogically; it may lack coherent structure 

or elaboration with examples; it may reflect an incomplete 

understanding of the text or the topic. Its prose is usually 

characterized by at least one of the following: frequently imprecise 

word choice; little sentence variety; occasional major errors in 

grammar and usage, or frequent minor errors. 

2 A 2 paper shows serious weaknesses, ordinarily of several kinds. It 

frequently presents a simplistic, inappropriate, or incoherent 

response to the text, one that may suggest some significant 

misunderstanding of the text or the topic. Its prose is usually 

characterized by at least one of the following: simplistic or 

inaccurate word choice; monotonous or fragmented sentence 

structure; many repeated errors in grammar and usage. 

1 A 1 paper suggests severe difficulties in reading and writing 

conventional English. It may disregard the topic’s demands, or it 
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may lack any appropriate pattern of structure or development. It 

may be inappropriately brief. It often has a pervasive pattern of 

errors in word choice, sentence structure, grammar, and usage. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Perspective #2 - The Instructor’s Rubric 

The second perspective was based on the instructor’s class instruction and 

discussions of his expectations for writing, as well as his written feedback on student 

essays. Twelve of the fifteen essays my students shared with me were the final copies that 

included the instructor’s written comments and corrections. For each essay, I counted the 

number and type of errors the instructor had marked and created a chart for each essay 

reflecting the count. This perspective allowed me to view student writing based on the 

instructor’s expectations regarding grammar and structure. It also allowed for a 

comparison, side-by-side of the three essays, of any changes in the writing over the 

course of the quarter. 

Table 3 shows Dr. Jackson’s proofreading marks, which appeared on the student 

essays, most of which he went over specifically with the class.  

 

 



 

 

60 

 

Table 3 

Dr. Jackson’s proof reading marks and abbreviations 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Proof reading mark/symbol   Description 

________________________________________________________________________ 

    good narrative details 

    good descriptive details 

 

(underline)    evidence of significance/reflection 

_______ 
_______ 

(double underline)   good word choice 

 

(box around word(s)   Good specific detail    

                                               

(squiggly line under word(s)  error in word choice 

 

Agr    error in subject/verb agreement 

Coh      error in coherence 

Comp    error in comprehension of text 

CS      comma splice 

Dev       needs more development 

Dig      digression/ problems with unity 

Exact    inexact word 
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Frag     sentence fragment 

Lc    lower case 

Logic    illogical transition 

Mixed     mixed construction  

Num    error in use of numbers 

Ref    error in pronoun reference 

Shift    shift in tense, person, number, mood, voice, or from 

    direct to indirect discourse  

T      error in verb tense  

Trans    transition error 

Usage    incorrect word choice 

Voice    ineffective use of passive voice 

W    wordy 

Wc    ineffective word choice 

Ww    wrong word 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 Perspective #3 – Writing at the College Level 

As previously mentioned, determining just what was college level writing beyond 

the surface characteristics of students’ writing has been a long and complicated 

conversation (Blau, 2010; Flower, 1979; Sullivan, 2006).  In an attempt to go beyond  

surface characteristics, for the purposes of my study, I focused on students’ gaining of 
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legitimacy as college writers based on classroom instruction, written feedback, and office 

visits, as well as how student writing reflected these avenues to membership in the 

community.  

Unless a newcomer in a new community is granted enough legitimacy to be 

treated as a potential member, their eventual access to membership may be jeopardized 

(Wenger, 1998). This legitimacy may be granted in multiple ways, such as through a 

sponsorship or building of relationships. I looked at the way the instructor offered access 

to the students through oral comments in the classroom and written feedback on student 

essays, as well as his offering of office hours and time outside the classroom. Drawing 

again on Barton (2004) and Huckin (2004), I looked for thematic patterns as they 

reflected different contexts and meanings.  

In the context of classroom instruction, I focused on the instructor’s oral 

communication to understand his projected attitude towards the students. Depending on 

the students’ perspective, his classroom comments could appear to be both inclusive and 

inviting or be seen to create a division among students. How did he address the students? 

What repeated words or phrases did he use to include and accept them as newcomers in 

this community? Conversely, what words or phrases could have been interpreted as 

limiting students’ potential membership? How did the words’ meanings change based on 

the context of his comments? Theoretically, students’ perspectives on whether they felt 
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included or not may have influenced their willingness to incorporate the instructor’s 

feedback into their writing.  

I also read his written feedback on student essays. Written feedback itself brings 

additional complications.  Often, written comments are misunderstood, even by 

competent students in a well taught classroom (Sperling & Freedman, 1987). This 

misunderstanding can be influenced by context, which gives rise to the question of how 

students make sense of the instructor’s expectations and how they apply that 

interpretation to their writing. I analyzed focal student essays for changes or patterns in 

instructional feedback and how students responded to these in successive essays written 

during this quarter. In the written comments and corrections, how was the instructor 

providing a way for students to learn about college writing? What words, phrases, and 

terms did he use and did the meaning change from one essay to the next? Did the students 

respond to the instructor’s written feedback and how was that evidenced in their writing? 

Did they incorporate his suggestions, acting as potential members of the college 

community, or ignore them? If they ignored them, why might they have done so?  I 

looked for patterns and repeated discourse that either offered or limited students’ access 

to the instructor and to college writing. 

Overall in Perspective #3, I was looking at what avenues toward college writing 

were made available to the students and how those avenues shaped and supported student 

entry into college writing. Did the instructor’s feedback encourage and support them as 
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they learned a new way of writing, or not? Were there patterns of discourse in the 

feedback on successive essays that emerged?  Did he use the same words and phrases in 

all focal student feedback or were the word choices and phrases different for different 

students? Through the words, phrases, concepts in his feedback: was he providing access 

to students that allowed them to learn and participate in this group? How did he shape 

relationships with the students? How did he enable or inhibit student participation? In 

sum, how did he legitimatize students as potential members of SW University, this 

classroom, and the college writing community?  

 “Becoming College Writers”  

In the final stages of analysis of student writing, I wanted to know how my focal 

students felt about themselves as college writers and how this might have been reflected 

in the writing quality of their essays. Did the quality of their essays improve throughout 

the quarter, in accordance with the instructor’s expectations and the students’ 

interpretations of his feedback? Or was there a decline in quality, and why?  Did they 

consider themselves to be functioning participants, on the periphery, or completely 

outside the college writing community (Gee, 2000-2001; Lave & Wenger, 1991)? 

Using all of my date, I looked for reoccurring patterns in their comments 

regarding their background, cultural, and social upbringing that would indicate 

differences or similarities across all of my focal students’ experiences. What kinds of 

family expectations were there regarding educational pursuits? How did the students 
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respond to these expectations? In sum, how did their individual cultural and social 

upbringing appear to encourage or inhibit their entry into college writing? 

 A Final Comment on Analysis 

As I analyzed the data, I looked for actions, discourse, themes, or writing that 

stood out in some way, or “rich points”(Agar, 1996). These were discoveries that did not 

match my initial assumptions about how the classroom world worked or how legitimacy 

was granted as it pertained to students situating themselves within the college writing 

community.  I took all of my collected data and laid them side by side in an attempt to 

identify patterns or similarities. In this way, I pulled from multiple sources and looked for 

commonalities or contradictions that would lead to a better understanding, and therefore 

possibly a different interpretation, of how the world surrounding the participants made 

sense to them. I found my data collection and analysis to be recursive as one continuously 

informed the other.  As new knowledge and understanding came to light, I modified and 

adjusted my interpretations accordingly. In summary, I compared all focal students across 

all areas of analysis in order to identify similarities or differences as they attempted to 

enter the college writing community. 

This analysis has brought to the surface an overall picture of the elements in a 

classroom community and how its participants shape it and in turn are shaped themselves.  

It also gives another way of looking at and talking about how access to a new community 
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is granted or limited based on the legitimacy granted by the instructor and consequently a 

clearer picture of my focal students emerge in light of their classroom experiences.  

Concluding Remarks 

 According to Erickson (1986), social organizations have “abstract universals” 

(p.130), concepts and practices that apply across many contexts, as well as “concrete 

universals” (p.130), concepts that are contextually restricted. One of the goals of 

interpretive research is to discover these concrete universals through study of a specific 

case in a specific setting and then comparing it to other closely examined case studies. 

While there is the assumption that some practices in teaching as well as student 

interactions in classrooms generalize to other classrooms, other practices and interactions 

are more contextually bound. It is the task of the researcher to discern the difference by 

attending to the specifics and concrete details of a particular situation (Erickson, 1986).  

Interpretive research can provide insight into classroom practice, so while the focus of 

my research was the experience of particular students in a particular context, the findings 

may provide educators another way of thinking about the transition experience from one 

writing community to another and why it remains difficult for some, but not for others. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Freshman Composition 1 – A Community of Practice 

 

 The classroom is a community characterized by particular norms, routines, and 

student/teacher interactions. Numerous studies have sought to clarify what goes on the 

classroom, and have focused primarily on instructional discourse and delivery of content 

(Cazden et al., 1972; Mehan, 1979; Nystrand, 1997), teacher expectations as they 

influence learning (Bartholomae, 1985; Diamond, Randolph, & Spillane, 2004; 

McCarthy, 1987), and how teachers position themselves as to their role in the classroom 

and consequential student reactions (Yoon, 2008). Studies have found that, traditionally, 

teachers stand in front of the classroom as the authority, teacher talk dominates the 

discourse, and students are passive recipients of the delivered content. Less traditionally, 

other studies (Kong & Pearson, 2003; Nystrand, 1997; Sperling, 1990; Sperling & 

Woodlief, 1997) found classes where teacher and student roles reversed and rather than 

teachers transmitting information and students receiving and repeating said information, 

the curriculum was negotiated jointly as the teacher and student worked together and 

ultimately, the students were the ones to explain the main points of the lesson. While 

these research studies focused on classroom instruction and social interaction within the 

classroom, my study took on an additional perspective, focusing primarily on the avenues 

of access students were granted in their journey to join the college freshmen writing 
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community. While my case study classroom of Freshman Composition 1 did not differ 

significantly from the traditional classroom as others have described it, there was a 

contemporary element in my classroom involving the use of technology and a casual 

atmosphere as expectations were laid out with some subsequently breached. Additionally, 

I was able to show how Dr. Jackson offered avenues of access to students via different 

“voices,” representing the university, the caring counselor, and fellow student. How all 

this played out in the classroom and in Dr. Jackson’s discourse and written comments on 

students’ papers are discussed in this chapter.  

 The underlying premise of this study is that learning is a social endeavor 

and that, as such, it depends upon social interaction (Kong & Pearson, 2003; Rogoff, 

2003; Vygotsky, 1978; Wenger, 1998). As incoming college freshmen, students have to 

navigate their way through the writing community of the university.  This process 

requires their participation in the rituals and behaviors that define this particular 

community, the use and recognition of acceptable repertoires, as well as the identification 

of expectations and challenges that all work together to define membership in this 

particular group (Wenger, 1998). Along with participation, legitimacy needs to be 

granted by both the current members or experts and the newcomers, to each other during 

this process. In the early stages of becoming a new member of a community, this 

relationship between the newcomer and the established member is vital as it sets the 

boundaries for levels of access. Based on my data, relative to the levels of legitimacy 
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gained and given, I would argue that without a measure of legitimacy being conferred 

both ways, the process of joining of a new community can be stymied.  

While separating aspects of participation from one another can be artificial and 

there is significant overlap among them, to provide a way of talking about them, I discuss 

six themes suggested by theory that are related to the students’ journey of joining this 

new community: Repertoires, Routines, Participation , Expectations, Challenges,  and 

Legitimacy.  Repertoires represent the resources used for participation and meaning 

making in a particular community that are created over time. In a classroom, these may 

include any technology used, text books, handouts from the instructor, as well as any  

“concepts that the community has produced or adopted in the course of its existence, and 

which have become part  of its practice” (Wenger, 1998, p. 83). Routines are then the 

repeated practices that surface when using the established repertoires (Wenger, 1998).  

These elements do not gain meaning in and of themselves, but from the fact that they 

belong to this particular community. Participation involves the level of engagement or 

non-engagement in the particular routines that emerge over time in the classroom.   

Expectations of the university, instructor and students are those explicit and implicit 

anticipated outcomes, which are sometimes at cross purposes as each entity brings 

something different to the situation (Durst, 1999; Heath, 1983; Sommers & Saltz, 2004) 

and the Challenges emerge when students leave the familiarity of what they’ve know in 

previous settings and try to adjust and accommodate to the expectations of this new 
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context. The final theme, Legitimacy, has to do with recognition by the instructor as to 

the students’ potential to become members of the college writing community and the 

level of authority granted by the students to the instructor. All six of these themes are 

viewed through interviews, classroom observations and documents. The next section of 

this chapter looks at these themes surrounding a community of practice and the factors 

that in my study contributed to the ability, or alternatively, the inability, of students to 

successfully navigate them.   

Day One 

On the first day of class, many students wandered around campus looking for 

their first class, as did I. The outside temperature was 93 degrees, in the shade, at 1:45 pm 

on September 23, 2011. A flow of students entered a two-story brick building while 

glancing at a slip of paper in their hands to confirm the room number. Students littered 

the hallway, sitting with their backs against the wall, laptops open on their legs with 

backpacks used as armrests. Several others stood up while chatting on their phones or 

listening to their iPods, which I surmised helped them from having to make conversation 

with someone they didn’t know. As I entered the hall, I attempted to make eye contact 

with any of the students, but all were preoccupied with their phones, laptops, iPods or 

fellow students. I went to the door and tried the handle. Locked. At that moment, a 

student approached me and asked if I was the instructor. I assured him I was not, and 

found myself an available wall space so I could lean and wait as well. Five minutes later 
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and twenty minutes prior to class start time, a man arrived, unlocked the door, propped it 

open, and walked away. Students extracted themselves from their waiting positions. 

Gathering all their bags, computers, and various ears plugs attached to thin multicolored 

wires, they filed into the classroom, silently choosing a seat. Some students lifted their 

heads in a silent greeting as they acknowledged one another. The air smelled of used 

chalk and dusty window sills and was filled with the sound of desks sliding across the 

tiled floor as students shuffled them around to either draw closer or farther away from the 

student in an adjacent desk. Many noisily dropped their backpacks to the floor. Several 

students hesitated in the front of the class, seeming to making a quick evaluation of who 

was sitting where and what seats were available. “Anyone sitting here?” was asked and 

answered with “No, go ahead.” Overall, the conversation was minimal and the 

atmosphere palpable with expectations and anxiety for the first day of class. I threaded 

my way to the back corner of the room, found a seat and positioned myself with 

notebook, recording pen, and glasses. Settled in for my first classroom observation, my 

research began. 

The classroom walls were blank with no posters, advertisements or pictures 

anywhere, only beige paint with an occasional smudge of dirt. From my position in the 

back left corner of the room, a 15 foot chalkboard filled the left wall, a ten foot 

chalkboard covered the front, and a drop-down screen hung, currently rolled up, from the 

ceiling. The chairs were arranged neatly into rows of five across by five deep. With me, 
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four students were twenty minutes early. They sat in silence, one with a laptop opened to 

Facebook, another flipping through a shiny covered text book. Over the next 10 minutes, 

students trickled in. Some brandished their class schedules, attempting to confirm 

whether they were in the right room or not and either took a seat, or seemingly 

embarrassed, simply excused themselves. The front seats were taken quickly and the rest 

filled in as students entered the class. Out of the 25 seats, 23 were full at the start of class. 

The instructor, Dr. Jackson, arrived, began to work with the computer, and lowered the 

screen.  As common in a traditional classroom setting, all whispered conversations 

among the students ceased at the arrival of the instructor. Turning in their seats to face 

forward, some held pens poised above their notebooks, some twirled their pencils within 

their fingers, while still others shuffled through papers. The students appeared to be 

Hispanic, Asian, Indian, and Caucasian. They all faced forward and waited for their 

Freshman Composition experience to begin. 

A Shared Repertoire 

 Part of the process of becoming a member in a new community is the 

development of a “shared repertoire” (Wenger, 1998, p. 82). As mentioned before, this 

may include but is not limited to mutual resources such as textbooks or additional 

materials handed out by the instructor as well as what students bring with them to class.  

As in any classroom setting, a repertoire began to surface in this one. Each class session, 

as students sat down in the classroom, almost always in the same seat, they pulled out a 
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variety of devices, either to supplement the classroom instruction or enable them to pass 

the time. On the first day of class, iPods, cell phones, laptops and even a deck of cards 

appeared from multicolored backpacks. Throughout the quarter, water bottles, Star Bucks 

cups, and skateboards also began to appear regularly. During class time, anywhere from 

one to eight laptops were open on student desks.  Some students were looking at the 

online version of the textbook, yet from where I sat, I could see students checking 

Facebook, emails, shopping sites, and Google maps, evidence that this classroom 

incorporated elements of contemporary educational – and other -- tools, and as the 

appropriate use of these tools was never challenged, the general technological scene 

added to the casual atmosphere and sometimes casual (even loose) accountability towards 

expectations of behavior, which is discussed in following sections. Other technology that 

was used in class included the “Blackboard” site on the Internet that posted notes from 

the instructor, assignments, and the class syllabus, as well as the “MyWork” site for the 

university where students had to post final copies of their essays to confirm the 

originality of their work.  

 While there are actual physical artifacts that make up the repertoire in a classroom 

such as those mentioned above, part of the developed repertoire can also include the way 

things are done, routines that surface regularly. Over the course of the quarter, certain 

routines became evident as acceptable behaviors in Freshman Composition 1. 
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Routines  

On the very first day of class, like a typical first day, students filed in quietly and 

chose a seat, some in the front row, some in the back and the rest scattered throughout the 

middle. Twenty-three students sat at their desks, silently glancing at each other. There 

was little conversation and the students remained silent as the instructor took a traditional 

position in front of the room, greeted the class and began to explain the class 

expectations. As part of the contemporary experience in a 2013 college classroom, 

several students had laptops open and appeared to be taking notes as he talked. In a more 

traditional mode, others wrote in notebooks and copied down the homework assignment 

that he put on the board. Still not a word was spoken. Dr. Jackson proceeded to outline 

the requirements of the class to a silent crowd. 

Classroom behaviors 

 Every session started the same way. In the beginning of the quarter, several 

students arrived 10 - 15 minutes prior to the start of class. Laptops were opened to a 

variety of social networks, email, or shopping sites. The students would chat quietly, but 

as soon as the instructor arrived, they stopped. Dr. Jackson would come in without saying 

a word, put his satchel and any books he carried on the table up front, adjust the computer 

and lower the screen (if needed) and then turn toward the class and give his welcome. 

During this set-up, the students turned to face the front of the room, removed their iPod 

earphones, opened their laptops, notebooks, and/or their textbooks.  This appearance of 
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undivided attention to the instructor was a behavior in which all engaged, and yet, at least 

some of this behavior may have only been a ruse as, during class, student attention was 

often divided between the instructor and Internet surfing. Occasionally, a variety of 

websites remained opened throughout the entire class as students alternatively listened to 

the instructor and shopped on the web. Emails were read and answered, Facebook posts 

created, and internet searches conducted.  It is possible that some students were reading 

their textbook online, but the laptops I could see from my seat did not appear to be 

focused on classroom activities. As time went on and students were never challenged on 

this behavior, more laptops appeared in class and by the end of the quarter, at least eight 

students consistently used their computers in class, often for purposes other than 

classroom activities. However, as long as attention appeared to be focused on the front of 

the room, there was no confrontation from the instructor and this behavior became 

routine as the quarter progressed.  

Punctuality and Attendance 

Arrival time and attendance constituted another type of routine in this particular 

classroom. The first day, four students arrived 20 minutes prior to the start of the 2:10 

class. Students trickled in a few at a time from 1:50 to 2:10. At 2:09, Dr. Jackson arrived 

and began his routine of setting his books down, lowering or raising the screen, and 

making adjustments on the computer all before turning to greet the students. A few 

students were late, not an unexpected event the first day as students attempted to decipher 
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their schedules. As the quarter progressed, punctuality relaxed. Students began to arrive 

at 2:09, just as Dr. Jackson started to address the class. By October 10, the eighth session, 

at 2:05 only 15 students had arrived and even Dr. Jackson was late for this session. At 11 

minutes into class, one student arrived and then 15 minutes into class, another student 

arrived. Upon arrival, both walked in front of the instructor and found their seats with 

neither an apology nor explanation.  The instructor did not interrupt his presentation to 

ask for one. On other days, students arrived 15 – 20 minutes into the class and on one 

occasion, a student left 20 minutes prior to the end of class. Not once was any student, as 

far as I knew, reprimanded for either coming late or leaving early.  

Attendance fluctuated as well, going from 23 on the first day to anywhere from 13 

- 22 during subsequent class sessions throughout the quarter. One of my focal students 

missed three classes in a row while another, non-focal, student withdrew completely. A 

section in the syllabus handed out the first day of class addressed late arrivals and early 

departures as being “disruptive” and “creating a poor impression,” but there was no grade 

consequence mentioned and accountability appeared to be minimal. In high school, bells 

typically signal when to switch classes and when to make sure students are in their seats; 

in some schools there is even a 60-second warning bell for those lingering in the 

hallways. With the absence of these regulatory bells, the college freshmen’s attitudes and 

behaviors appeared to adapt accordingly. Showing up late, leaving early, sitting in the 

front row or against the back wall, all were part of negotiating acceptable behaviors in 
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this class. With the breaching of common school-like behaviors of coming in on time, 

staying for the entire class, and attending every class session, the casual atmosphere and 

loose accountability towards certain behaviors of this class were fostered as it appeared 

that it was no longer an expectation that students strictly adhered to the traditional 

boundaries surrounding the educational setting.  

Clothing 

Typical dress is another characteristic that defines a community (Gee, 1992; 

Wenger, 1998). Ripped blue jeans and lace tops with a camisole underneath was typical 

attire for most of the girls; however, some girls wore summer dresses with leggings 

underneath, and still others wore shorts that would have constituted a flagrant dress code 

violation in most high schools. White t-shirts emblazoned with advertisements for power 

bars, popular athletic shoes, or favorite restaurants accompanied by sagging pants seemed 

to be acceptable for the boys.  One female student in particular wore oversized earrings, a 

chain running from one pocket to another, lace gloves with fingers cut out, and 

multicolored tennis shoes. When I complimented her choice of earrings, she leaned back 

and told me that before college she had gone to a private school that required uniforms. 

She was thrilled to be able to wear whatever she wanted and planned on exploiting the 

opportunity to be creative in her choices. Most were casually and apparently comfortably 

dressed and didn’t seem overly concerned with what others wore. With such a variety of 

outfits in this class, clearly, the students were following the minimal dress code and to 
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dress like a college freshman in contemporary terms meant a certain amount of freedom 

of expression.  

Classroom Instruction  

In a traditional manner, the primary type of instruction in this class was with the 

instructor in front of the room, students seated and listening with various apparent levels 

of engagement, with textbooks, notebooks, or laptops open on the desktops. In the 

beginning of the quarter, when Dr. Jackson would ask a general question, students did not 

raise their hands, but instead looked at each other without saying anything. After he asked 

for a quiz the students had taken in class to be “sent up,” a student had raised his hand 

and asked, “What if you’re not finished?” Dr. Jackson’s answer was, “Not finished? 

Gotta quit. Turn it in anyway. That’s what happens with those deadlines.” It was clearly 

“his” classroom and although he spoke casually and in friendly manner to the student, he 

was still the authority. As the quarter progressed, when he would ask questions, one or 

two students would respond out loud without raising his/her hand and Dr. Jackson would 

acknowledge their response with a “that’s right” and continue with his lecture. Several 

times throughout the quarter, a student would raise a hand and ask a question and Dr. 

Jackson would answer, but generally, the practice was the traditional instructor up front 

talking most of the time.  

When Dr. Jackson was not lecturing, group work was a consistent instructional 

routine in Freshman Composition 1 and, throughout the quarter, the class worked in 
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groups seven different times.  Dr Jackson introduced the group concept by saying, “This 

is something we always do in writing classes…and every week or so we are going to 

break up into our discussion groups.” The groups had been set up before hand by Dr. 

Jackson based on students’ initial writing piece on the first day of class. The tasks varied.  

Sometimes the group would look for particular characteristics of writing such as 

uncovering story elements from a narrative that was in their textbook or finding transition 

words in a particular story in their textbooks that they had been discussing in class.  They 

also talked about their essay drafts, or brainstormed ideas for an upcoming essay. Three 

times, instead of meeting in the prearranged groups, Dr. Jackson divided the class by 

rows or partners so students could look at a specific passage in order to summarize it for 

the class. Although this was a practice that, according to Dr. Jackson, was the norm in 

Freshmen Composition classes, he did not always see the value of group work and 

sometimes gave them a choice whether to work with a partner or alone. When I 

questioned Dr. Jackson in one of our interviews about his use of group work and peer 

review, he answered: 

 Frankly, I’m not real impressed with the results so far. I’ve been trying for years 

 to try to get group work productive and I feel like I have to do some of it because 

 they need to talk and they need to talk to each other. And some of the ones who 

 will never talk in class, at least they’ll talk in groups a little bit and so I think that 

 it’s a valuable experience for them to try and translate their writing into verbal 

 language…But I don’t do it that much just because I’m not that impressed with 

 the results. 
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During the third week of class, groups met for the first time. As students 

rearranged the desks into groups, the conversation was halting and appeared a bit 

uncomfortable. Students looked at each other, some laughed uncomfortably, and one 

student protested, “I didn’t say I would start!” as everyone looked at her.  However, once 

they started sharing, the conversation flowed. There was an apparent feeling of relief as 

they began to talk, leaning forward to hear one another, laughing occasionally, and 

gesturing with their hands.  In one circle, a student took charge by asking “Who’s going 

to start?” The four students in the group looked at each other and then the initial speaker 

decided in what order they would speak as she drew an imaginary counter clockwise 

circle. They all agreed to that speaking order and one student began the discussion. In 

another group, the conversation was as follows
1
: 

 S1 :  So…ummm…do we have to READ our essays to you guys or are just tell 

 you guys what we wrote about? 

 S2: I think we just read the draft. 

 S3: […just tell about].  Oh, we read it? 

 S2: Yea. And then we can give feedback on what they did. 

 S4: Do you guys have quotes in yours? 

 S1: Quotes? 

 S4: Yea. How do you cite, like a website? 

                                                             
1
 See Appendix  B for transcription conventions 
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 S3: I didn’t do my works cited yet so I just… 

 S2: He told us… 

 S4: When you put the quote in, what do you do? 

 S3: Like right here…like I didn’t do my works cited yet, I just put that right 

 now (lifting up his paper and pointing to a particular place) but once I do 

 my works cited, I’ll ask him. 

 

 In other groups the conversation included comments such as, “Do you know what 

to write about?” answered by another student, “I have no idea what to write about.” Or, 

after Dr. Jackson went over their tasks, a student comment of “What are we doing?” was 

answered by another student with “I didn’t read the story that much.” As I walked around 

the room observing, not all groups were focused on the task at hand, and one group was 

talking about a taste test they had had to take in a different class and, as one student 

explained it to another, he said, “You are blindfolded and they all taste like crap.” The 

conversations continued as the students asked questions of each other, clarified the 

instructor’s directions, and tried to make sense of the class expectations. I saw all of this 

as part of the process of participating in this writing community as the students 

questioned, responded, and revised their views and opinions based on conversations and 

the interpretation of those conversations.  
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 Office Hours 

Another routine that appeared to help define this community had to do with Dr. Jackson’s 

offering his office hours and time to discuss problems with student essays or 

misunderstandings in reference to classroom materials. Starting on the first day of class, 

Dr. Jackson went over the syllabus and talked about his office hours, “MW 3:30 – 5:00 

and by appointment,” and his contact information, which included the location of his 

office, his phone number, and his email address. Four different times during the quarter, 

he specifically invited students to his office. Sometimes he included an invitation in his 

written feedback on students’ essays. He reiterated the time and location of his 

availability and encouraged them to bring in their drafts to work on editing and grammar 

if they needed to, or ideas for essays. “I will be in my office, so if anyone has questions, 

come on by,” was his final comment on the last day of class before the final.  

 In our final interview, I asked about office visits. He said:  

I had some very conscientious students. I had three or four conscientious 

students who came in and saw me regularly in my office hours and 

brought drafts, and in some cases repeated…in various stages of revision 

and so that was good and then I had kind of the back row who…Yeah. 

Didn’t see much of them. Had problems with late assignments and 

absenteeism and stuff like that. 

While Dr. Jackson’s invitation might have served as a path toward joining this 

community of writers, it was typically not very successful as, according to Dr. Jackson, 

so few students took advantage of the opportunity. While his invitation to visit was a 
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routine in the classroom, either verbal or written, it did not appear to be a student routine 

to take him up on it.  

 In Summary 

 After ten weeks of observation, I had a good idea of the typical freshman student 

in this traditional yet contemporary classroom setting. Comfortably dressed in casual 

clothes, often encumbered by laptop, iPad, cell phone, skateboard, and snacks, freshmen 

students spent time situating themselves in the classroom environment through 

interacting with their peers or, conversely, staying quiet. This class appeared to be 

familiar with “doing school” as they all came in, found a seat, and faced forward when 

the instructor entered the room. Most of them were aware of the time constraints of the 

classes and most were in their seats on time, yet some still pushed the limits, with no 

visible consequence. Audible conversation was minimal, if non-existent, during the 

instructor’s lectures unless students were sitting in the back row, and even then the 

whispering was infrequent. However, communication via technology between each other 

and with others outside of the classroom took place continually as students had laptops 

and cell phones out, all functioning on a regular basis, often simultaneously.  

In some ways, the structure of the class was not unlike that of a high school class. 

The instructor laid out his expectations, gave assignments for both inside and outside 

class time, and expected students to attend class and complete the work. The difference 

was that students themselves were accountable for their behavior. If they needed help, 
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they needed to seek it. The instructor made himself available with regular office hours, 

but there would be no phone calls home from him.  

Students establish common frames of reference, either explicitly or implicitly, in 

terms of dress, conversation, and classroom behavior. These norms are established 

through a give and take between the instructor and students as his responses or non-

responses are interpreted and acted upon (Nystrand, 1986).  All of these negotiations 

make up a college freshman. For some, the entrance into this new community would 

appear to be seamless; for others, it would prove difficult. 

Participation 

 For the purposes of this study, when I talk about participation of the students, I 

draw upon Wenger’s (1998) use of the term “to describe the social experience of living in 

the world in terms of membership in social communities and active involvement in social 

enterprises” (p. 54). I observed these students for ten weeks in the classroom environment 

and found that their “social experience” was primarily one of traditional schooling 

behaviors and their “active involvement” included participation in typical classroom 

behavior as they came to class, talked until the instructor arrived then faced front, took 

notes, completed quizzes, wrote essays, and interacted on a minimal basis in group 

discussions. In the beginning of the quarter, Dr. Jackson would ask a general question 

pertaining to his lecture and when there was no response other than students glancing at 

each other, he would answer it himself. As the quarter went on, three or four students 
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would respond chorally without raising their hands when he would ask a question, such 

as “What is a prepositional phrase?” or “Why do you think the author wrote it that way?” 

Or if a student raised her hand, he would call on her with a nod of his head, in that way 

giving permission to answer. And near the end of the quarter, he would ask questions 

specifically of individual students by calling their name. When he was explaining a new 

concept, a student would sometimes raise his or her hand for clarification.  However, the 

primary mode of instruction was Dr. Jackson delivering the content and students silently 

listening. In the process of this kind of participation, practices were negotiated, 

interpreted, and responded to either through students’ willingness or reluctance to speak.  

This was their form of participation and contributed to the make-up of the community as 

a whole. 

 As the quarter progressed and students appeared to become more comfortable in 

this community, all were participating at some level as soon as they arrived in the 

classroom and sat down. Some talked with their neighbor, some texted on their phone, 

some immediately opened their laptop. During class or group discussions, students either 

engaged in conversations about the topic in class or discussed issues beyond the 

classroom walls, such as the one that follows. Prior to the starting of class, students were 

talking about an instructor from a different class and expressing frustration as the feeling 

was he was not preparing students for tests. 
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 S1:  You’re not going to learn anything, like literally, don’t even try. You  

  won’t learn anything about Egypt. He’ll talk about himself, he’ll talk  

  about current events, which is cool and all, but you’re not learning ‘shit’  

  about your text book.  Like, about what you’re supposed to learn, like  

  what’s going to be on the test.  

 S2: Right. 

 S1: Current events do matter, but… 

 S2: They do matter… 

 S1: They do matter, but…you don’t…and you’re not teaching us what’s on the 

  test…you can pretty much study on your own anyways. 

 S2: Yeah, we have a TA, but my TA sucks. 

Another student who appeared to be listening but not participating orally in this 

conversation was checking out the “Rate your Teacher” website on her computer. It 

wasn’t clear which teacher she was rating, but when the score came up and she told other 

students it was 3.2 out of 5, and one student remarked: 

 S3:   How was he rated that high? 

 S4:  Well, obviously, you can sleep in his class. Maybe that’s why he got rated  

  so high. 
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 S3: He’s a chill guy, but he can’t teach. I guess that’s why he’s rated high cuz  

  that’s how chill he is, but he’s retarded at teaching and giving tests.  

 This short bit of conversation evidenced a lack of recognition and status of the 

said instructor as the authority in the classroom. It was not clear if the student was 

speaking from experience or hearsay, but this type of discussion among students may 

have served to unite them with each other in the shared knowledge that not all teachers 

will be granted legitimacy by their students. The sharing of these sentiments may have 

also functioned to establish a norm in this classroom community, that dissatisfaction with 

an instructor is not unexpected. These types of negotiations, a give and take, all 

contribute to the making up of this particular community and the characteristics of its 

members. 

 At other times prior to the beginning of the class, the conversation turned to 

current movies, Paranormal Activity, labs in other classes, complaints about classes being 

too long and too early as they would rather sleep in. However, when Dr. Jackson entered 

the room, these conversations ceased. Their behaviors in class and conversations, 

discussed in the previous section, all served to construct the practices within this 

community of learners, in turn shaping the students as particular participants themselves.  

 There were various levels of participation in the classroom practices. Some 

appeared to listen while taking notes and flipping through their textbooks. Yet others, 

who also appeared to be engaged with the classroom content with their laptops open, 
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were instead actually shopping the web or checking Googlemaps. And while still others, 

without open notebooks or laptops, seemed also to be listening, it is possible they were 

mentally someplace else. On some days, students responded to Dr. Jackson’s specific 

questions; some days they were silent. Most of their “participation” was comprised of 

sitting silently while he lectured and wrote on the chalkboard. As the quarter progressed, 

students came to class unprepared with their drafts, or swore under their breaths when a 

quiz was announced on the reading from the class before. Occasionally, students slept at 

their desks, their heads bobbing up and down until they were finally still, resting on the 

desktop. Conversations sometimes took place during Dr. Jackson’s lectures, or a student 

looked out the window, crumpling a water bottle against the back of his neck. While the 

majority of the students appeared to be paying attention, these other classroom behaviors 

could be observed during each session. As none of these behaviors was significantly 

disruptive, Dr Jackson appeared to accept this variety of behaviors as he carried on from 

the front to the classroom without interrupting his routine to confront or question students 

about their activities during class. In addition to what went on inside the classroom itself, 

participation or non-participation also took place outside the classroom walls. 

 One of the routines established in class was the availability of Dr. Jackson during 

office hours. His implied expectations appeared to be that students would take advantage 

of this opportunity and it was something that would help them as they entered this new 

writing community. As he mentioned in an interview, three or four students visited Dr. 
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Jackson in his office for help with essays, yet the majority of students chose not to 

participate in that particular practice. 

 For some of these students, participation in Freshman Composition 1 was 

undoubtedly complicated by their membership in multiple communities of practice. 

While it is possible – and unavoidable -- to participate in multiple communities of 

practice at the same time (Wenger, 1998), it can be difficult. Problems occur when the 

demands of membership in different communities create conflicts with each other. 

Because each community focuses on their own pursuits, it is sometimes difficult to go 

back and forth between the two. This multiple membership requires participation between 

different communities, often negating full participation in either. Because I did not 

interview all of the students, I cannot say how many struggled with this issue; however, 

two of my focal students had to struggle with balancing membership in multiple 

communities, and those issues specific to them are discussed in the following chapters.  

 Also, and importantly, students’ participation or non-participation in the 

established practices and routines in Freshman Composition 1 reflected their own 

interpretation of Dr. Jackson’s expectations, invitations, and legitimacy as an instructor. 

The responses to the routines and expectations and therefore consequent levels of 

participation by my focal students are discussed in detail in Chapters 4 – 7. Where Kevin 

and Becky participated fully in the expectations of this class, Dona participated in a 

limited manner, and Mark appeared to be almost a non-participant in this community. 
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How these levels of participation either fostered or limited their entrance to the college 

writing community is also discussed in these following chapters.  

Expectations 

 The University 

According to the University’s Introduction to College Composition Program 

manual, the goal of a Freshman Composition class is to prepare students “to investigate, 

organize and understand themselves and their world,” and to become writers who know 

how to think about, analyze, and consequently produce a variety of written compositions.  

In the Introduction to College Composition Program Manual of 2011-2012, Freshman 

Composition 1, 2 and 3 were to be an introduction to college level writing, teaching a 

variety of essay genres, as well as important reading and writing strategies in order to 

provide a broad education in literacy. This program was referred to in the manual as “the 

cornerstone of a liberal arts education” and was designed to teach skills that would enable 

future success in college as well as beyond in students’ personal and future working lives. 

These objectives were reinforced through selected readings, class discussions, outside 

research, and student produced papers. Upon completion of these three classes, students, 

ideally, were to be equipped to approach any type of written assignment they might face 

in subsequent classes throughout their university experiences.  
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Freshman Composition 1 

More specifically, expectations for Freshman Composition 1, where my research 

was conducted, were outlined in the Introduction to College Composition Program 

manual: 

Freshman Composition 1 teaches students: 

 to read critically and think analytically;  

 to read and write with rhetorical awareness of the particular writing situation’s 

audience, purpose, and genre conventions; 

 to use the complete composing process recursively, including invention, 

planning, drafting, revising, proofreading, and editing;  

 to do research (including memory search, field research, library and Internet 

research) and to document sources; and 

 to become metacognitive (critically aware of their own thinking and writing  

processes). 

  (from Introduction to College Composition Program Policies) 

 

While these goals define a theoretically sophisticated and rigorous course, theory 

can be one thing and what takes place in the classroom another. It became clear to me 

throughout the quarter that these goals did not align directly with those of the students 

and were ultimately more far-reaching than even those of the instructor, a discrepancy 

that shaped this freshman writing community in specific ways particular to the 

participants themselves. 
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Dr. Jackson  

During that first day of class, Dr. Jackson carefully outlined his requirements for 

the class, going over the textbook, outside reading materials, and the syllabus. The 

Course Description covered in the syllabus was as follows:  

  A more rigorous and sophisticated standard of reading comprehension and 

 written communication is required of you now as members of the University 

 community than perhaps has been required of you in the past. We want to give 

 you more experience in meeting this standard by having you read published (and 

 critically acclaimed) texts, think about them, discuss them, and most importantly 

 write in response to them. 

 

From the beginning, Dr. Jackson explained that students were going to be looking 

at and producing writing using a variety of strategies in various formats as this was the 

kind of writing they would be doing throughout their University experience. For this 

class, he expected five essays of 750-1250 words each, which translated to three to five 

pages each. He said that he would put the homework assignment on the board every 

session and that he expected students to come to class with completed homework in hand. 

He then asked the students for a writing sample in the form of a letter of introduction and 

outlined specifically what questions he wanted answered. Students extracted notebooks 

and pens or pencils from their backpacks and began to write. No questions for 

clarification were asked and silence prevailed. At the end of the first day, Dr. Jackson 

answered what he called “the question every student wants to ask,” of “How do I get an 

A in this class?” Again, he had a specific answer. He said he looked for evidence of 
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reading comprehension, unity within the paper, detailed development with specific 

support, writing coherence and flow in a clear and logical fashion, as well as standard 

usage of grammar and sentence structure.  

 In Freshman Composition 1, the list of expectations in the syllabus was not 

unusual.  Students were required to buy certain texts, complete assignments on time in 

MLA format, and avoid plagiarism. In reference to being late or leaving early, the 

syllabus said both “are always disruptive,” and “cell phones, MP3 players, etc. can be a 

nuisance…please turn them off.” The final expectation was about being prepared for 

class and, as much of the work is done during class, when students come unprepared, 

“you place a burden of inconvenience on your group and …create a poor impression that 

will unavoidably affect your final grade…” There was no section outlining an attendance 

policy. Dr. Jackson made his expectations clear, not only with regard to participation but 

also with regard to writing. Each time a new genre was introduced, he spent time going 

over examples of what he was looking for, listed on the board what was included, and 

gave students a handout that included a specific prompt with directions to consult their 

textbook, Elements of Writing.  

 A few weeks after the start of class, I had a chance to talk with Dr. Jackson about 

his expectations for the class. He outlined his bottom line goals for his students.  

 For this class, Freshman Composition 1, I’d like them to be able to be competent 

 at the basic expository tasks: narrate something, describe something, define 

 something, compare contrast some things, explain some things…There needs to 

 be that unity. They need to be able to recognize what a main idea and a thesis is… 
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 to be able to recognize how supporting ideas connect with that thesis. They need 

 to be able to recognize coherence, the difference between ideas that unfold and 

 those that don’t…to recognize things like digressions and repetitions… …they 

 need to be able to move back and forth between the abstract and the concrete 

 specifically in their writing.  

 

He continued to explain that while other instructors may have “more grandiose ambitions 

about self discovery and self understanding…I am concerned with their cognitive skills, 

their communication skills…” He said he tried to prepare the students to do the basic 

tasks other instructors in other classes are going to expect them to do. These goals, while 

generally encompassing the ideas put forth in the Writing Program manual for teachers 

and those of his own syllabus, seemed to reflect Dr. Jackson’s 17 years of experience 

teaching Freshman Composition 1 and were more practical in nature than those outlined 

in the manual. He was more concerned with the manipulation of language and the 

recognition of the coherence and rhetorical moves of a written piece than with students 

becoming critical thinkers in society and metacognitive about their own reading and 

writing skills.   

 I also questioned Dr. Jackson, as he was a veteran instructor of Freshman 

Composition 1, about his overall expectations, based on his experience, for freshman 

students in terms of success. In his answer, his word choice indicated a particular value 

system, appearing to privilege one type of student over another, comparing those students 

who already understood, “bright, solid, competent,” to those who figured things out part 

way through the class and had a “breakthrough,” to those who didn’t get it, not even 
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using a word to describe them, but instead allowing his voice to fade away without 

qualifying that group of students. Continuing on in the interview, Dr. Jackson equated the 

“conscientious” students with those who came to seek his help in his office multiple 

times with multiple revisions, compared to those “in the back row” whom he “didn’t see 

much.” They were identified as those who had problems with “late assignments and 

absenteeism and stuff like that.”  

 R: What about successes? Over the years, typically, do you see a lot of  

  growth in their writing over the quarter or they leave the quarter   

  competent or… 

 J: I do. Yeah, we do see that. Not as much as we’d like to. You know, we do  

  see a lot of students go out the door writing and reading the same way they 

  did when they came in but you do have those students who really pick up  

  on it. I would say it’s a group…I’d say it’s a group of 4, 5 or 6 in a typical  

  class who may have a  breakthrough and say, ‘Oh ok, that’s how it   

  works’…You’ve got the bright students who are already very solid and  

  competent and you’ll have 3 or 4 of those. 

 R: Right. 

 J: And then you’ll have 4 or 5 who’ll have a breakthrough in the class but  

  that still leaves about half of them who are still… 

 



 

 

96 

 

At the end of the quarter, we talked about this particular group of students, the ones who 

experience a breakthrough during the quarter. 

I had some very conscientious students. I had three or four conscientious 

students who came in and saw me regularly in my office hours and 

brought drafts, and in some cases repeated…in various stages of revision 

and so that was good and then I had kind of the back row who…Yeah. 

Didn’t see much of them. Had problems with late assignments and 

absenteeism and stuff like that. 

 

It is interesting to note how the routine of roles in the classroom was maintained by both 

the “bright and conscientious students,” meaning those who sought his help, and by the 

almost proverbial “back row who…yeah,” perpetuated the role of those didn’t succeed. 

These roles, while appearing to be typical in a classroom, reified the expectations and 

participation levels for both the students and Dr. Jackson, throughout the rest of the 

quarter. 

The Classroom 

 Classroom behaviors 

 While certain expectations were outlined by the University and Dr. Jackson, these 

were played out in various forms in the classroom, often discrepant with the formally 

stated expectations referenced in class. In the Freshman Composition 1 syllabus, there 

were written class policies in reference to seven areas:  Academic Honesty (defining 

plagiarism and consequences of plagiarizing), Assignment Deadlines (and lowering of 
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grades if late), Assignment Formats (turning in hard copies and posting to MyWork), 

Late Arrivals (“disruptive and …create a poor impression”), Early Departures (even more 

disruptive than late arrivals),  Electronic Communications (needed to be turned off during 

class), and Coming Prepared (if not, “it created a poor impression that will unavoidably 

affect your final grade”).  On the first day of class, Dr. Jackson referred to these 

expectations by asking the students to “please read them over,” and reminded them that 

“we hold them strictly.” As he did not address any of them specifically, he may have 

assumed that these policies were not anything new to students and that they would be 

followed.  However, some of these policies did not play out so as to match the 

expectations stated in class. Some of the most overt discrepancies had to do with arrivals, 

departures, and electronics.  

 Throughout the quarter, out of the 31 scheduled class meetings, one or more 

students were late to 15 of them.  Students were late from one minute to, in one case, 15 

minutes. Often there were multiple late arrivals in one session, as students arrived at 

different times. At no time did Dr. Jackson acknowledge the late students, but instead 

continued on with his instruction. On one particular day, a student entered late while the 

class was taking a quiz. Dr. Jackson did not hand the student a quiz and neither did the 

student ask for one. It is not clear whether the student made up the quiz at a later date, or 

received a score of zero. While the syllabus emphasized being on time, and gave the 

admonition to the students that being late “created a bad impression,” there was no 
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obvious consequence for being late to class. The only reference made to punctuality after 

the first day was the one time Dr. Jackson was late. On that day, he apologized to the 

class, explaining that he had had to run some materials across campus and that was why 

he was late. That did not happen again. As to early departures, another “disruption” 

referred to in the syllabus, there was only one day when a student got up during class and 

explained that he to take a test for another class and that this was the only time it was 

offered. No other details were offered, and Dr. Jackson did not ask for any. The student 

left the room. 

 Since an attendance expectation was not specifically mentioned in the syllabus, it 

appeared that different students had different interpretations of expectations surrounding 

the routine of attending. Out of the 31 sessions, only on three of the days, were all 23 

students present.  Otherwise, there were between 16 and 22 students in each class, except 

for the session during Thanksgiving week, on November 23, when only 12 students 

attended. Again, Dr. Jackson made no comments or admonitions related to being in class 

other than in the syllabus where he wrote about “being prepared.” In this section, he 

wrote that much of the work in class was in a discussion or group workshop format, and 

if you were not prepared “you place a burden of inconvenience on your group and on the 

class as a whole…you once again create a poor impression that will unavoidably affect 

your final grade for the course.” This was written in the syllabus, but not discussed in 

class.  
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 Another discrepancy arose with the use of technology in the classroom. In the 

syllabus, Dr. Jackson had written, “Needless to say, cell phones, MP3 players, etc. can be 

a nuisance in the classroom. Please turn them off with you are in class.” It is important to 

note that he did not mention laptop computers, possible his acknowledgement that the 

computer can be used as a supplement to classroom instruction downloading textbooks 

and taking notes. During the quarter, on any given day, from one to five laptops were 

open during class; however, from the ones I could see, as I indicated earlier in this 

chapter, most were not being used to supplement classroom instruction. Students used 

their laptops during class for shopping on the web, playing computer games, checking out 

future schedules at the university, and communicating through email or Facebook. At no 

time did Dr. Jackson question the use of the computers or ask that anyone put them away. 

As the quarter progressed, the number of laptops opened in class increased.  

 Cell phones were a different issue. The syllabus explicitly stated that they be 

turned off, but several times throughout the quarter, phones rang during class. When that 

happened, Dr. Jackson made no comment as the student turned it off. Texting, however, 

was done on a regular basis, with no reaction from the instructor. The first time I noticed 

students texting was one third of the way through the quarter, on October 28. It started 

with texting under the desks, and when there were no repercussions, cell phones 

eventually ended up on students’ desks, next to the laptops, and students typed and texted 

simultaneously in full view of Dr. Jackson. He did not ask students to put their phones 
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away and so the multi-tasking between computer and cell phones that took place during 

class time became an accepted routine in this particular classroom, in spite of the policies 

on the syllabus. This raises the issue as to the role of the syllabus in this community and 

the routines that were created due to implicit acceptance by Dr. Jackson of practices that 

ran counter to the syllabus’s stated expectations.   

 Instruction 

 In the syllabus and when introducing students to Freshman Composition 1 

requirements on the first day, Dr. Jackson went over the types of reading and writing the 

students would be doing during the quarter. He talked in terms of the books they would 

read, the essays they would write, and the thinking they would be doing. He explained 

that the class size was small as it was “conducive to learning” and there would be 

discussions as well as group work during the quarter. As indicated earlier, he started them 

off with writing a “letter of introduction of themselves” to him and listed topics on the 

board that they were to address in their letter:  

 Official Name 

 Preferred Name 

 Course of Study 

 Last Writing Course 

 Most Difficult Writing Assignment 

 Last Book Read 
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 Favorite Book 

 

As mentioned before, he also took the stance of a hypothetical student asking a question 

about getting an A, and he wrote on the board the five characteristics he looked for when 

grading papers:  

 To get an “A” in the class: 

  1. Reading Comprehension – show evidence that you understood the text 

  2. Unity – one main idea  

  3. Development – detailed and specific support  

  4. Coherence – unfolds/flows in a clear and logical way 

  5. Grammar and usage 

 

This listing of expectations, helped to establish what he valued in student writing in this 

class, in turn shaping behaviors of students as they responded to Dr. Jackson as the 

instructor. Even the order of what was required could be interpreted as a value on aspects 

of writing, with Reading Comprehension coming first, and grammar coming last. It is 

interesting to note the amount of time Dr. Jackson spent on grammar during the quarter 

even though grammar was listed last, which may have implied it was least importance on 

the board, but not in instructional practice. 

 

 These criteria were consistent with what he mentioned in our first formal 

interview and remained so all quarter. With each explanation of a new essay genre, Dr. 
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Jackson reminded the students of these criteria.  Even though he had listed five, he 

summarized them as the “Three Biggies: unity, coherence, and development.” It appeared 

he assumed that if students didn’t understand the readings, they would not be able to 

address the next three and so did not include reading comprehension as one of the “Three 

Biggies.” Neither did he include grammar and usage.  

 Overall, this was not an unexpected introduction to a freshman writing class. 

However, as the quarter progressed, the emphasis of his instruction seemed to veer away 

from the University’s stated expectation that students learn to “think critically and 

analytically,” as well as develop a “rhetorical awareness” and a certain level of 

“metacognition,” to instead focus on writing strategies, genres, grammar, and Standard 

English usage.  

 On September 28
th
, the third class session, Dr. Jackson reviewed the elements of a 

narrative, the genre for Essay #1. He referred the students the stories they had read the 

night before, An American Childhood by Annie Dillard and When the Walls Come 

Tumbling Down by Trey Ellis. Students reached in their backpacks and pulled out the 

book, opening it on their desks. He wrote on the board in three columns: Well Told Story, 

Effective Description, Indication of Significance. For some students, anything written on 

the board apparently denoted a level of importance for as soon as Dr. Jackson wrote on 

the board, they pulled out notebooks and seemingly began to copy whatever he wrote.  

He spent the next five minutes in class to list and talk about the author’s use of specific 
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details, prepositional phrases, and active verbs. Next he spent another five minutes and 

listed effective descriptive words from the readings (translucent, perfectly white, 

staggering, blinded) that “helped the reader visualize the event being described.” For the 

third column, significance, Dr. Jackson spent six minutes reviewing sections of the essays 

that reflected the significance of the described event. This time spent, over 15 minutes of 

class, served to set up his expectations for Essay #1 with the implied expectation that 

these were characteristics of college writing.  

 Next he told the students to turn to page 31 in their textbook and said, “You see 

something that might be familiar to you. You may have seen it before,” and he drew what 

he called a “pyramid” on the board and labeled it with the rhetorical components of a 

narrative: Exposition, Rising Action, Climax, Falling Action, and Resolution. At this 

point, several students who had not previously done so pulled out notebooks and paper 

and laid it across their open texts on their desks, and began to take notes. It is possible 

that students were drawing upon an expectation learned in high school and applying to 

this new community where when something was written on the board, it must be 

important. When he would ask a general question, a few students would call out an 

answer; otherwise he directed the discourse. He said, “When you tell a story you have to 

let your reader know when this is happening, where this is happening…you have to let 

them know what the setting is…they call that Exposition…” He talked through the 

components of a narrative using simple language, illustrations on the board, and a 
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continual review of the elements. He gave multiple examples from the stories they had 

read the night before to illustrate each element. His final comment was “…basic elements 

of a story. Your Essay #1 will have these… you’ll have these…you’ll have these cuz you 

gotta have them in order to tell a story.”  Then he went over each element again:   

 You are going to have to decide. How are you going to present that exposition? 

 How are you going to set that up?  You’ve got to present that rising action. That’s 

 where your well-told story is. You’ve got to present that climax and you gotta 

 present that resolution. How are you going to end it all?  

 

Dr Jackson referred to these as the “basic elements” needed in a narrative. There was no 

mention of the objectives outlined in the Composition Program handbook: analytical 

thinking, rhetorical awareness, or metacognition. He spent portions of six class sessions 

discussing and reviewing narrative structures.  

 The next essay Dr. Jackson introduced was a “Profile.” As part of the instruction, 

he referred students to an essay in the classroom textbook, The Last Stop by Brian Cable, 

a profile of a mortuary. Students shuffled through their backpacks, pulling out their 

textbooks and notebooks apparently preparing to take notes. Reading a couple of 

different sections, he pointed out specific characteristics of this type of essay.  First he 

drew attention to the organizational plan the author used, the “tour approach” where the 

author took the reader through the funeral home, room by room. Dr. Jackson pointed out 

how the author included specific descriptive details about each room as well as an 

interview with the funeral director, a “tall, skinny, pale man, kinda like a vulture.” Dr. 
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Jackson read the paragraph where the author brought himself into the piece when he 

touched a dead body. Upon finishing his discussion of this piece, he emphasized the 

importance of having an “organizational plan,” and answering the “big question,” which 

was the perspective on the topic of the essay. Within this essay there were elements of 

seriousness, the topic of death, as well as elements of ironic contradiction as the author 

wrote about the “taboo” subject of death even though everyone eventually dies. Dr. 

Jackson talked the author’s use of an ironic and playful tone throughout. His final 

comment about The Last Stop was, “We are going to be looking for you to do something 

like this for Essay #2…looking at a coherent perspective that is again, a little bit beyond 

the pat…beyond the simplistic…a little more aware of the irony in situations.”  

 After his discussion of this essay, Dr. Jacskson asked the students to read another 

essay, I’m Not Leaving Until I Eat This Thing, by John T. Edge, and look for the four 

elements they had just discussed and he wrote them on the board.  

  Reporting detailed information 

  Coherent Organizational Plan 

  Role for the Writer 

  Perspective on Topic (Dominant impression) 

 

He gave them the option of either doing it by themselves, or with the person next to them 

and then he assigned one of the elements to each row of students and said, “We are going 
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to put you on the spot to identify particular examples.” As Dr. Jackson walked to the 

front of the room to glance at a stack of papers, students began to shuffle the desks 

around to either work with a partner or alone. During the five minutes allotted for this 

assignment, some students read silently, then discussed quietly with their neighbor. It was 

not clear whether the discussion was about the assignment or a different topic. One 

student had his book open, but was looking out the window. Another fought a losing 

battle with sleep as his head nodded forward. When it came time for students to present 

their findings, right before Mark, one of my focal students, was asked to report out, he 

walked to the front of the class and asked permission to visit the restroom, therefore 

withdrawing himself from any contribution to the discussion. As students reported their 

findings, others appeared to listen, while others flipped through their textbooks or wrote 

in their notebooks.  

 In his final comments about this essay, Dr. Jackson left the choice of what to 

profile up to the students, but he did reemphasize his expectations. He talked about the 

need to pick something of interest and to “bring yourself into it.” The final and “most 

important” element was “What does it all mean? What is the significance of it and what 

are we supposed to get out of it? You need to have some kind of perspective on your 

topic…a dominant impression.” The following three class sessions were devoted to 

discussion pertaining to this type of essay. 

 Dr. Jackson introduced Essay #3 as being “a little bit more complicated than 

Essay 2” as it required the explanation of a topic and the need for research and MLA 
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formatting, including a works cited page with at least two sources. He told students they 

had to use at least one “print” source, meaning the source didn’t appear on the internet, 

and with humor he said as an example, “There are these things called ‘books’ that used to 

not be on the internet…those are print sources.” Several students giggled in response.  He 

asked if there were any questions and a couple of students shook their heads; otherwise 

there was no response. He said they would be “paraphrasing some of them, summarizing 

some of them and quoting from some of them, but we’ll talk about that next week.” He 

said they would cover how to use MLA format, and how to conduct research next week 

as well. 

 Going on, he referred students to their classroom textbook for examples of this 

type of essay where it gave instruction on how to “explain a concept,” the focus of Essay 

#3, and how to draft, outline, and revise this type of essay.  The students had finished 

watching the movie A River Runs Through It in class the previous session, and he listed 

concepts taken from the movie on the board as examples: Sibling Rivalry, Ambivalence, 

Addictions, Compulsive behaviors. Next he had students look at a student essay in their 

textbooks about cannibalism as an example where the student had to do research to 

explain his topic. While he was talking, some students pulled out their textbooks and 

flipped through the pages to find the essay and some pulled out their phones and began 

texting. He talked about the need for an “approach” and “some strategies.” He listed on 

the board sample approaches of “biological, ethical, anthropological, and philosophical.” 

Next to this list, he wrote up possible strategies of “cause and effect” and “classification.” 
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During this lecture, students were engaged in various activities; some appeared to be 

related to the instruction, others not, such as texting or typing on their computers. One 

student had her opened textbook on her lap with her computer opened on her desk. 

Another student’s head was on his textbook and his eyes were closed. In the back row, a 

whispered conversation took place. At one point, Dr. Jackson stopped writing on the 

board and asked a question about the essay on Cannibalism, “What happens…what 

happens four million years ago in West Africa?” After nine seconds of no response, he 

wrote the answer on the board. The next few questions received the same non-response 

with Dr. Jackson eventually providing the answer.  

 For the next four classes, Dr. Jackson continued to instruct students on how to 

construct Essay # 3, and students continued to participate on various levels. Each session 

had students in the front row, facing forward, apparently listening, and even asking the 

occasional question for clarity, while others remained connected to happenings outside 

the immediate room via computers and cell phones. 

 Essay #4 required the identification and exploration of a particular theme or 

concept from the novel Into the Wild by John Krakauer. These essays were to have “one 

focus…one idea initially as a unity.” Dr. Jackson then told the students that how they 

wanted to approach this was up to them. They could write it in a style similar to a 

“profile” or “explaining a concept” or a combination of the two. They could use 

“narrative, process narrative, comparison and contrast, and all the stuff that we’ve been 

talking about.” He emphasized the need to not confuse your reader, but to help them 
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“understand your concept more deeply.” The primary resource was to be the novel, but he 

also talked about students using their “personal experience, observations, and other things 

they have read.” He talked about how this essay was going to be longer, five pages, than 

previous ones and how it was worth more points.  

 To familiarize the students with potential themes or concepts for their papers, Dr 

Jackson divided the class into pairs and assigned each pair a chapter from the novel for 

which they were responsible for leading the discussion. The assignment was for the 

students to summarize the chapter, select and read to the class “a passage of your choice,” 

and then connects it to one or more of the themes discussed in class related to the novel. 

He said that “we are looking for good stuff…stuff we can bring into Essay #4…to help 

you develop your topic.” He assured them they didn’t need to stand up in front of the 

class and face the “laser eyes” of their classmates, but could read and comment from their 

seats. He also said, “We are going to hear from everybody…nobody is going to get out of 

it.” Interestingly enough, the students responsible for the discussion of the first two 

chapters were absent so these chapters were covered by Dr. Jackson.  

 The student responsible for Chapter 3 was present and began his presentation with 

a summary. While the student talked, Dr. Jackson wrote phrases on the board connected 

to what the student was saying, and intermittently turned to say “Ok,” or interjected and 

expanded on a point he wanted to make. “Now, this is coming before Alex (the character 

in the novel) died…this is a flashback…and the author, John Krakauer is having an 

interview.” It appeared that even though the responsibility had been placed on the 
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students for the concepts pulled from the novel, Dr. Jackson still had specific ideas that 

he didn’t want students to miss and so felt the need to add to the student summary. After 

Dr. Jackson was finished foregrounding the student’s summary, he turned back to the 

student and said, “Good. Now what else?” Sometimes Dr. Jackson would ask the 

reporting student to expand on something he or she had just said and then Dr. Jackson 

would repeat back what the student said and add to it as well, all the while writing on the 

board. After the student commented, Dr. Jackson sometimes said, “Ahhh…ok. Good,” or 

simply “Yeah.” This interaction between the student and Dr. Jackson promoted an 

atmosphere of learning, not so traditional, where the curriculum was being developed by 

both instructor and student (Nystrand, 1997) and during these interactions, students were 

participating or not  at different levels, flipping through the novel, following along while 

sections were being read, taking notes or conversely napping, texting, or typing, which 

was indicative of the casual learning environment that characterized this classroom. 

 This method of instruction was the pattern for the rest of the quarter and directly 

in line with Dr. Jackson’s goal of teaching students to be able to do “the basic tasks that 

your instructors are going to expect you to be able to do.” When Dr. Jackson spoke to me 

about his expectations for this course, his bottom line was “I want them to be competent 

at the basic expository tasks: narrate something, describe something, define something, 

compare contrast some things, explain some things…” and be able to grasp the deeper 

meanings of the texts they read. When I asked about the University’s expectations of 

students becoming “metacognative and rhetorically aware,” his response was, “The 
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material itself sort of encourages that…Into the Wild, and The Things They Carried, but 

I’m not measuring them on that. I’m measuring them on communication. No, I’m pretty 

much meat and potatoes.” His views were similar when it came to grammar and Standard 

English usage. 

 In the University’s Introduction to College Composition manual, the only 

reference to grammar and sentence structure was in the Freshman Composition 1 

overview as it mentioned “proofreading and editing” as part of the composing process 

that was taught in this class. Clearly, it was assumed that students had a competent grasp 

of Standard English and, because they were enrolled in this course rather than a lower 

level one, it was expected that it was not a topic that required extensive instructional 

attention. But in an interview, Dr. Jackson expressed a different opinion.  

 Dr. J: Here at SW we really struggle with English as a second language. A lot of  

  students from Korea. A lot of student from Korea, a lot of students from  

  south of the border and they have their struggles…grammar, syntax,  

  usage… lots of tense problems, lots of subject verb agreement. Stuff like  

  that. 

 R: Do you cover any of that? 

 J: A little bit, a little bit yeah. Last week we talked a little bit about verb  

  tense. 

 R: Right. 
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 J: We’re actually not…it’s not actually part of the course description to deal  

  with that…It is not part of the course description but I do it anyway just  

  because we need to. 

 Consequently, even though it was not specifically listed in the University’s or 

Freshman Composition 1 expectations, Dr. Jackson spent time in six different class 

sessions to discuss Standard English usage. On September 28, he spent eight minutes on 

identifying specific parts of speech in an essay from the text: action verbs, prepositional 

phrases, proper nouns, adjectives, adverbs, gerunds, and participles. Students quietly 

listened, some taking notes, some typing on their laptops. Dr. Jackson did not ask for 

student input, and, in turn, they did not ask any questions. During the next class, he again 

reviewed the use of verbs, adjectives, adverbs and proper names as part of a “well told 

story” for Essay #1, a narrative.  On October 5, Dr. Jackson spent time talking about 

sentences:  

 One of the things I want to talk about is punctuation. Where do you put that 

 period…where do you put that period? That’s the same thing as asking what is a 

 sentence. There’s all kinds of misunderstandings out there of what a sentence is. 

 It’s no  big deal. 

 

He handed out sample sentences and spent time going over “typical problems that you 

need to look for as you’re editing and proofreading.” First he talked about the elements of 

a sentence, defining a sentence as having a subject and a verb.  He talked next about a 

fused sentence and a comma splice.  He handed each student a paper that a list of 17 

sample sentences. He displayed this same list on the screen in front of the class and many 
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students pulled out pens or pencils and made corrections along with him as he spoke. The 

first example he talked about was the following sentence: 

  My first day of class was as awkward as you could imagine, I walked in  

  not knowing a single soul. 

 

  (My first day of class was as awkward as you could imagine.  I walked in  

  not knowing a single soul.) 

 

He pointed out the verbs and subjects of each sentence and how this needed to be two 

sentences. He called it the “old comma splice” and said, “We see a lot of that at SW 

University.” Similar to his discussion of a narrative, his vocabulary was most likely 

familiar to the students. “Once you’ve got your complete idea, end it with a period and 

start a new idea.”  He spent time talking about verb tenses and how important it was to 

not shift from past to present tense within the same written piece. He talked about simple 

past (“she wrote”) versus the use of past perfect (“she had written”) and pointed out the 

difference. He said to the class, “Some of our SW students use the past perfect all the 

time instead of the simple past. You don’t want to do that. Use the nice simple past.” He 

reviewed dialogue punctuation: quotation marks, commas, periods and their proper 

placement. When he asked questions about punctuating dialogue, “Can we use a 

comma?” and “Where do we want that period?” several students answered quietly 

without raising their hands. And he even brought up the need for a question mark when 

the sentence was asking a question – an issue that students in this class ostensibly should 

have already mastered. When he asked the question “How do we know it is a question?” 

there was a scattered reply from different students and some girls even laughed politely, 
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appearing somewhat embarrassed that he even had to address this issue. At this point, 

several students’ attention appeared to drift away from the instruction as they looked out 

the window or began to shuffle through papers on their desks. After spending 16 minutes 

on these grammar issues, he left the students with a warning: “Too many mistakes can 

drag your grade down.” Dr. Jackson’s focus on following conventional grammar and 

usage helped to establish this practice as an expected one in this class, even though it was 

not explicitly mentioned in the syllabus as part of this course.  

 On October 18, the class session was all about temporal transitions (first, next, 

finally) and action verbs. Dr. Jackson assigned students work in groups to find all the 

temporal transitions and action verbs in a particular essay from Elements of Writing. They 

were given 17 minutes to complete this task. Conversations started up immediately 

among some of the groups, apparently before they had read the assigned selection. Some 

students moved their desks closer together and read from the same textbook. Others were 

drinking from their water bottles, shuffling through backpacks, or opening laptops on 

their desks. One conversation started with, “What time do you have to be there?” and the 

response, “7:30.” The topic of conversation appeared to have had nothing to do with 

temporal transitions. One student seemed to grimace as stretched out his legs and opened 

his textbook, flipping through the pages, seeming to look for the passage he had been 

assigned. When he directed the attention of the class back up front, he asked one student, 

“Do we call this a transition?” and when the student, appearing to not be sure of the 

correct answer hesitated, Dr. Jackson said, “Just yes or no.”  The student answered with a 
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quiet “No.” After hearing responses from several groups, Dr. Jackson returned to the 

issue of verb tense.  

 By this class session, he had already graded and returned Essay #1 and it appeared 

that students were still making multiple errors related to verb tense, as his tone of voice 

revealed a certain level of frustration. He reiterated the difference between simple past 

and past perfect and reminded the students to not use past perfect all the time. Again, he 

referred to the second language issues at SW University, which created a divide between 

those who understood and those who didn’t. His use of the word “control” implied that 

language was something that could be manipulated, if one understood how to do that, and 

that if they didn’t understand, they needed to learn. Notice too, he started with an 

inclusive “our SW students” and in the end gave the directive to “you,” rather than “us.” 

This pronoun shift appeared to place the responsibility for learning grammar usage back 

on the student.  

 Many of our SW students don’t know the difference and as a result they come 

 across as not really in control of their language…it is important to recognize 

 the difference…they don’t mean the same thing…you  need to be in control 

 of your language. 

 

Overall, during this class session, he spent eight minutes on verb tense alone. Clearly, this 

was an issue for many of these students and possibly a source of frustration for Dr. 

Jackson, as grammar was not supposed to be a focus in this class. It appeared that some 

of the students were frustrated as well with this topic as one bounced his head up and 
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down in his hands, another was looking at a Health Waiver from the University, and four 

students were typing on their laptops. 

 On October 28, Dr. Jackson spent 23 minutes discussing the use of modifiers: 

adjective, adverbs, clauses, phrases, and participles. Similes and metaphors were 

identified in the previously assigned reading homework and students were encouraged to 

avoid clichés. Essays #1 and #2 had been completed, but clearly, some grammatical 

problems persisted. This persistent issue could add to the difficult of those students 

becoming community members.  On October 31, Dr Jackson returned to verb tense 

explanations. He explained the use of verbs as related to time and wrote the phrases on 

the board.  

 When action takes place further in the past: her sister had run 

 Past: she ran; she has run; she was running 

 Present: she runs 

 Progressive: she was running; she is running; she will be running 

 Future: she will run 

 

 Although according to the University’s and Freshman Composition 1 syllabi, 

expectations of instructional content initially appeared to be about critical thinking and 

writing in a variety of genres, Dr. Jackson spent time in the classroom on conventional 

writing strategies, structures, and the use of Standard English. This focus on Standard 

English and correct structures had the potential to shape this class experience differently 
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for different students based on whether they struggled with the language or not. Clearly, 

an expectation of membership was beginning to emerge that required “control” of the 

English language, and those who did not demonstrate the expected level of correctness in 

grammar might have found it difficult to be successful in this class. This focus may have 

been a reflection of his 17 years experience teaching Freshman Composition and 

knowing about the students at SW University and the challenges they faced with 

Standard English usage. While his instruction was not at cross purposes with the 

University expectations and his ultimate goal, as was the University’s, was to introduce 

students to college level writing, there did appear to be discrepancies between the 

formally stated policies and the actual classroom practices. 

Challenges 

 My focal students’ perspectives on anticipated challenges for college writing were 

in some ways different from those of Dr. Jackson in others ways, similar.  Their concerns 

ranged from the expected required length of essays, structural issues, and staying focused 

with their writing to determining what the professor wanted and striving to meet the 

demands of the course.  I discuss these in detail in Chapters 4-7.  While Dr. Jackson also 

recognized the issues of structure and focus as challenges, he saw the lack of experience 

in critical reading and communicating ideas through writing as additional difficulties his 

students would face.  I focus on Dr. Jackson’s perspective here. 
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 Defined by Dr. Jackson 

 The process of joining a new community comes with multiple challenges as the 

newcomer attempts to discover the expectations of the group as well as turn their own 

interpretations of these expectations into acceptable practices. In our formal interviews, 

Dr. Jackson talked about challenges he had seen for students over the years.  

 J: Well, I think the basic thing is they just haven’t read enough. They just  

  haven’t read enough so the experience of engaging with text is still an  

  alien experience for them. They really struggle with that. This essay that  

  I’m going to return to  them today, they got fairly good grades on it cause  

  it’s narrative, it’s personal narrative, and so they did ok. You know, they  

  have an instinctual feel for that. Later on I’m going to make them   

  start using the reading and their grades are going to drop off, sharply for a  

  lot of them. 

 R: So can you explain a little bit what you mean by engaging with the text? 

 J: Just reading with comprehension and appreciation. Being able to really  

  read with a grasp of what’s in front of them, being able to recognize  

  nuances, recognize things like irony… 

 R: So critical reading basically, of a text. 

 J: In many cases we have a real struggle just getting them to be able to get  

  the basic content.  
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Dr. Jackson also referred to the challenges inherent in being second language learners, 

students for whom English was not their primary language. “Here at SW we really 

struggle with English as a second language. A lot of students from Korea. A lot of 

students from Korea, a lot of students from south of the border and they have their 

struggles.” For these students, grammar, syntax, usage, tense and subject/verb agreement 

issues were a problem. He went on to describe the general challenge for all students.  

 

 And as I said, the real problem is when we ask them to incorporate writing into 

 their writing, synthesize it. Being able to integrate summary and quotations into 

 their own writing. Some of them, you know, just really break down and never do 

 really quite make the connections. And yet some of them do… as I said they can 

 move from the abstract to the specific and back and then they can take somebody 

 else’s language and somebody else’s ideas and integrate it with their own 

 languages…their own language and their own ideas. 

 

 Not only did Dr. Jackson address the inherent challenges for college freshmen 

with me (e.g. in the interviews), he also talked to the students about them in the 

classroom. He acknowledged their struggles. After one quiz, he said, “Some of you may 

have struggled a little bit...” or when he talked about revising, he said, “now that’s a pain, 

nobody wants to cut out stuff they have written,” but added that he was here to help them 

through it. This acknowledgement of their potential struggles conferred upon them the 

status of newcomers which in turn granted them temporary “permission” to make 

mistakes while they learned how to be as a college writer. Another word for this 

“permission” is the granting of legitimacy, which is discussed in the following section. 
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 The challenges seen by Dr. Jackson appeared to inform his methods of 

instruction. Because he acknowledged that so many of his students were second language 

learners, it appeared that he structured his class in such a way as to provide access for 

these students to the language itself, which added to the definition of this community. For 

some students, his approach to these challenges and offers of support served to facilitate 

their entrance to college writing, while for others, the challenges remained and did not 

bring them any closer to membership. 

Legitimacy  

 As has already been said, the process of joining a new community is complex.  It 

includes learning and interpreting the expectations and challenges which in turn inform 

the practices and routines expected in a group. It involves participation in those practices, 

starting with learning and interpreting the norms and expectations of the new community. 

But there is another requirement for membership and that is being recognized as such or 

at least recognized as having the potential of becoming a member along with a provision 

of access to the community by a current member. According to Wenger, “In order to be 

on an inbound trajectory, newcomers must be granted enough legitimacy to be treated as 

potential members,” (1998, p. 101). Traditionally, this granting of legitimacy came from 

a sponsor, someone already a member in the community (e.g. a master working with an 

apprentice). In the Freshman Composition class, Dr. Jackson was, in this regard, the 

sponsor of these students. His granting of legitimacy took on different forms. It was 

displayed through conversation and attitudes, as well as oral and written remarks. It 
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involved “invitations” into the community as well as indications that the newcomer was 

or was not meeting the expectations of the community, expectations which may have 

been modified based on the students themselves. 

 Initially, of course, the students in this class were granted legitimacy from the 

University when they passed the entrance exam or took the prerequisite course and were 

consequently granted access to Freshman Composition 1. The students were, in that 

sense, on equal footing with one another as potential members of the college writing 

community.  

 After being considered ready for college writing by the University, the students 

were introduced to this community and their potential membership in more detail on the 

first day of class. Within the confines of this course, Dr. Jackson was their main source of 

accessibility. It was he who could legitimatize students, helping them gain access to the 

community and develop their potential for membership -- through the details of his 

instruction and his written feedback on their work, as well as his one-on-one meetings 

with them in his office. (I focus on this in more detail in Chapters 4-7).  Below, I suggest 

that key to this process was how Dr. Jackson framed his and the students relationship to 

one another – through the “voices” that he assumed in talking to them and by implication 

the place that he gave them in the greater university and classroom communities. 

Dr. Jackson’s Voices  

During the quarter, in the process of providing a way for students to join this 

community, Dr. Jackson took on three identifiable “voices”: the voice of the institution of 
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the University; the voice of a counselor within the institution; and the voice of the crowd, 

that is, the students in his classroom.  While these are not the only voices he used during 

class, they were the most telling in revealing how he connected with the students and 

connected them to the university and the classroom community.  All three voices often 

intertwined within the same instructional moment, and all three provided varied 

legitimacies.  

 Voice of the University 

 From the beginning, Dr. Jackson, speaking with the voice of the University, 

established himself as the authority with experience and the ability to guide and direct the 

students into this new community of writers. Because of his role, he was also in the 

position to either grant or limit membership. At the outset, Dr. Jackson implied potential 

membership to the students from the University’s perspective in the manner in which he 

referred to them from the start. As he read from the syllabus, he actually used the word 

“member” to refer to the students
2
. 

 A more rigorous and sophisticated standard of reading comprehension and written 

 communication is required of you now as members of the University community 

 than perhaps has been required of you in the past. We want to give you more 

 experience in meeting this standard by having you read published (and critically 

 acclaimed) texts, think about them, discuss them, and most importantly write in 

 response to them.  

 

One could say that he granted them a kind of legitimacy in assuming that they were 

“members”, addressing them as such (“as members of the University writing 

                                                             
2
 All italics in quoted material are my emphasis to use of pronouns and references to students 
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community”). Yet he took on the voice of the University with his “we” when he said, 

“We want to give you more experience…” and summarized what the University expected 

from the freshmen: critical reading, thinking, discussing, and writing.  In this context, his 

University voice (“we”) was set in contrast to the students (“you”) as it warned the 

students that more was going to be required from them than ever before.  

 Dr. Jackson’s approach to instruction often drew on a kind of university voice, 

using the language of academia. He framed the expectations for particular assignments in 

academic terms, followed by a detailed explanation. The first day of class, he listed on 

the board the answer to the question, “How do I get an A?”: 

 1. Reading comprehension 

 2. Unity – one main idea 

 3. Development – detailed and specific support 

 4. Coherence – unfolds in a clear and logical way 

 5. Grammar and usage 

 

Also, when he explained the criteria for each essay, he used the voice of the university 

and spoke to them with directives as newcomers, not quite at his level:  “What we (the 

university) are asking you (the newcomer) to do is write about an event in your life.” 

Then he listed the expectations for the paper. He directed them to the text (another source 

of authority), Elements of Writing, for more explanations. 
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During the quarter, he continued as the voice of the University, often outlining the 

writing program’s official expectations specifically and even writing them on the board:  

  

 “Basic Criteria of Basic College Writing.” 

  MLA format 

  1” margins 

  Font size 12/ double spaced 

  Black ink/conservative font 

  Title that reflects significance 

  Name, course, date in upper left corner 

  Page #s 

 

When talking about the requirements for the essays, his choice of words demonstrated his 

authority as one who knew the official rules of writing in this community. As he directed 

students in writing Essay #2, for example, a profile of a person, place, or event, he 

outlined a way of focusing on a topic. He charted a path for students to follow as they 

approached what may have been, for some, a different genre of writing. He was asking 

them to be methodical and organized in their process. This wasn’t a narrative, but instead 

a type of writing that required “investigation, organization, and an understanding of their 

role,” ideas directly from the University’s expectations for this class.  
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 What topic have you chosen for Essay #2? What kind of information that is  

 specific to your topic will you need to provide in your profile? Where do you plan 

 to gather this information? What organizational scheme are you considering?  

 Narrative? Topical? A mix? Why do you think this scheme will work best or your 

 particular topic? What role will you play? What dominant impression do you plan 

 for your reader to come away with? 

 

He listed his expectations for Essay #2 on the board and briefly discussed each term. 

      

 Narrative (tell us the story) 

 Process Narrative (narrate a process) 

 Physical Description (details) 

 Interview/conversations (let us hear people’s voices) 

 Explanation/background (make sure you bring in what is needed so the reader  

  can appreciate your topic) 

 Reflection (show the significance) 

   

For Essay #3, Dr Jackson gave another detailed outline of his expectations for the 

assignment. He wrote on the board and talked briefly about each term: 

  A Focused Explanation – make the topic clear 

  Readable Plan (he said he would talk more about his later) 

  A strategy:  

   Classification (referred to cannibal story) 

   Definition (defining of unfamiliar terms) 
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   Cause and effect narrative (referred to story in the textbook) 

   Exemplification (illustrating it) 

   Process narrative (walking your reader through a process) 

   Comparison and Contrast  

 

 In sum, a number of sections of his formal instruction in the classroom were given 

in the voice of the University authority. He explained his expectations using academic 

language, going over terms that may have been new to the freshmen. His criteria and 

language choices came from the academic textbook and included instruction that would 

be helpful in future classes all as a way of providing access to college writing for these 

new students. Along with familiarizing students with academic vocabulary, this voice 

functioned to shape a set of expectations for being a participant in this community.  Dr. 

Jackson’s speaking as the voice of the university also helped to establish his role as the 

authority in the classroom which in turn shaped the students’ response and interpretation 

of his expectations. However, seemingly cognizant of the idea that freshmen need to hear 

more than just the voice of the University, he would switch registers into the voice of a 

Counselor.  

 Voice of the Counselor 

 The purpose of a counselor is to provide guidance. It is to come alongside the 

student as one who knows and help her to be successful in school by offering means of 

support and advice, championing her when successes come, and encouraging her to seek 
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help when needed. Dr. Jackson often used this voice during his instruction. On the first 

day of class, he began reading through the syllabus about the overarching objectives of 

Freshman Composition in the voice of the University: “This course is an opportunity for 

you to develop thinking, reading, and writing skills that will benefit you throughout your 

university coursework and into your professional lives,” putting the responsibility on the 

student with the use of “you.”  

 Then he switched into the voice of the Counselor who, as a guide and support 

system, was going to help the students as they navigated this new community. His “we” 

took on a different meaning than before. “We will be reading…Our course focus will be 

on…we will also organize…we’ll see if we can approach that kind of understanding…” 

With “we” here, he seemed to bring them into his fold, as a counselor might, saying in 

essence to the class, “we” will go through this process together as I have already been 

there and can help you.  He was acting as their sponsor. He invited their participation and 

promised to, in effect, show them the ropes.  He did this also when he talked about his 

office hours and availability, which he did four different times during the quarter. He 

encouraged them after returning graded essays, if they couldn’t figure out how to fix the 

problem, to come to his office because “that’s why you come see me…that’s what I’m 

doing in my office…” 

 On September 30, when he returned a quiz, he explained the different markings 

on their returned papers.  
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 Check plus is an A; A check means solid…not spectacular, but solid. It’s a 

B, in the B range. A check minus is about a C-…Now this is my way of giving 

you feedback on how you’re doing with the reading. If you’ve really got the 

reading locked and you’re getting a lot out of it, I can give you that check plus 

which makes me feel good. It makes you feel good. If you’re on the right track, I 

can give you a check…but if it looks like something’s missing, gotta give you that 

check minus. 

 

Notice how he celebrated with them, “…makes me feel good. It makes you feel good,” in 

their successes, creating a sense of camaraderie between him and the students as they 

strove for the common goal of satisfaction with their work.  He continued with the 

counselor’s advice if they were not happy with his feedback, and his advice sometimes 

included humor as well, which seemingly made the advice more palatable: “A) do the 

reading; B) do it while you’re awake or C) do it a little more carefully, take a little more 

time with it.” In a different class session, Dr. Jackson, again shaping the expectations for 

being a successful member of this community, discussed the importance of reading the 

entire book that they were using to write Essay #5 or the “gaps will show up…the moral 

of the story is…read all assigned.” In reference to an assignment in the textbook, he 

advised them to  “Please, please read that section,” then, as a counselor would, he 

recognized their potential confusion and came alongside them, adding “we’re going to go 

over that…go over the pages together,” with his “we” again bringing them into his fold.   

 With the counselor voice, he legitimatized students’ struggles and assured them 

that he was in this with them.  After explaining verb tenses, he said “Some of us are 

struggling a little bit with this…the reader needs to know this…you don’t want to confuse 

your reader.” And then he finished up with the promise to help, “Well, we’ll keep 
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working on that…keep working on that. That’s a tough one.” His use of “we,” again 

reinforced his offer of support and guidance by putting himself in their group and they in 

his. The acknowledgment of their struggle allowed students, even though some appeared 

to be coming up short of his expectations as college level writers, to turn these 

“stumbling and violations [into] opportunities for learning rather than causes for 

dismissal, neglect, or exclusion”(Wenger, 1998, p. 101). He, as a counselor, finished up 

this conversation with encouraging words: “I expect to see improvement here…I expect 

to see an upward movement. So those check minuses are going to turn into 

checks…maybe even check pluses…so I’m looking forward to that.”  Within this 

culminating statement about student progress, Dr. Jackson established another routine 

indicating membership. “Improvement” and “upward movement” were now expectations 

for a student if they wanted to show progress. As he was “looking forward to that,” he 

implied this community was one whose members were on an upward trajectory of 

improvement as writers. Consequently, if a student wasn’t improving, his potential for 

membership might be in question. 

 After spending time during the previous three classes on grammar and usage, 

when some students did not appear to be showing signs of “upward movement,” Dr. 

Jackson’s approach shifted. He had just returned an essay in which it appeared that 

students were still making multiple errors related to verb tense, and his tone of voice 

revealed his frustration. This lack of progress by some students represented a breach of 

the routine of continual progress he had been “looking forward to,” his frustration 
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revealing itself as he addressed the grammar issues once again. He reiterated the 

difference between simple past and past perfect and reminded the students to not use past 

perfect all the time. Again, he recognized some of SW’s students’ difficulties with the 

English language, and yet this time did not include himself in this context almost as if he 

was explaining to a third party about these students’ issues with language. He starts with 

the inclusive “our SW students,” then switched to “they” which seemed to create yet 

another group of people separate from the students in the classroom. His use of “you” 

returned the responsibility to the students to fix this problem: 

 Many of our SW students don’t know the difference and as a result they come 

 across as not really in control of their language…it is important to recognize the 

 difference…they don’t mean  the same thing…you need to be in control of your 

 language.  

 

As he continued to point out the differences, his voice got louder as he asked specific 

students for answers and emphasized certain words. “…there HAD BEEN…uh oh…uh 

oh…we’re putting in haves and hads…AARRRGGG…what does that mean? What does 

that mean?” He appeared to be “scolding” the students and, switching into the voice of 

the university, again explained the use of verbs as related to time.  

 

 During another class session, near the end of the quarter, Dr. Jackson was talking 

about the final book they were reading for the class. Several different voices surfaced as 

he set up another expectation for membership in this community. In his first comment, he 

used the “we” collectively as “we” are in this together and I am going to read this book 

with you. Then he switched to the use of “you,” as he addressed those students, for whom 
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it would be a challenge to meet this expectation, drawing a line between those who had 

done this before and those who hadn’t. Speaking from experience, he explained the 

benefits to “you” for whom this might be a new experience, which will be a “good 

exercise” which seemed to define yet another routine that was a part of this community. 

His final “we” was that of the counselor again, “encouraging you” to participate.   

 “We are going to read this whole thing. We are going to read it all. It’s a challenge 

 for some people, that you gotta read a whole book. Now some of you have done 

 this before or some of you haven’t…if can have the experience of reading a book 

 all the way through, you’ll know what reading is all about. If you read a whole 

 book, you’ll find out that you gotta remember it…and that’s a good exercise to 

 have. So we’re going to encourage you to read this all the way through.”  

 

  

 A Writing Discussion 

 

 On October 3, Dr. Jackson’s University and Counselor voice worked in tandem 

with one student’s essay draft as he gave instructional tips on how to improve as well as 

encouragement that the writer was on the right track.  Dr. Jackson had collected the draft 

of students’ Essay #1 and then read a portion of one out loud to the whole class. After he 

read the piece, he discussed the possibility of a better focus for the paper while making 

comments such as: “This has such an interesting wrinkle in the story…a very interesting 

situation.” He talked about how the writer could cut out some of the unnecessary 

information to focus on the interesting “wrinkle.” He gave multiple suggestions about 

how the writer could address this incident in a different light and finished with “I’m not 

saying he needs to do it this way, but he’s going to have to make some decisions…now 

that doesn’t mean it’s a bad draft…it’s a GREAT draft…a wonderful draft…but what he 
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needs to do now is he needs to make some decisions.” Dr. Jackson spent three minutes of 

class time discussing this student’s paper and in the process, offered a particular level of 

legitimacy for this new writer. First, just by choosing this particular paper, he was 

implicitly recognizing it as worthy of discussion. He read the paper and talked about the 

interesting topic and a possible focus. At one point he recognized the difficulties in the 

revision process:  “Now that’s going to be a pain…nobody wants to do that. Nobody 

wants to cut out what they’ve written,” which aligned Dr. Jackson with the students in the 

difficult process of revision, as the understanding counselor. He went on the give 

suggestions for revision, yet acknowledged the writer’s ability to make his own choices, 

which again conferred a level of legitimacy on this writer as competent enough to 

function independently in this community. Dr. Jackson then finished with praise for the 

draft.  

 Voice of The Fellow Student 

 The third voice granting students access to this community reflected Dr. Jackson 

identifying himself as “one of them,” that is, one of the students.  This type of talk served 

to minimize and blur the boundaries between instructor and student roles as well as reveal 

a certain amount of empathy of the instructor toward to the student (Sperling & 

Woodlief, 1997). Again, he did this with his use of the inclusive pronouns “we,” “us,” 

and “our,” in particular contexts and also sometimes used the lingo of a freshman student.  

 From the very start of class, there were multiple incidences of Dr. Jackson 

including himself as a fellow member in this class. In the course description, he wrote: 
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  Life is defined by limits, birth and death being the most obvious. Although we 

 often spend much of our energy trying to avoid these extremes, we are also 

 interested in them. We can’t help but wonder: What is it like to approach life’s 

 limits?...narratives…help us understand those limits…we’ll see if we can 

 approach that kind of understanding in our reading and writing. 

 

This use of “we” and “our,” while referring to humans in general, also in effect served as 

an invitation to the students to join Dr. Jackson in this journey of discovery about 

extremes in life. This would have read quite differently if the pronoun of “you” had been 

used instead. He set himself up from the start as a fellow community member going 

through this class with them and they with him. 

 After collecting the first quiz, he recognized that some students might have 

struggled and adopted the voice of a student questioning himself as to what the instructor 

wanted as an answer to the quiz question. “What the heck do I write? What do I say? I 

don’t know…she writes words on the page…see there’s the words…she writes them 

down. Well, what else do you want?”  Then he switched back to the counselor voice 

with, “Let’s see if we can get a little more specific than that.” With his use of a student 

member’s voice and lingo, he exhibited their possible frustration, in effect making it an 

acceptable emotion to have at this point, and then spoke to that student as the wiser 

counselor. In another class discussion, he talked about the frustration of some grammar 

issues and included himself with them when he said, “Some of us are still struggling with 

this.” Even though it was obvious that he himself was not really struggling, the use of this 

inclusive language reflected his understanding of where the students were coming from 

(if I may use their language myself). And after discussing an essay from the textbook for 
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18 minutes on October 26, he finished the discussion with “Most people don’t like this 

essay much,” another validation of what some students might have been feeling at this 

point as he recognized their possible dislike of his choice. 

 Throughout the quarter, he often used student language. When he talked about 

how to receive feedback from their peers when they met in groups, he said, “Listen to the 

people in your group. What do they have to suggest? They might have some good 

suggestions. Maybe not…if you hear a terrible suggestion… be polite… nod your 

head…but then forget about it.” On October 14, when explaining the need to choose an 

exotic or different topic for the profile essay, he talked about a student in another class 

choosing his grandmother as the focus. He said, “Everybody said, awwwww…your 

grandma. That’s great write about grandma…but again, everybody’s got a grandma…but 

if your grandma is like a gang-banger…then you don’t have to worry about it.” When 

explaining about the importance of including a “Works Cited” page in their essay, he said 

the only way to do a good job is to look at the textbook. He said some students don’t do 

that, so “they do a crappy job” on the page. Multiple times throughout the quarter, Dr. 

Jackson similarly used student language: “We are going to be comparing stuff that 

happens in the movie to stuff that happens in the novel…By the way, all this stuff is up on 

Blackboard… I gotta a lot of stuff here for ya…when you get your homework, you’re 

good…good to go.” As indicated earlier, doing so, he softened the distance between his 

University self and the students a bit, making himself a part of their community and they 

part of his and in essence widening the road to membership. 



 

 

135 

 

 In Contrast 

  From another perspective, while Dr. Jackson appeared to make multiple efforts to 

create bridges of access for students into the college writing community by using three 

different “voices,” some of his use of the collective “we” could also have been 

interpreted as creating a division. His use of the word “we” in his recognition of students’ 

struggles, depending on the students’ perspective, could have been interpreted as a label 

of inability of some students to rise to the level of expectations. It was obvious that the 

instructor, even though he used the pronoun “we,” did not struggle with the language, but 

instead, had just separated the “non-struggler” from the “strugglers.” Based on feedback 

on essays and homework that may have pointed out grammar issues, some students may 

have felt excluded. After the first paper was returned, he talked about grammar errors, he 

mentioned that they might notice markings in the margin and “some of you will notice 

this A LOT…” which, again possibly served to create a division. When Dr. Jackson 

talked about the meaning behind his written comments, he explained that when parts of 

the paper might be a bit confusing, “I have comments in the margins. I may ask a little 

question…make a little suggestion…to give you a little feedback, to give you a sense of 

how you are doing.” At this point, his use of “little” appeared to soften the criticisms on 

the paper, and created an environment where the issues were not insurmountable, but 

only “little,” which appeared to minimize the seriousness of the errors and implied they 

could be fixed. While this may have lessened the divide between those who weren’t 

meeting community norms and those who were, it did not eliminate it. 
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 As evidenced by Dr. Jackson’s comments in class and in his interviews, he 

believed his job was to help these students enter the college writing community. His use 

of three different “voices” appeared to reflect ways for students to gain legitimacy and to 

show that in reality, these voices could meld into one. As the University, he created his 

expertise, authority, and superior status.  As a Counselor, he offered his guidance and 

support for students to become experts too.  As a Fellow Student, he demonstrated his 

understanding of their status as freshmen, and willingness to merge with them. All three 

of these validated the students as potential members of this community of writers.  

In Summary 

 Students in Freshman Composition 1 were faced with the task of learning how to 

be in a college writing community. Through their responses to the repertoires, routines, 

expectations, and challenges that emerged throughout the quarter and their choice to 

participate or not, they either began the journey toward membership or remained outside 

the circle of members. The legitimacy granted them by Dr. Jackson, was a key factor in 

the shaping of the community. The explicit and implicit norms that were established were 

perpetuated by instructor and student alike to form the characteristics of this writing 

community. While it appeared that ten weeks was not enough time to become a fully 

functioning member, this initial experience laid essential ground work for students’ 

eventual inclusion in the college writing community, while creating for some an 

excluding divide.   
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In this chapter, I created a picture of my case study classroom, Freshman 

Composition 1, a traditionally structured classroom with a casual and contemporary 

flavor. In Chapters 4-7, I discuss in some detail the experiences of my focal students as 

freshmen in college entering a new writing community. As these chapters show, two 

chose to participate fully and were well on their way to being members of this 

community; one consciously opted for partial participation, yet was also on her way 

towards membership; and another appeared to opt for non-participation, leading to 

negative consequences.  
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Chapter 4 

The Story of Kevin 

 Kevin knew how to “be a student.” He participated in key practices of the 

community, which in turn fostered his ability to gain access to college writing. Dr. 

Jackson recognized Kevin as a potential member through oral and written feedback and 

Kevin, in turn, was able to improve the quality of his writing as evidenced by his grades. 

 Entering a New Community 

 Kevin always took a seat in the front row and did not deviate from that choice all 

quarter. He came to class dressed in jeans and a t-shirt or a button down with short 

sleeves. When the instructor entered, Kevin would stop talking, adjust his notebook on 

his desk, face forward, and give his attention to the front of the room. He rarely talked to 

his neighbors and when he did, it was only when the instructor had given him permission, 

as in a group setting or discussion time. Kevin appeared to understand what “being a 

student” looked like and seemed to accept his role as one. 

 As I did not sit near Kevin in the classroom, my information about his experience 

came from three different interviews conducted throughout the quarter. The first time we 

met, it was in my “office” which was located on the second floor hallway in a building on 

the SW University campus.  My focal students and I would sit on the floor as we talked, 
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creating a very casual atmosphere. Kevin came across as one prepared for the rigors of 

college, yet not quite ready for complete immersion in college life.  

 Background 

 Kevin was born and raised in a city 20 minutes from the university; however, his 

parents were from India. They had lived in a very small city called Gutra. Both were 

college educated and it was expected that Kevin and his siblings would pursue a college 

education as well. Kevin was not a native English speaker and grew up learning to speak 

a dialect of Hindi called Gujurati. He started learning to speak English in kindergarten at 

the age of six, and on the weekends his uncle, fluent in English, would come and work 

with him on his speaking and writing in English. Although his parents were also 

proficient in English, they primarily spoke Gujurati at home. He said that if his parents 

did speak English, they would do so carefully as it was important to them to speak proper 

English. He admitted that sometimes he would struggle with sentence structures in 

English and “jumble it up” but that he recognized right away when what he had written  

was wrong and could fix it.  Kevin found being bi-lingual made him feel “more 

sophisticated” although he did not explain what he meant by that. In his home, learning 

was valued and the pursuit of a higher education was expected.  In Kevin’s words, “I 

think at a young age my mom was like, school…like graduating college is your only 

option…it was engrained in us.”  
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Kevin has two sisters, one currently at this same university and another getting 

her master’s degree at a different location. He had visited this campus when visiting his 

sister and felt that it would be a good fit for him. “I really like the campus…all the people 

are very excited…I think it’s a good choice.” Even though Kevin felt this was the place 

for him to pursue education, he wasn’t quite ready to completely commit to the college 

life.  

 R: You living in the dorms? 

 K: No, I commute. 

 R: Is that by choice that you commute? 

 K: I think it was during our orientation I stayed, I just…I am a very   

  homebody person so I was like, I’d just rather stay at home…having my  

  own room is a big deal. 

 

I did not ask him whether he would move onto the campus in the future.  

  

 While Kevin didn’t appear to feel pressure from his parents to go to college, he 

did have two sisters and a set of parents who were living examples of their belief in 

higher education. Kevin didn’t complain about the path ahead of him but instead seemed 

excited about his prospects. He admitted that it was more important to him to get As than 

it was for his parents. I asked him how he would feel if he received a B in this class and 
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he said his parents would not be upset but that he would be upset with himself. The 

expectations he had set for himself were high. 

 In high school, he had taken AP Language and Composition in his junior year and 

AP Literature and Composition in his senior year.  

 K: Junior year, our AP class, it was more like you read books and analyze it  

  and interpret it and actually, like grade wise, I did better in that class  

  because…when it came to reading books and analyzing stuff. And so like  

  my teacher even said like I knew what…how to write. I knew like how to  

  construct an essay. 

 R: And where did you learn that?  

 K: I think I had…my sophomore year teacher was probably the best English  

  teacher I had and he really taught us really well how to really write a  

  paper and how to construct it  well and to put quotes in… 

 R: Ok. And then your senior year? 

 K: Senior year? Well, for our school we had like this senior project. It was  

  like our senior thesis that took an entire year. And so the writing we did  

  that wasn’t involved with our senior project our teacher pretty much just  

  gave us a hundred percent because they had  other stuff to do regarding the 

  senior project. So I didn’t get really get critique on how my writing was  
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  that year so I kind of…I kind of forgot how to write a little because I  

  didn’t really get proper critique on my writing and so… 

 R: And how do you…if you were going to rate yourself, would you call  

  yourself a successful writer? 

 K: Currently? Probably not. Just like average. 

 Kevin came to the SW University with several forms of access already in place.  

His parents being college educated as well as his two sisters who were currently in 

college likely provided Kevin with knowledge about college and the expectations of a 

college student. His family’s belief that college was his “only option” planted a sense of 

legitimacy for the University experience overall. This suggests that Kevin may have 

already been familiar with particular routines and practices associated with being in a 

University, all of which may have functioned to prepare him to enter this new community 

willing to fully participate. Even though Kevin did not pass his AP exams, he had already 

been granted a measure of legitimacy via his sophomore teacher who had told him he 

“knew how to write…to construct an essay,” skills that aligned with the expectations for 

Freshman Composition 1 as discussed in Chapter 3. His experience with his sophomore 

English teacher, whom he characterized as the “best English teacher I had,”  also fostered 

the legitimacy of instructors in general, a sentiment that carried over to Dr. Jackson 

which is evident in Kevin’s comments about him later on in this chapter. Kevin’s self 

evaluation as an “average” writer may have been a gesture of modesty, or it may have 
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been a reflection of his desire to improve his writing skills and therefore evidence of his 

recognition of the role of the University and instructor in helping him to further foster his 

writing ability. 

 I also asked Kevin about the skills and knowledge he brought from high school 

that he felt would be helpful in this class.  

 K: I always, always make an outline. It was becoming a junior when I   

  started to write…so like ever since then I always like…like have my…my  

  paragraph one and I outline what I should include and what I should write  

  about. 

 R: And why do you do that? 

 K: Well, cuz it’s…I’ve learned it’s very organizational and really helpful that  

  if you have an  outline, if you just refer to that you can remember what to  

  write and it’s not all scrambled in your head. Another skill   

  had to do with vocabulary. . . Grammar. Vocabulary wise I learned that  

  ummm…you have to use bigger words to sound more like…professional. 

 R: Do you feel…that brings up an interesting thing…do you feel like you  

  have a command of college writing language yet? 

 K:      [I don’t think so.] 

 R: Did you have much instruction in grammar and sentence structure in high  

  school? 
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 K: Not really because I think by then…well, I’m just assuming, that by then  

  I’m pretty sure my class…we were pretty average sentence… 

 R: You knew how to do that? 

 K: Yeah. 

 R: Ok, so you sound smarter when you use… 

 K: Bigger words. 

 

 Kevin’s list of skills that brought from high school -- outlining, grammar, and 

vocabulary -- all potentially afforded him access to college writing as these were in line 

with skills expected by Dr. Jackson as he talked about writing expectations for freshman 

composition. The common expectations of high school and college also likely served to 

legitimatize the University and Dr. Jackson as recognized resources for writing.  Kevin’s 

high school writing experience appeared to be rather typical in that he had some teaching 

that was good and some that was not so good. He passed the university writing entrance 

exam with a 10, so he appeared to be more than ready for being part of a college writing 

community. 

 Repertoires/Routines/Participation  

 Unlike many of the other students, Kevin did not use a laptop during class. He sat 

in the front row and appeared to take notes the traditional way, in a spiral notebook. He 

was present at each class session and never late. During class, Kevin gave choral answers 

along with the other students who did so when Dr. Jackson asked a general question. 
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When students met in groups, he appeared to be engaged and was the spokesperson for 

the group when sharing with the class what the group had discussed. Kevin participated 

regularly in the routine of office visits and these visits, he said, influenced his writing. I 

discuss his office visits and his writing in more detail later in this chapter.  

 Expectations and Challenges 

 Kevin had a difficult time articulating his expectations for the class. He talked 

more about his expectations of a successful writer and what he believed Dr. Jackson’s 

expectations to be, referring to “what we learned on Monday.”  

 K: Someone who can…someone who can write an essay without repeating  

  themselves over… 

 R: Ok. 

 K: …or doing something like that. Ummm…they understand what’s going  

  on. 

 R: You mean they understand what the professor’s asking? 

 K: Yeah. Yeah. They have like the ummm…grammar skills and they know  

  how to capture an audience’s attention. 

 R: Ok. Anything else? 

 K: Mmm. 

 R: What do you think is [the instructor’s] definition of a successful writer? 
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 K: Someone who at…well… be like from what I…what we learned on  

  Monday that someone who after writing the first time like their first draft  

  like they can look at a paper and notice what’s not really working, what is  

  and basically someone who can do better than their first draft, who can  

  grow as a writer. 

 On the Monday to which Kevin is referring, Dr. Jackson had spent time talking 

about the characteristics of a narrative, saying, “What you’re looking for is a focus, a 

thematic focus…a dominant impression and a thesis to really focus your experience.” 

This was also the session in which it was Kevin’s draft that Dr. Jackson read out loud and 

discussed in reference to the draft’s focus, which he said might need some revision (see 

Chapter 3). Kevin’s comments suggest a certain level of participation as he was able to 

reiterate what was talked about in class on that Monday as well as revise his paper 

according to Dr. Jackson’s comments. The subsequent changes Kevin made to his draft 

also evidenced his belief in the role of Dr. Jackson as an authority and resource on 

writing. While Kevin apparently accepted Dr. Jackson’s comments as directions toward 

college writing, he did mention some concerns he had about Dr. Jackson’s teaching style. 

 K: In this current class, I feel like the way [the instructor] is like teaching it is 

  kind of different from the way I was taught in my high school. In that it  

  was just…they kind of told of like what they expected and you had to  

  write but in this class it’s more free and so you don’t really…there isn’t a  
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  certain standard you have to write by and it’s a little confusing because  

  I’m not sure if [the instructor] will like the paper or not. 

 R: So the expectations aren’t as clearly outlined? Is that a struggle for you, do 

  you think?   

 K: I think it is a struggle because, again, with our essay one, when we got our 

  topic in this class, it just said that one thing, it said we just had to write it  

  vividly and descriptively and so that for me, that’s very broad and for my  

  other classes it said write vividly and descriptively but mention this, this  

  and this…so it’s like… 

 R: So not quite as directed. 

 K: Yeah. 

 

 While on one level, Kevin had been legitimatized in class through Dr. Jackson’s 

comments, on another level, he felt challenged by the lack of explicit guidelines for Essay 

#1 which did not align with the way he had been taught in high school. It appeared that 

Kevin recognized his own position as a newcomer with a need for more direction from 

the expert, which may have further led him to take up Dr. Jackson’s offers of one-on-one 

office visits. He was also concerned about Dr. Jackson’s evaluation of his writing and 

whether he would “like it or not,” which suggested that having the instructor’s approval 

was another recognized avenue of access toward meeting college writing expectations. 



 

 

148 

 

When I asked him if there were any other challenges he anticipated, he shook his head, 

“Mmmm. Not really.” 

  When Dr. Jackson collected a draft of the first essay, he spent some time in class 

reading aloud paragraphs of student drafts and making comments on what he would do to 

improve on them. Kevin’s draft was one of the ones read aloud. I asked about the changes 

that the instructor suggested and how those comments had influenced his essay.  

 R: [ok]   So tell…talk…can you talk to me a little about what you did? 

 K: Oh…well when I first got the topic I thought …well from the examples   

  we read in the book I noticed that a lot of the writers were very descriptive 

  about scenery and stuff and I thought that would be very important so in  

  my first draft I was very descriptive about my street, the sunny day. 

  I was descriptive about when I talked to my mom about riding my bike  

  and stuff and then after…once I revised it I took out a lot of the like  

  things…in my first draft I had a lot of conversation dialogue and I took out 

  a lot of it because I thought it wasn’t necessary after what he said and I  

  added more commentary than I did dialogue. 

 R: Ok, so you kind of switched. 

 K: Yeah. 

 R: Ok, then how did you change it to reflect the focus he suggested? 
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 K: Ummm…well because my original focus was about how…umm…just  

  be…how that experience taught me to be alert and cautious but I changed  

  the focus on how the driver who left should have been more responsible  

  and then changed the significance to owning up to your actions. 

 

 As seen earlier, Kevin had said the challenges he faced in the class had to do with 

finding out and giving the instructor what he wanted when the expectations weren’t 

explicitly outlined and the need to use “bigger” words to sound smart; however, the 

actual revisions Kevin made on his essays went beyond surface characteristics and 

entailed changes related to the focus and structures of the essays. This was another 

example of Kevin’s willingness to engage in practices that would meet Dr. Jackson’s 

expectations as well as legitimatize Dr. Jackson as the authority. As indicated above, 

during class on the day he talked about Kevin’s essay, Dr. Jackson emphasized the need 

for a focus  and the possible need to change the focus of the draft he had read aloud 

(Kevin’s draft). Kevin’s response was to attempt to comply with Dr. Jackson and change 

the draft to align with his suggestions. Kevin shared with me that he had taken the draft 

and made the changes immediately after class on that day. In this way, he seems to have 

invested in the college’s writing expectations and to have recognized that Dr. Jackson 

was providing him access to this community through his instruction. 

 At the end of our first interview, I asked Kevin if he felt ready for challenges of 

college level writing and he admitted to not feeling like he had a command of the 
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language at this point. Yet when I questioned him about potential success in this class, he 

said, “I think I’ll be successful in this class. It’s barely the second week and so I’m still 

trying to get adjusted to college classes but eventually, but the fifth week, I think I’ll be 

ok.” I also asked Kevin when he felt like he would consider himself a successful writer, 

and he said, “I think I will definitely know when I write something, and I can write 

without having to take a break or refer back to my notes. I can just write without second 

guessing myself.” So Kevin entered Freshman Composition 1 with a cautious optimism 

about his own ability to be successful and meet the challenges of becoming a college 

writer.  

 After seven weeks of class, I asked again about the challenges he was facing as he 

learned to write for college. Rather than challenges for this class in particular, he talked 

about the difficulty in managing his time as he juggled classes, deadlines, and homework, 

but did not appear to be overly concerned about Freshman Composition 1. He also 

mentioned some issues with sentence structures that Dr. Jackson had pointed out and felt 

his own struggle in this area was due to his not learning English until he was six.  I asked 

him if he felt he had overcome the initial concerns he had had for this class, and his 

response was not that he had overcome them but instead had learned to go to office 

hours.  

 R: So, now that we are revisiting the challenge…now that you’ve listened to  

  what you said before which was that the professor wasn’t explaining it to  
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  you the way you were used to, right? How is it different now? Or do you  

  feel like the challenges have changed? Or have you overcome those  

  challenges, or what? 

 K: I don’t feel like I’ve overcome them but I now go to office hours. 

  If that counts? I go there before every essay is due. I always go now, just  

  to have his opinion. And it’s working. 

 R: Good for you
3
. So have you felt like the challenges that you talked about,  

  did they…were they come true? For this was when the beginning of class  

  started so when you talked about “expectations of his classes not as  

  clearly outlined, struggled with the prompt a little because it’s vague, not  

  quite as directive.” Do you feel like that’s not really an issue so much  

  anymore? 

 K: It still is sometimes, but I think now that like I am getting more   

  comfortable in talking to the professor, I think it’s a little less…it’s still  

  challenging but not so much an issue any more. 

 

 This rise in Kevin’s comfort level and his feeling that the challenges were 

diminishing was an indication of his increasing level of membership in this community. 

                                                             
3
 I found myself drawn into the conversation with Kevin as I took on a counselor voice of encouragement 

rather than that of an objective researcher. I attribute this to Kevin’s enthusiasm and increasing self 

confidence about his writing. 
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As Kevin recognized Dr. Jackson as a resource, Kevin’s primary method of dealing with 

his writing challenges was to consult the instructor. Kevin received an A- on his second 

essay and was very proud of his accomplishment. When I asked him about it, he 

explained, “Well, uhhh…well first I went to office hours because he said like... he said 

the first day of school that’s he’s there to help so I just… well,  he is there to help so you 

might as well just go.” He said the instructor was very specific on what he did and didn’t 

like about Kevin’s draft, so Kevin “just kinda did what he said.” Kevin had found how to 

view the instructor as a resource.  

 Our final interview took place in my “office,” and included all my focal students 

except for Mark.  We revisited the idea of the challenges of entering this new writing 

community. I asked if any new challenges had emerged that they had not anticipated. 

Kevin could not think of any as he felt it was all “ok.” Although he didn’t consider this 

class to be a “piece of cake… it was easier than I (Kevin) expected it to be.” He said that 

at first he had been concerned about the possibility of having to write a ten-page essay, an 

indication of his not yet fully knowing at first what community he was entering, but that 

didn’t happen. I asked him about any successes he experienced.  

  I didn’t know like I was going to be an ok writer because the way [the  

  instructor] talked it seemed like your essays need to be really good and I  

  didn’t really…when I turned my essays in I didn’t think they were that  

  well written but all the comments actually he… he was like, you’re a  

  really good writer. 
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 When I asked him about how he was feeling about himself as a college writer he 

said he felt like he was a better writer than he was when he started, but also saw the 

importance of learning to write for other classes, but “differently so you’re not like 100% 

college writer. You still have to learn to juggle ideas…” He said that he wasn’t writing in 

his other classes, other than “fill in the blank type” as he identified himself as a 

“chemistry and math” student. As to the changes he had made in his writing due to this 

class, he said, “I definitely use commentary. Before I would just use an example and 

summarize it, but now…looking at…rereading my first essay I see that I should explain 

stuff much better.” To summarize his experience of entering this new community, Kevin 

said “It was tough at first. It’s getting better.” 

 Kevin exhibited self-confidence as we talked during our final interview. He 

believed the instructor had the ultimate knowledge and authority on writing technique. 

He had learned to talk with the instructor outside of class, in the instructor’s office, and 

had visited the instructor prior to the final draft on each essay. He learned to incorporate 

the instructor’s suggestions, given both inside and outside of the classroom, and he 

attributed his good grades to this process. 

Kevin’s writing 

 Following are the prompts and Kevin’s responses to Essays #1, #2, #3 and #4 and 

a discussion of the three different perspectives.   
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Essay #1 

 “Remembering an Event” - Write an essay about an event in your life that 

will engage readers and that will, at the same time, help them understand the 

significance of the event. Tell your story dramatically and vividly. 

 

 Consult Elements of Writing,  to review the features that make this kind of 

 essay effective. Consult for suggestions as to how you can come up with 

 ideas, plan, draft, and revise your essay.  

 

 This essay needs to be at least three pages long, typed and double-spaced. A 

 draft of this essay is due at the beginning of class on Monday, October 3. 

 The final draft is due at the  beginning of class on Friday, October 7. In 

 addition, an E-copy of your essay must be submitted to MyWork in order for 

 you to receive credit for the assignment.  
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Essay #2 

 

 “The Profile” - Write an essay about an intriguing person, group of 

 people, place, or activity in your community. Observe your subject closely, 

 and then present what you  have learned in a way that informs and engages 

 your readers. 

 

 Consult Elements of Writing, to review the features that make a profile 

 effective. Consult suggestions as to how you can come up with a topic,  plan, 

 draft, and revise your essay.  

 

 This essay needs to be at least four pages long, typed and double-spaced. A 

 draft of this  essay is due at the beginning of class on Monday, October 17. 

 The final draft is due at the  beginning of class on Monday, October 24. In 

 addition, an E-copy of your essay must be submitted to MyWork in order for 

 you to receive credit for the assignment. 
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Essay #3  

 

Write an essay about a concept that interests you and that you want to study 

further. When you have a good understanding of the concept, explain it to your 

readers, considering carefully what they already know about it and how your essay 

might add to what they know. 

 

Carefully read Elements of Writing to review the features that make this kind of 

essay effective. Consult for suggestions as to how you can come up with ideas, plan, 

draft, and revise your essay. 

 

This essay needs to be at least three pages long, typed and double-spaced. A draft of 

this essay is due at the beginning of class on Monday, October 3. The final draft is 

due at the beginning of class on Friday, October 7. In addition, an E-copy of your 

essay must be submitted to MyWork in order for you to received credit for the 

assignment.  
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Essay  #4  

 

“Exploring Life at the Limits” – Choose one theme or concept that has emerged 

from our reading and discussion of Jon Krakauer’s Into the Wild and write an essay 

in which you help your reader to arrive at a fuller and deeper understanding of it. 

Use whatever combination of writing strategies you judge to be most effective. Be 

sure to incorporate development from your own observation and experience.  

 

To aid you in developing your reflections, you are required to make significant use 

of Into the Wild. Provide thoughtfully chosen examples and  quotations that 

logically develop your points. Make use of at least one additional source. Be sure to 

cite all sources according to the MLA style. This essay needs to be approximately 

five pages long. A draft is due on Wednesday, November 16. The final draft is due at 

the beginning of class on Monday, November 21. In order to receive credit for your 

assignment, an E-copy must be posted on MyWork. 
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Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric 

 

Table 4 

 

Kevin’s Essay Scores by Three Readers 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

University  

entrance  

exam  Essay #1 Essay #2 Essay #3 Essay #4 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

10  1
st
 Rdr  -  5 1

st
 Rdr – 5 1

st
 Rdr - 4 1

st
 Rdr - 5 

  2
nd

 Rdr  - 4 2
nd

 Rdr - 5 2
nd

 Rdr  - 4 2
nd

 Rdr - 4 

  3
rd

 Rdr - 4 3
rd

 Rdr - 5 3
rd

 Rdr – 4 3
rd

 Rdr - 5 

 

  Avg - 4.0 Avg – 5.0  Avg – 4.0 Avg - 4.6 

________________________________________________________________________ 

     

Note:  Scoring based on a 6-point scale and scores in bold are the averaged scores of all 

three readers; “Rdr” stands for Reader;  “Avg” stand for Average 

 

 As indicated in Chapter 2, before freshman students at SW University are placed 

in an English class, they must take the university’s writing exam. The exam is measured 

against a six-point rubric (see Table 2) by two readers independently, and papers for 

which the scores are more than two points apart are then scored by a third reader. Papers 

with a composite score of eight or better are considered passing.  
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 As the researcher, I had access to Kevin’s entrance writing exam with no input 

other than the final score. Kevin received a 10 on the entrance essay exam. As seen in 

Table 4, from my perspective and that of both the second and third reader, he clearly 

answered the prompt and wrote in a highly organized manner with a clear line of 

thinking. Within his text, he referenced three other literature works, The Scarlett Letter 

by Nathaniel Hawthorne, A Long Way Gone by Ishmael Beah, and Kite Runner by 

Khaled Hosseini, to illustrate connections to the exam passage. He reiterated his 

argument specifically and tied it back to the prompt in his final paragraph. Kevin 

exhibited a familiarity with essay organization befitting to a college level writer. He had 

been considered by the university to be prepared to enter the college writing community.  

 As indicated in Table 4, Kevin’s Essay #1 addressed the prompt in a satisfactory 

manner according to all three readers using the SW University 6 Point Writing Rubric 

(see Table 2). He narrated an event that had happened to him as a young boy. There were 

specific details, appropriate dialogue and logical reflections in the end, however, several 

grammar errors. Reader #2’s comment was that this essay “followed the prompt, but 

there were too many errors to warrant a higher score. I gave Essay #1 as score of 5. The 

second and third reader both gave him a score of 4. 

 Essay #2 prompt asked for a profile of a person, group, or event. As Table 4 

shows, this essay received the same score, a 5, from all three readers. It was “clearly 

competent” and used “appropriate examples and sensible reasoning.” While there were a 
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couple grammar errors, overall he was able to “choose words accurately, vary sentences 

effectively, and observe the conventions of written English.”  

 Essay #3 received a score of 4 from each of the readers as shown in Table 4. The 

topic for this essay was obesity and its contributing factors. He used appropriate quotes 

and explanations to define his topic. While his response was “satisfactory,” and had 

“acceptable reasoning,” it contained several word choice and grammar errors. It was 

possible that this essay, requiring the explanation of a concept, a different type of writing 

than the previous two essays which were more narrative in nature, may have contributed 

to Kevin’s difficulty with word choice and wordiness as he dealt with what may have 

been an unfamiliar topic as it required research.  

 Essay #4, similar to Essay #2, had high scores. I gave it a score of 5, the second 

reader gave it a 4, and the third reader gave it a 5.  This essay was a competent and well 

supported response to the prompt asking the writer to identify a theme from the novel 

they had read, though not fluent or insightful enough to score a 6. This essay was 

coherently written, focused on one topic, and included an in depth explanation of a group 

of students that promoted student activities at a university, all requirements that Dr. 

Jackson had discussed in class. All four of Kevin’s essays evidenced his competence at 

crafting a written product to appropriately address a prompt, supporting with specifics the 

claims that he made, and providing the reader with sufficient detail to create a clear 
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picture of the topic. According to the university rubric, Kevin demonstrated a level of 

competence in line with college level expectations. 

 Perspective #2– The Instructor’s Rubric 

 

Table 5 

 

Dr. Jackson’s proofreading marks on Kevin’s Essays 

_______________________________________________________________________  

 

Proof reading mark/symbol Essay #1 Essay #2 Essay #3 Essay #4 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

    14   2  0  1 

     

    3  3  0  0  

      

 

    5  7   33  32 

 

_______ 

_______   0  1  1  9 

 

    1  6  9  3 

 

                                               

(squiggly line under word(s) 0  2  4  0 

 

Agr    0  0  2  1 

        

Coh   0  0  2  1 

Comp   0  0  0  0 

CS    0  1  0  0 

Dev     1  0  0  0 

Dig   0  0  0  0 



 

 

183 

 

Exact   0  0  3  0 

Frag   0  0  1  0 

Lc   0  0  0  0 

Logic   0  0  0  1 

Mixed    0  1  1  0 

Num   0  0  0  0 

Ref   0  0  2  0 

Shift   1  0  0  1 

T    2  0  1  0 

Trans   0  0  0  0 

Usage   0  1  1  1 

Voice   0  2  0  0 

W   2  1  3  1 

Wc   3  1  4  0 

Ww   0  0  0  0 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 In Kevin’s first essay, a narrative, almost all of the Dr. Jackson’s comments were 

positive. The first complemented Kevin on the title choice, and subsequent comments 

included “nice details,” “effective narrative details,” “good dialogue,” “nice transition,” 

ending with “appropriate and logical reflections.” I suggest that Dr. Jackson’s use of 

positive words (nice, effective, good, appropriate, logical) indicated that Kevin’s writing 
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was apparently in line with Dr. Jackson’s expectations for college level writing. In 

addition to the proof reading marks, once the instructor wrote a word above the one with 

a squiggly line underneath and mark (wc) indicating the need for a better word choice.   

                    

  

 On days like those, children would play outside, climb trees, ride bikes, play  

  Enjoy(wc) 

 soccer and do other typical activities. 

 

 

 One other time, he simply crossed out the word and wrote a new one over it along 

with (wc), and another time he circled the word, and wrote the new one over it along with 

a (wc). In another sentence, he simply replaced the word without using the proofreading 

mark. 

         watch 

 …I thought maybe my sister could look over me … 

 

  

Twice Dr. Jackson added a comma without any remarks. It wasn’t until the final 

paragraph that he made significant changes in wording even though both the underlining, 

which indicated evidence of significance, and the side comment were positive. 
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 The final comments indicated Kevin had done a good job of narrating using 

descriptive details and appropriate reflections, which were both expectations Dr. Jackson 

had explicitly set up in class (see Chapter 3). His recognition of Kevin’s competent use of 

these narrative characteristics served to reinforce Kevin’s role as a budding member of 

this community.  His only caution was to encourage Kevin to edit for verb tenses and 

word choice, which appeared to now be secondary concerns for Kevin in his writing, not 

primary. The final grade was a B, which further reinforced Kevin’s ability to meet 

Freshman Composition expectations. 

 The prompt for Essay #2 asked for a profile of a person, group, place, or activity. 

Kevin chose to profile an on campus group responsible for planning and advertising 

campus events. Again, all through the essay Dr Jackson wrote positive remarks: “good 

start,” “good point,” “appropriate quote,” “helpful details,” “clear and informative 
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interview.” There was one squiggly line under “decorated,” with “placed” written above 

and a (wc), and “for” crossed out with no word written on top with a (w) next to it.  In 

four other instances, the instructor crossed out a word or a phrase and replaced it with 

another without adding a proofreading remark. Also, two shifts in what Dr. Jackson 

called voice were marked: 

  I was shocked (voice)  

 As I walked in the office, it was shocking. 

 

         I saw (voice) 

 As I turned around, it was a girl who was part of XXXX. 

 

 

These shifts were identified at the end of the essay as being “a little distracting,” but Dr. 

Jackson came alongside him as the counselor and guide, fixing the distractions for him 

and showing him examples of acceptable discourse for this community. These words, 

given to him by Dr. Jackson, served to help Kevin continue to move closer to full 

membership in this writing community. Other than the mention of needing “a bit” more 

editing and a few grammar “glitches,” the comments at the end of the essay were positive 

in reference to Kevin’s use of detail to add energy and interest to his writing, and his use 

of effective coherence and development throughout. Essay #2’s grade was an A-. 

 As indicated earlier, Essay #3 was about defining a concept and Kevin chose the 

topic of obesity. This type of writing was a shift from the previous genres, which were 

more narrative in nature. Dr. Jackson had mentioned in an interview (see Chapter 3) that 

this type of writing, the defining of a concept, tended to be more difficult for students as 
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it was a shift from the familiar narrative genre to a more research-based genre, and may 

not have been as familiar to freshmen students; however, Kevin appeared able to meet the 

demands of this genre as his essay grade was a B+.   

 Kevin’s topic, unity and development were “both very effective” according to Dr. 

Jackson’s final comments, which were characteristics that had been mentioned in class 

when the concept essay had been introduced. Kevin’s meeting of these criteria was 

further evidence of his willingness to listen to and comply with Dr. Jackson’s 

expectations, yet he did have some problems with word choice, wordiness and grammar, 

which kept him from receiving a higher grade.  

 Similar to the first two essays, the side comments were predominantly positive: 

good start, good quote, helpful example, helpful explanation, good clear explanation, 

helpful transition, and clear and focused conclusion, which all referenced Kevin’s 

handling of the content and structure of this essay. However, in the first paragraph, Dr. 

Jackson made several editing corrections, crossing off words, giving Kevin other word 

choices, and using proofreading marks. 
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There were two corrections in reference to ineffective word choice (wc), one of 

wordiness (w), one of error in pronoun reference (ref), one of incorrect word choice 

(usage), one of error in pronoun agreement (agr), and at the end of paragraph, some 

corrections where Dr. Jackson crossed out parts of words and wrote in the correct usage 

without putting in proofreading marks. Essay #3 had more proofreading marks (24) than 

either Essay #1 (9) or Essay #2 (9) and I suggest Kevin’s struggles related to Essay #3 

being expository with possible unfamiliar vocabulary and definitions.  

 Throughout the essay, there were paragraphs that combined multiple positive and 

corrective marks. In the following paragraph, sentences and phrases were underlined and 

words boxed to indicate significant and specific details, while words were crossed out 

and the corrections written above, with a positive comment written on the side.  
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 Notably, in the final paragraph, Dr. Jackson’s made only two editing marks and 

finished the essay with a positive comment: “clear and focused conclusion.”   
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 Dr. Jackson’s final comments -- “interesting and relevant,” “very effective,” 

“quite coherent” -- all served to confirm Kevin’s progress as a writer. Another indication 

of Kevin’s meeting Dr. Jackson’s expectations was the promise of the potential of this 

essay being “first rate,” once the word choice and grammar problems were addressed. 

Similar to what he wrote in Essay #1’s final comments, Dr. Jackson’s offer of access was 

again extended with the inclusive pronoun of let’s when he wrote “Let’s keep working on 

these (the word choice and grammar issues).  As previously mentioned, Kevin had more 

errors in Essay #3 than in Essay #2, yet received a higher grade, B+ as opposed to a B. I 

would suggest that this was due to Dr. Jackson’s recognition of Kevin’s ability to write to 

a more complex prompt and so was more forgiving of grammar errors. This may have 

also been Dr. Jackson’s recognition and anticipation of Kevin’s active participation in 

office visits where grammar issues could be addressed further. 

 Kevin’s Essay #4 was another indication of his success at meeting the instructor’s 

expectations as well as Dr. Jackson’s moving him along the path of toward college 

writing. The prompt asked for the identification of the theme of Into the Wild by Jon 

Krakauer with support from the novel and at least one other source. In Kevin’s essay 
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there were 32 underlines indicating significance of the piece and, again, positive 

comments along the sides. There were questions asking for more explanation, such as 

“How did this express their model of success?”, “What does he see in a canoe that he 

would have missed in an airplane or car?” and “What evidence suggests that Chris was 

fulfilled even at the end?” but the instructor appeared to not count off for this lack of 

development as Kevin received an A- on this paper. I suggest that Dr. Jackson, in 

recognition of Kevin’s increasing potential as a college writer and willingness to 

participate in the community practices, did not take him to task for every misstep he 

made in his essay and was allowing Kevin some leeway as he continued to evolve as a 

writer. Rather than criticize Kevin as a learner, Dr. Jackson functioned as a counselor and 

served to push Kevin to a higher level of writing. However, similar to the previous 

essays, there were instances in which Dr. Jackson crossed out a word or phrase and added 

a different one above and added some commas. In the second half of the essay, there 

were no longer any proof reading marks or corrections, and the final remarks mentioned 

his development to be “strong and unified,” the examples “specific and supplemented 

with well chosen quotations.” Dr. Jackson also made reference to Kevin’s previous draft 

of Essay #4 and wrote that this final draft did a better job of integrating his additional 

sources.   

 As each essay was graded, Dr. Jackson appeared to move more in the direction of 

a counselor to Kevin, encouraging rather than correcting. Both Kevin and Dr. Jackson 

offered legitimacy to the other, as Kevin recognized Dr. Jackson’s role as the authority 
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and Dr. Jackson continued to guide Kevin along the path of college writing, giving him a 

“way of being” in this community.  

 Perspective #3 – Writing as a Member of the College Community 

 Kevin entered this new community with a certain level of self-confidence, which 

apparently allowed him to participate and engage comfortably in the practices of 

Freshman Composition 1. He sat in front, remained attentive to Dr. Jackson, and took 

advantage of the invitation to talk privately with Dr. Jackson during office hours. Kevin 

did not bring a laptop to class, but instead had the textbook, notebook, and pen out on his 

desk throughout the class. He did not miss any classes, nor was he ever late or excuse 

himself early. I would argue that Kevin’s growing comfort in this community was at least 

fostered by his being granted legitimacy early on by Dr. Jackson, both in class and in 

written feedback on his paper, as well as Kevin’s view of Dr. Jackson as an authority, 

therefore legitimatizing Dr. Jackson’s role as the instructor. 

 In reference to Essay #1, Kevin told me that he was concerned whether Dr. 

Jackson would “like the paper or not,” an indication early on that Kevin recognized Dr. 

Jackson’s authority to make judgments on student work and was concerned about 

instructor approval. At the end of our first interview, Kevin’s evaluation of Dr. Jackson 

was, “The first day I thought he was going to be…but he’s actually a really nice 

professor.” Kevin did not explain what his initial thoughts might have been, but they 

seem implicitly to be in contrast to “really nice.” Kevin’s recognition of Dr. Jackson’s 

role as the expert played out in his response to Dr. Jackson’s invitation to his office hours 
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for help. Kevin had picked up on the routine of office hours, and the feedback and 

conversations during these visits appeared to directly influence Kevin’s writing. As the 

class went on, Kevin began to feel more and more comfortable with talking to the 

professor and shared his feelings about these office visits.  

 

 K: Well, uhhh…well first I went to office hours because he said like... he said 

  the first day of school that’s he’s there to help so I just… well,  he is there  

  to help so you might as well just go. 

 R:  [right] 

 K: And so he was very like specific. He told he didn’t like this, he liked that.  

  If I did this he’d be more inclined to like better grade it so he was very  

  specific on what he was expecting and I just kinda did what he said. 

 

In the second interview, Kevin again commented on the benefits of the office visits. “I go 

there before every essay is due. I always go now, just to have his opinion and it’s 

working…I am getting more comfortable in talking to the professor.” 

 Kevin, himself, gained legitimacy as a college writer when Dr. Jackson read 

sections of his Essay #1 draft and commented positively on it in class: “This is a great 

draft…a wonderful draft.”  After Dr. Jackson read and complimented the draft, he also 

suggested some changes: “This writer spent a lot of time narrating my essay…but could 
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maybe some of that be cut?” Kevin, seeming to accept Dr. Jackson as the authority, took 

his draft and made the suggested revisions:  

 R: He was talking a lot about changing the focus. Are you going to? 

 K: I already did. 

 R: You did really? …did you change your focus because he told you to or  

  because you think it was a good idea? 

 K: I did it because he told me to. I feel that since he is the professor he does  

  know what he’s talking about so… 

Kevin also mentioned a reluctance to revise; however, since revision was suggested by 

Dr. Jackson, he did it anyway. 

  I was descriptive about when I talked to my mom about riding my bike  

  and stuff and then after…once I revised it I took out a lot of the like  

  things…in my first draft I had a lot of conversation dialogue and I took out 

  a lot of it because I thought it wasn’t necessary after what he said and I  

  added more commentary than I did dialogue…It was a little challenging  

  because I didn’t really want to revise it but… 

 

Even though he was reluctant, he took Dr. Jackson’s advice, and made what he believed 

to be the proper revisions to his paper. Dr. Jackson’s comments included giving Kevin 

the choice to make revisions, while at the same time, complimenting him on his draft. All 

of these comments reflected Dr. Jackson’s giving Kevin legitimacy as a decision maker 

and a writer. (This legitimizing, in turn, may have led to Kevin’s continual recognition of 

Dr. Jackson as the voice of authority.)  
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 As seen earlier, the opening written comments on Essay #1 were positive. Note 

the words that I have put in italics:  “You do a good job of narrating…plenty of narrative 

and descriptive details….reflections are appropriate.” The words Dr. Jackson used 

reflected the voice of the university and classroom instruction as he used these same 

phrases in the initial explanation of expectations for this essay when he discussed the 

need for “effective description… and an indication of significance.” The next comment 

meshed the university voice with that of the encouraging counselor as he wrote: “All this 

really needs is a little more editing and proofreading. Let’s keep working on verb tenses 

and word choice.” The use of “little” softened the suggestion for editing and the 

underlining for emphasis. The “let’s” maintained the idea of their being in this together 

and of Dr. Jackson’s role of counselor as he helped Kevin revise his paper. The “keep 

working” may have also been a reference to Kevin’s office visit prior to turning in this 

paper and the encouragement that “we will figure this out” -- note the plural pronoun, 

joining Kevin with the instructor -- with a little more work. 

 The comments on Essay #2 also appeared to reflect their on-going office visits 

and the relationship that was being built between them. Dr. Jackson’s final comments 

began with “Your added details are effective and add energy to your depiction.” The 

word “added” imply that Kevin had earlier taken his draft to Dr. Jackson, and now Dr. 

Jackson was continuing the conversation that took place in his office, complimenting the 

revisions Kevin made based on their conversation. The next comment took on the voice 
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of the university and complimented Kevin on his “interesting and informative profile,” 

writing that the “organization is coherent and development effective,” again echoing 

phrases from classroom instruction in reference to Essay #2 and its need for “a coherent 

organization plan.” Similar to his use of “a little more” in the first essay’s comments, 

here he says “all it needs is a bit more editing.” He gave some more specifics that needed 

to be fixed, “a few sentence grammar glitches,” and encouraged Kevin to “avoid the 

shifts in voice—they are a little distracting.” Even though Dr. Jackson gave more specific 

revision instructions while using the voice of the university than he did on Essay #1, they 

were minimized with the overlay of the counselor’s voice as “a bit,” “a few,” and “a 

little.” It seems that Kevin was very close to fulfilling Dr. Jackson’s expectations, and he 

recognized Kevin’s potential as a college writer with just a “bit” more work.  

 Essay #3’s comments, similar to the first two, started out positive and served to 

reinforce Kevin’s movement toward college writing. While there were more corrections 

made on this essay than on any of the others, Dr. Jackson continued to legitimize Kevin’s 

writing with positive encouragement. In the final comments, the voice of the university 

came through as he listed the types of errors Kevin was making related to vocabulary:  

exact word choice and wordiness, as well as grammar errors: agreement, pronoun 

reference, incomplete constructions. But the comments ended with the counselor voice, 

“let’s keep working.” Kevin’s participation in the key routine of office visits appeared to 

establish a working relationship with Dr. Jackson, and as Dr. Jackson recognized this he 
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continued to make his time and support a viable avenue of access for Kevin to this 

community. 

 Comments on Essay #4 recognized Kevin’s writing ability as clearly meeting Dr. 

Jackson’s expectations. All the written side comments were positive and there was only 

one suggestion about a better way to organize one section for coherence where Dr. 

Jackson bracketed one paragraph, drew an arrow to the bottom of the page, and wrote the 

suggestion of “better later (coh).” Grammar corrections were minimal on pages 1-3 and 

non-existent on pages 4-6. Dr. Jackson’s final comments did not include any corrective 

advice, but instead, in the voice of the encouraging counselor, complimented Kevin, 

referring to his essay as “strong and unified,” with examples that were “specific and 

supplemented,” showing a “strong grasp of the reading.” In the final comment, Dr. 

Jackson made reference to a “previous draft,” which implied that Kevin had brought a 

draft to office hours prior to turning in his finished essay. This reference to a previous 

meeting acknowledged Kevin’s participation in the expected routine of office visits, 

further legitimatizing Kevin’s membership in the freshman writing community.  The 

voice of the university, recognizing Kevin’s competence in addressing this type of 

writing, was meshed with the “pat on the back” of the counselor as he summed up his 

written comments with “nice work.”  

 Kevin’s writing appears to reflect his participation in the classroom practices of 

Freshman Composition 1 as he continued to engage in the class, participate in the 
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routines, and recognize Dr. Jackson’s authority. According to Dr. Jackson, as evidenced 

by the comments and grades on his essays, his writing improved throughout the quarter. 

The final grades on his essays were B, A-, B+ and A-. 

 

 Key Findings 

 

 According to the University’s writing exam, Kevin was considered ready for 

college level writing. Based on this criterion, I suggest that Kevin’s seemingly smooth 

entrance into this new community was related to three key findings. 

 

 Kevin participated in the key practices and routines of Freshman 

Composition 1. 

 Kevin was made aware of the expectations of college writing through Dr. 

Jackson’s university voice, combined with an offering of specific ways of 

writing through Dr. Jackson’s counselor voice, which served to foster his 

“legitimacy” as a member in the community.  

 With each essay, Kevin’s writing moved more and more into alignment 

with what looked like college level writing. 

 

 In March of the same academic year I conducted my research, I was able to speak 

with Kevin on the phone. He said his classes were going well, and he was being required 

to write in all of his classes. The focus of the writing was more analysis and interpretation 
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but he felt confident in his ability to produce what the instructors expected. He was 

“mildly upset” with his grade of a B+ in Freshman Composition 1 as he was only two 

points away from an A. His final comment was that he felt like he was improving as a 

writer and he was doing well.  

 Kevin had come to Freshmen Composition feeling somewhat confident that, in 

time, he would do well. He appeared to be one of the ones who “got it.” He appeared to 

not only recognize the avenues of access Dr. Jackson offered but also how to utilize what 

was offered to maximize his potential membership in this community. His participation 

in the expected routines in turn influenced his experience and he seemed to understand 

how to make the community and its expectations work for him. He understood the 

importance of granting legitimacy to the instructor, and also the need to act on that 

understanding by seeing the instructor as a resource to improve his writing. In turn, Dr. 

Jackson recognized Kevin’s potential as a college writer, offered guidance and support, 

and gave him key ways to access this level of writing. Kevin’s willingness to be an active 

member and Dr. Jackson’s indicators that Kevin was becoming one appeared to help 

construct a smooth entrance for Kevin into the college writing community.  
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Chapter 5 

The Story of Becky 

 Becky came to class with multiple concerns, yet through participation in the 

routines and practices of the classroom was able to satisfy University requirements. She 

was given avenues of access to the college writing community through Dr. Jackson via 

his written comments on her papers and one-to-one meetings in his office as he began to 

recognize her as a potential member of the college writing community.  

 Entering a New Community 

 Becky appeared to adjust easily to the classroom routines of Freshman 

Composition 1. In the traditional manner of many of these freshmen students, she entered 

the classroom that first day, took a seat, and then occupied the same seat throughout the 

quarter. In contrast to the contemporary aspect of this classroom community, she did not 

bring a laptop to class and her phone stayed in her backpack. Yet in keeping with 

contemporary times, she wore a variety of skirts, t-shirts, jeans, and slip-on sandals to 

class.  She was on time and present for every class. Throughout the quarter, she visited 

with the students next to her before Dr. Jackson arrived, but as soon as he did, turned to 

the front of the room and stopped talking. It appeared Becky knew how to act like a 

student and appeared willing to engage in the expected practices.  
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 Background 

 

 Becky is Hispanic, born and raised in the same city as SW University. Her parents 

were both born in Mexico. She mentioned having a younger brother who was not 

interested in going to a university. “He doesn’t really try that much at school…he’d 

rather just go to a trade school or something like that because like after all, college is not 

for everybody.”  She did not talk about her parents’ education level or languages spoken, 

although she did share that her parents expected a lot from her. 

  I had straight As this one year in high school so [according to her parents] now I 

 should have straight As [all the time]. I don’t get pissed off but I get like upset 

 because they don’t understand sometimes that it’s like challenging and stuff and 

 it’s not all like easy like it was before. 

 She did say she tries her best to make her parents proud.  

 Becky also took AP English as a senior and, like Kevin, did not pass the AP 

exam. She appeared somewhat embarrassed, grinned slightly and shrugged her shoulders 

when she told me, although she did not expand on why she thought she had not passed. I 

asked what skills she felt she brought from high school to this new context: 

 B: Ummm...let’s see…. what I…what the genres and stuff, I    

  guess…mmmm…like the persuasive essays when argumenting your point. 

  That was kinda helpful and l learned to like…write or get a certain point  

  across…in a certain way. 

 R: Did you get much feedback from your teacher? 
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 B: I did.  In the...like in the essays, when she graded them she would give us  

  feedback and mostly like, my problems would be that maybe I was a little  

  bit vague…maybe. 

 R: That’s what she said? 

 B: I…I guess. I wouldn’t go too much into detail. But then I thought I would  

  but I guess I didn’t.  

.   

Because she did not pass the University’s entrance exam, she had to take the prerequisite 

English class over the summer and felt that it prepared her “a little bit” for Freshman 

Composition 1.  

 I actually feel a little bit more prepared cuz I’ve taken the summer course. I was 

 able to know what the professors need or are expecting from the students…I’m 

 able to write…write what they are expecting…I need some more preparation and 

 stuff, but I feel a little more acquainted with  the writing processes and stuff. 

 

In spite of having taken the summer class, Becky’s self evaluation as a writer entering the 

college writing community was still not very confident.  

 As a college writer…I do feel like I need a lot of improvement…in order to get an 

 A on an essay cuz I’m not really satisfied with a C. I got a D this summer…I’m 

 more like a math person…I don’t really like writing because when I’m writing 

 on something…like the thoughts that I want to say…I can’t write them so fast 

 down…it’s irritating because when I’m writing the thought or something, then 

 the other one that I was supposed to be writing like, gets away…but then when I 

 do try to do like a…a outline before I start writing like…I can’t really do the 

 outline. 

 

 Becky entered this new community of writers with uncertainty. She brought some 

skills from high school, and knowledge of how to write persuasive essays -- which was 
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“kinda” helpful and showed her how to “get a certain point across.” She said the most 

frequent comment she received on her essays was about her “vagueness,” yet she didn’t 

appear to understand exactly what that meant. This misunderstanding sometimes happens 

when teachers write comments on student papers, sometimes creating difficulties for 

students as they attempt to meet teacher  expectations (Sperling & Freedman, 1987).  

 While Becky was not overly confident in her ability to produce college level 

writing, the summer course served to make her aware of its expectations, and her belief 

that she was now more able to meet these expectations suggested that she recognized the 

legitimacy of the instruction and the importance of aligning her own writing with that of 

the university. This belief in the university and the instructor as authorities may have 

fostered her desire to fully participate in key routines (see Chapter 3) of Freshman 

Composition 1. Becky’s combination of participation and legitimacy granting to both the 

University and Dr. Jackson appeared to provide a pathway for her entry into this 

community.  

 Repertoires/Routines/Participation 

 The only information I had regarding Becky’s participation in the routines of the 

class came from her interviews and my observations as I sat in the back of the classroom. 

Unlike many of her classmates, and as indicated above, Becky did not use technology 

during class. More in keeping with a traditional sense of the classroom, she kept her book 

open and pencil poised over her notebook, and she appeared to write notes pertaining to 

the instructor’s lectures. She attended every class, was never late, and never left early. At 
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no time during the quarter did she raise her hand to ask a question; however, when the 

class responded chorally, she participated with them. During group activities, Becky 

moved her chair to better face her partner and appeared to engage with the text and the 

topic assigned as she took notes. When it came time for the group to share their findings, 

Becky was not the spokesperson, but did nod her head in agreement as her partner shared 

out loud, uttering an occasional “yeah” when her partner made an observation. As the 

quarter progressed she shared with me about her visits to Dr. Jackson’s office, a key 

participatory routine in this class, to review her essay drafts prior to writing a final draft. 

These visits are discussed in detail further in this chapter.    

 Expectations and Challenges  

 Becky’s expectations for this class were related to her experiences in her 

University summer English class. As mentioned previously, she felt more prepared for 

college writing since she had taken the summer class. She compared what she learned 

over the summer to some high school learning. 

B: Back in high school we would write a certain…or we would think by like 

 writing…like really complex sentences and wordy sentences to say a 

 certain point it was good, but then, now in the university you have to use 

 more structure throughout the sentences and your words are meant to say 

 in the least amount sent…or words 

R: Ok, so they’re asking you to write shorter sentences but more clear? 
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 B: Yeah, like more concise. 

 R: So are the expectations of (Dr. Jackson) are pretty much in line with what  

  you learned this summer? 

 B: Pretty much…pretty much. 

This alignment of expectations between the two instructors may have furthered her 

recognition of the legitimacy of SW University’s instruction. This instruction also 

provided an avenue of access for Becky as she came to Freshman Composition 1 already 

aware of some of the expectations for college writing.  

 In spite of the learning that had taken place in the summer class, she was still 

concerned about this class and her writing ability. When I asked about the challenges she 

was facing so far, they reflected her status as a second language learner: 

 Challenges…since my…my English is my second language   

 so…it’s kinda harder when you try…write something like my process, I have to 

 think it first in Spanish and try to translate it in to English in my head and then 

 like write it. And but then…umm…there’s times when like if I write in Spanish  

 like I will…the writing will just flow and I will be able to use certain   

 vocabulary that is expected to be used in universities, but when I try to   

 translate it to English…that vocabulary in Spanish like disappears in English so it 

 kinda affects the way the writing is and stuff and it doesn’t really have the same 

 meaning. 

Later on in the same interview, Becky talked about additional challenges:  

 

 …the other challenges I think like…I don’t really like writing and I’m not  so 

 much comfortable with it and then third, like, I always have trouble, like, 
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 organizing my thoughts and stuff so when it comes to writing, I just write and not 

 really say the paragraphs are in correct order or if the writing flows and 

 that…that’s what it’s supposed to do,  use correct transitions… that’s kinda hard 

 though for me, to be able to make transition every single paragraph. 

Becky was concerned about her ability to translate from Spanish to English in writing, 

and it was apparent as we talked that she had to stop and think about how to answer my 

questions in English. She often paused and repeated words and phrases. She said she had 

trouble organizing her thoughts and putting them on paper in a coherent way. It appeared 

that much of her concern stemmed from the D she received in the summer class that had 

been intended to prepare her for this class. It appeared, relative to her summer grade, that 

even though Becky had taken the class and said she had learned what the instructor 

wanted, according to the University, she was still falling short of becoming a college 

writer. This grade may have also added to her concerns and dislike of writing as she may 

have initially seen herself outside the writing community. Interesting to note, even though 

it appeared Becky did not satisfy the grade expectations for her summer class as a writer, 

it did not negate her experience or learning as she was able to produce satisfactory 

college level writing during the fall.  

 She continued to talk about how difficult writing was for her. 

 Ok…like see for math, like, you know, you can use…to solve this you can use 

 this equation…like two equals and then three equals…but then in writing, you 

 have to…it’s a different style for everybody…and there’s different…yeah there’s 

 rules and stuff to follow, but it’s not as easy to follow as math equation or 

 something. 
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For her, it appeared that while writing was bound by particular rules, everyone had a 

different style and so the rules were not clearly defined. She recognized the need for 

organization and transitions, but going from Spanish to English added another layer of 

complications. Unlike Kevin, for whom English was also his second language yet did not 

appear to struggle with translation, her need to translate was clearly a source of 

frustration for her. This frustration may have led to her participation in one-to-one office 

visits with Dr. Jackson, gaining his support through his university and counselor voices, 

as she, like Kevin, recognized and utilized Dr. Jackson as a resource for writing.  

 We moved on to talk about how she was going to overcome her challenges. When 

I referred back to her comment about how as a college writer she needed “a little bit more 

preparation,” I asked her how she was planning on “preparing herself more.” When she 

hesitated, I mentioned the essay she was currently working on.  

 R: Think about the paper you’re writing right now. What are you doing?   

  What’s going through your head as you are getting ready to write a draft? 

 B: Yeah. Ummm…well…like I’m thinking about what I want to write in…in  

  the essay…what …what I want to do and then when something comes up I 

  just kinda write it…my thoughts down. That way when I’m writing it, I  

  really know what I want to write about. 

 R: Ok. 
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 B: And ummm…and write…oh so the readings that we’re doing from the  

  textbook? 

 R:  [uh huh] 

 B: They have been really helpful cuz  there’s a…like there’s a  section where  

  like it tells you, oh…ummm…ummm…where you can break it down the  

  things you can write about like the climax the…or first... the exposition  

  and rising action and then so…ummm…before I can write the essay,  

  I’m trying to go and study and write that…like the main points I want to  

  do for those things. And then like, asking questions ummm…like   

  ummm…going to my  professor’s office hours…and asking him how my  

  essay is developing, if I am on the right track? And  stuff…or also for like  

  the… the…tutoring? 

 R: Uh huh. 

 B: Get some extra help there. 

 R: You know they have a writing center here? 

 B: Ummm…yeah. They have a writing center. 

 R: So are you talking about tutoring from him or tutoring from the writing  

  center? 
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 B: From the writing center 

While Becky was not overly comfortable with her writing skills, she was able to 

recognize her struggles and knew where to go to get help. She made three key points 

about how she was going to meet these challenges: by using the textbook for a mentor 

text, going to Dr. Jackson’s office hours, and seeking out the writing center for tutoring. 

The places she was seeking help suggest her granting legitimacy to the University and the 

avenues offered to freshmen for help with writing.  Her use of these available resources 

offered by both the University and Dr. Jackson was also an indication of her willingness 

to participate in the expectations of this community.  

 In relation to her comments about her struggles to become a competent writer, I 

asked her what she believed a successful writer should be able to do and she had 

difficulty articulating what she meant.  

 To be successful, like, to be able to write…and have some…of if somebody else 

 is going to read it to be…well, to have the reader like really…ummm…not 

 interact, but like what’s a word…ummm…to really like get it or like what you’re 

 writing. 

When we talked further about this topic, she rephrased it as “…to really make a 

difference in someone’s point of view or life style through your writing. I would consider 

that successful.” These expectations may have been in response to a classroom discussion 

held the day of and prior to our interview. When talking about writing a narrative, Dr. 

Jackson asked students to think about the reader:  
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 Who’s going to be reading about your experience? How do you want to come 

 across to them? Remember, they’re making judgments about you…and you need 

 to be aware of that. How do you want them to feel? What do you want them to 

 think?  

 This emphasis on the reader appeared to influence Becky’s response to me of 

what writing should be. Similar to Kevin’s response to Dr. Jackson, her response 

suggested that she valued Dr. Jackson’s opinion, further legitimatizing his role as the 

instructor, as well as suggesting Becky’s full participation as a student in class as she was 

listening and folded Dr. Jackson’s expectations of good writing into her own definition. 

 Our second interview was very short and informal. We had scheduled time for a 

formal one, but she had forgotten to come – she said she was in the middle of finishing a 

math midterm exam. The second time we scheduled to meet prior to class, she forgot as 

well, so rather than meet in my “office,” she agreed to talk with me as she had a few 

minutes before her next class. We talked on the way to my car. I asked her about the 

challenges we had discussed in our first interview and if any of these had been overcome 

or if there were any new ones? She felt the challenges of translation, organization and 

flow were still there, but she was gaining a new level of confidence as the last two grades 

on her essays were Bs. She said she was beginning to realize that she can “make writing 

say whatever she wants,” and was hoping for an A on her next essay. With this comment, 

Becky demonstrated her emerging identity with the college writing community. By this 

time, the seventh week in the ten week quarter, she had moved from a student who 

“didn’t really like writing” to one who was able to recognize her own ability to construct 
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writing to communicate whatever she wanted. This recognition of her control over 

language further indicated her meeting Dr. Jackson’s explicitly stated expectation during 

class that students “need to be in control of language,” (see Chapter 3). 

 In our final interview at the end of the quarter, Becky appeared pleased with her 

progress. She had received As on the last two papers. She was feeling better about 

writing essays and “how you’re supposed to go off and organize them.” She said that she 

felt she had improved as a writer and even her speaking was more fluid, as seen by the 

transcript of her comment. 

 Yeah, like, I feel like I have improved somewhat but still think that there’s way 

 more improvement I need to get better in my essays and in my writing. Definitely 

 I’ve improved my organization. Like before I would just write stuff all over the 

 place without organizing my thoughts and stuff. I would just write as I wrote I 

 was thinking or was writing things. In transitioning from one paragraph to 

 another, I always used to have trouble with that? And now I kind of have the 

 flow a little bit more and stuff…yeah. 

Becky summed up her self-evaluation as a writer at the end of our third conversation 

with, “I was surprised I wasn’t that bad.” 

 Becky had started out the quarter with multiple concerns about her writing, even 

after having taken the summer class. However, by the end of the quarter, her level of 

confidence had changed dramatically as she had figured out a way to successfully meet 

the challenges and had taken advantage of the roads of access offered to her through the 

University’s textbook, classroom participation, and Dr. Jackson’s role as counselor and 

instructional guide.  
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Becky’s writing 

 Becky shared the final graded copy of Essay #1, Essay #2 (except for the last 

page), Essay #3 and a draft of Essay #4. Her essays are shown below. When I asked for 

the final page of Essay #2 and the graded copy of Essay #4, she said the essay was “in my 

dorm,” or “I’ll bring it next time,” or “I forgot.” After asking twice and sensing her 

reticence to share, I did not ask again. The prompts for these essays are included in 

Appendix A. 
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Essay #1 
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Essay #2 
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Essay #3 
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Essay #4 
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 Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric 

 

Table 6 

 

Becky’s Essay Scores by Four Readers 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

University  

Entrance  

Exam  Essay #1 Essay #2 Essay #3 Essay #4 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5  1
st
 Rdr  -  4 1

st
 Rdr – 4 1

st
 Rdr - 5 1

st
 Rdr - 4 

  2
nd

 Rdr  - 3 2
nd

 Rdr - 4 2
nd

 Rdr  - 5 2
nd

 Rdr - 5 

  3
rd

 Rdr -  4 3
rd

 Rdr - 4 3
rd

 Rdr – 5 3
rd

 Rdr - 4 

 

  Avg – 3.6 Avg – 4.0  Avg – 5.0 Avg - 4.3 

________________________________________________________________________ 

     

Note:  Scoring based on a 6-point scale and scores in bold are the averaged scores of all 

three readers; “Rdr” stands for Reader; “Avg” stands for Average 

 

 

 Table 6 shows Becky’s scores as reflected on the University rubric. Similar to 

Kevin’s entrance exam essay, I had no input about her entrance exam other than the 

score. Becky received a 5 on her entrance exam and had to take the required summer 

course before she could enroll in Freshman Composition 1. Her entrance exam essay 

marginally answered the prompt, was not clearly organized, was repetitive, and included 
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several grammatical errors. She struggled with syntax and her word choice was simple. 

She was required to take the summer class, which appeared to be beneficial for her 

progress toward becoming a college writer as evidenced by her essay scores in the fall.  

 On Essay #1, the narrative, Becky described her first day of kindergarten as a 

native Spanish speaker. She used relevant details to describe her experience, yet did not 

go into depth on the significance of the event. Her response was satisfactory, but did 

contain some grammar errors. I and the third reader gave it a score of 4, the second reader 

gave it a 3 and commented: “simplistic; missed some of the assignment; errors.”  

 Essay #2 received a score of 4 from all three readers. This essay profiled a 

Hookah bar and included details and dialogue that supported the text, had “sufficient 

examples” and a clear explanation of the bar and activities therein. There were a variety 

of sentence types and fewer syntax and grammar errors than Essay #1. When she shared 

this essay with me, she neglected to include the final page, including the grade and Dr. 

Jackson’s final comments. When I asked about it, she told me it must have come off in 

her backpack or dorm room and that she would look for it. She either did not find it or 

decided not to share it with me before the quarter was over.  

 Essay #3, the exploration and definition of Schizophrenia, received a 5 from all 

three readers. Her explanation of the concept was clear and included definitions as well 

as citations from four different sources. While there were more errors in this essay than 

the other three, I suggest that similar to Kevin on his Essay #3, this was due in part to the 
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complexity of the genre, which may have been unfamiliar to Becky. She had mentioned 

previously that she struggled with translating from Spanish to English and as this genre 

required more academic-type discourse and vocabulary than a narrative, this may have 

added to her difficulties in word choice and usage. However, her coverage of the topic 

was “clearly competent” enough to forgive the grammar mistakes.  

 Essay #4, an explanation of a theme from the novel, explored the concept of the 

stages of grief associated with the death of a loved one. I gave it a score of a 4 as it 

“elaborated with sufficient examples” and connected back to the original text of the 

novel, Into the Wild by John Krakauer as well as demonstrated Becky’s ability to 

“sufficiently” control grammar usage and sentence variety. The second reader gave it a 5 

and wrote, “Interesting reading.” The third reader gave it a 4.  

 According to the University rubric applied by the readers, Becky showed marked 

improvement in her essay writing. Between the summer session and the end of the fall 

session, Becky appeared to be emerging as a college writer.  
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 Perspective #2– The Instructor’s 

 

 

Table 7 

 

Dr. Jackson’s proofreading marks on Becky’s Essays 

_______________________________________________________________________  

 

Proof reading mark/symbol Essay #1 Essay #2 Essay #3 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

    12   0  0 

     

    5  3  0    

    

   

    15  15  36 

     

_______    

_______   0  7  5 

     

    1  6  11 

 

                                               

(squiggly line under word(s) 0  3  4 

 

Agr    1  0  0 

        
Coh   0  0  0 

Comp   0  0  0 

CS    1  0  0 

Dev     2  4  1 

Dig   0  0  0 

Exact   0  1   0 

Frag   0  0  0 
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Lc   0  0  1 

Logic   0  0  0 

Mixed    2  0  0 

Num   0  0  0 

Ref   0  0  0 

Shift   0  0  1 

T    0  0  0 

Trans   2  0  1 

Usage   0  0  3 

Voice   0  0  0 

W   0  0  2 

Wc   1  1  2 

Ww   0  1  0 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 Becky’s Essay #1 was a narrative about her first experience in kindergarten. 

Similar to the side comments on Kevin’s Essay #1, all of Dr. Jackson’s side comments 

were positive: “nice details,” “helpful explanation,” “vivid scene,” “nice resolution,” and 

“appropriate conclusion.” As shown in Table 7, in addition to these, Dr. Jackson checked 

12 good narrative details, starred 5 good descriptive details, and underlined 15 phrases or 

sentences that indicated significance/reflections. Becky’s narrative writing appeared to 

follow Dr. Jackson’s expectations for Essay #1 that he had discussed in class: “well told 
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story, effective description, and indication of significance” (see Chapter 3). She had few 

errors in this paper and when Dr. Jackson wrote a proofreading mark, he rewrote the 

corrections above the words.  

 

Aside from the two errors shown, she had one comma splice (cs), one other transition 

error (tran), two places where he asked for more development (dev), two places where 

she had mixed construction (mixed) and one word choice (wc) correction. In each case, 

he wrote the correction above her words. In another sentence, he simply added a 

suggestion, although Becky had not made a mistake.  

 

Dr. Jackson’s final comments recognized Becky as a potential college writer: “well 

chosen incident,” “valuable point,” “effective specific narrative details.” He ended with: 

“It’s a solid first essay,” followed by an invitation for her to “drop by with a draft of 

Essay #2 next week.” Interesting to note, in his invitation, it appeared that originally he 
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wrote “Let’s work this quarter on sentence grammar,” but then inserted a “keep” and 

changed “work” to “working.”  

 

This “correction” to his original comment suggested that he recognized her participation 

in collaboration between them as they worked together to correct her grammar, 

increasing the likelihood of her potential membership as a college writer. She received a 

B on this paper, an indication that she was moving closer to meeting his expectations. 

 Essay #2 was to be a profile of a person, place, or event and Becky wrote about 

her first experience in a Hookah Bar. This essay was a combination of a narrative and 

informative piece, and again, she met his expectations as she told me later that she had 

received a final grade of a B on this essay. Similar to her first essay, Dr. Jackson had 

written positive comments throughout:  “nice details,” “interesting conflict,” “nice 

description,” “helpful details,” “nice explanation,” “informative background.” However, 

there were four places where he wanted more development (dev): “Good, but slow down 

a bit. Are both of these pipes?” “Great, but describe a hookah a bit more for us,” “What is 

possibly immoral about it?” “Good, but can you describe the behavior a bit more?” Each 

of these comments was not a correction, but rather appeared to push Becky a bit further 

into her topic with Dr. Jackson using the voice of a counselor. There was one comment 

that asked for more information, but did not include a proofreading mark: “Are they 
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actually called ‘dark’ rooms? Why?” again, simply asking for more information rather 

than correcting.  

 This essay had fewer grammar proofreading marks than Essay #1. Dr. Jackson 

only wrote six proofreading marks, yet there were 13 sections where he wrote in the 

additions or corrections without a proofreading symbol.  The scarcity of his proofreading 

marks suggest that rather than “correct” Becky, he was offering a way to use college level 

discourse, in a way similar to how he had offered Kevin the same.  

  

 

 

Becky did not include the final page with Dr. Jackson’s final remarks when she shared 

this essay with me, but it is clear by his 15 underlines (evidence of significance), 7 double 

underlines (good word choice), and 6 boxes (good specific details) on the first five pages 

of this essay, that Becky was moving closer to college writing and Dr. Jackson 

recognized her ability to do so.  

 For Essay #3, Becky wrote about Schizophrenia. This type of writing, as 

mentioned in Chapters 3 and 4, tended to be more difficult for students; however, Becky 

appeared to be able to meet the expectations more competently than Kevin, as she 
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received an A- on this essay and he had received a B+. She also had more errors in this 

essay than the previous two, but apparently, Dr. Jackson gave priority to her ability to 

handle the content rather than her grammar usage. This essay had 36 underlines 

(significance), more than twice the underlines in the first two essays. She had 5 double 

underlines (good word choice) and 11 boxes around words (good specific details). 

 Dr. Jackson’s initial comment was “nice start,” and, in side comments throughout 

the essay, he wrote “helpful point,” “interesting ancient example,” useful classification,” 

“clear classification,” “important information,” and “vivid details.” Two of his comments 

in reference to Becky’s use of classification as being clear and useful were in line with 

the expectations mentioned in class for this type of essay (see Chapter 3). Her use of 

these types of definitions indicated a level of engagement and participation during class 

as she was able to produce an essay using strategies Dr. Jackson had specifically 

discussed.     

 Dr. Jackson offered a mixture of positive and corrective comments throughout the 

essay: 

  



 

 

242 

 

And in some paragraphs, the only marks were positive:

  

 Dr. Jackson’s final comments were written in both the voices of the university and 

the counselor. “Strong unity and development…useful information and helpful 

exemplification,” indicated Becky’s ability to meet university expectations for Essay #3. 

His comments of “There are still a couple of places where coherence could be tightened 

up a bit more…room for a bit more editing,” while being corrective, minimized the level 

of her errors with the colloquial a couple of and the repeated words a bit, and in a sense 

told Becky that she was only “a bit” away from college writing, using the counselor voice 

of encouragement. His last comment following his advice to do “a bit more editing” --  

“But your development is strong” -- shifted the focus of his evaluation back to her 

competent ability to write this type of essay, explanatory rather than narrative.  

 The copy of Essay #4 that Becky shared with me was a draft that she had taken to 

Dr. Jackson’s office for review. The topic of the essay was the stages of grief that people 

went through after losing a loved one and was directly connected to Into the Wild by John 

Krakauer, which was the expectation for this essay (see Chapter 3). Two of Dr. Jackson’s 
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markings were similar to those he would make in his final grading of essays such as 

corrections in punctuation: 

  

  

 

But three of the markings gave Becky an opportunity to move closer toward college 

writing prior to turning in her final draft: 
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When Dr. Jackson wrote “explain,” “?,” and “new paragraph” he appeared to be pointing 

her in the direction of his expectations for this essay. Her participation in the practice of 

going to office visits both created an opportunity for her to clarify university expectations 

in her writing and established a relationship with Dr. Jackson in which both he and she 

were legitimatized in their respective roles of University instructor and potential member 

of this community. While the copy of Essay #4 that she shared with me was not the final 

graded copy, it did suggest the benefits of her continued participation in the key routine 

of office visits to provide avenues toward membership in this writing community. She 

told me later that the final grade on Essay #4 was an A. 

 Perspective #3 – Writing as a Member of the College Community 

 Becky started Freshman Composition less than confident, but ended feeling good 

about what she had learned and her ability to write. I suggest that much of this came 

about due to her recognizing the legitimacy of the University and its instructors as 

authorities on writing, the fostering by Dr. Jackson of Becky as a potential writer, and 

Becky’s participation in the community’s implied expectations of conversing with the 

instructor during office visits. 

 From the beginning, Becky seemed to feel that it was important to know and meet 

the expectations of her instructors and, after taking the summer class, she felt she had 

learned what those expectations were. She felt that Dr. Jackson’s expectations lined up 

with what had been expected in her summer class. She talked about certain vocabulary 



 

 

245 

 

that was  “expected to be used in universities,” she referred to what “my professor for the 

summer told me…,” and she referred to the readings from the text book as having “been 

really helpful…I’m going to go and study and write like that.” Becky had earnestness in 

her voice as she talked about what she was going to do to meet these expectations, ones 

she recognized as legitimate towards helping her become a college writer.  She also 

recognized and engaged with Dr. Jackson as a resource.   

 B: I went to his office hours and he was really helpful and for the essays I  

  was afraid I wasn’t going to be on the topics or follow… 

R: You weren’t going to be on topic? 

B: Yeah. So I went to his office hours for like the three essays and stuff and 

 he was able to revise or read over it and tell me…give me feedback on if I 

 was right and stuff. And like it really helped because I felt more confident 

 and it was better to take stuff out. 

With Becky’s willingness to participate in the practice of going to office visits, she 

appeared to gain legitimacy from Dr. Jackson as he offered his expertise, feedback, and 

support, which in turn allowed her to feel more confident in herself as a writer. She may 

have also developed the sense that he saw her as a potential member in this community so 

continued to return to his office for support. Becky said, “I think he kind of understands 



 

 

246 

 

what I’m saying and stuff,” which reflected her acceptance of his help and support as 

well as her ability to talk to him about her writing. 

 At the end of the quarter, Becky told me her essay grades were two As, two Bs, 

and one C and her final grade in the class was a B+, “so I was all happy and stuff.” 

Because she had previously shared with me her grades on Essays #1 - #4 as being two As 

and two Bs, the C must have been on Essay #5, the final exam. This would have been the 

only essay for which she would not have been able to talk over a draft with Dr. Jackson 

prior to handing in the final. On an interesting note, the C on Essay #5 may have 

suggested that while she had been able to meet the expectations of Dr. Jackson after 

meeting with him about her drafts, when she had to write without using him as a 

resource, she struggled to produce essays independently and although the essays written 

with his help met his expectations, she had not yet fully internalized the expectations of 

college level writing.   

 We talked about the classes she would be taking the following quarter and she 

told me that she was on the waiting list for Freshman Composition 2. She gave a fake 

groan as she said she “was disappointed cuz that was the only class I was looking forward 

to.” I found this to be an interesting statement from a student who eight weeks earlier had 

said she was more a “math person” who didn’t like to write. While Becky felt she had 

improved “somewhat,” she still thought “I need to get better in my essays and in my 

writing…and next quarter, next level of writing is something different so I’ll have to 
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work into getting used to other topics…different things.” If not there yet, it appeared that 

Becky understood what the way would be toward becoming a college writer. 

Key Findings 

 Becky had had to take a different path than Kevin before being considered ready 

for college level writing, yet she was able to emerge as a member of the community. Her 

experiences seemed to reflect three key findings: 

 Becky participated in key practices and routines of Freshman Composition 1.  

 Through Becky’s participation in the key routine of office visits, she was 

supported by Dr. Jackson both through his university voice as well as his 

counselor voice which fostered her legitimacy as a member in this community and 

her writing scores improved.  

 Even though Becky fulfilled the expectations successfully for Freshman 

Composition 1 and each essay (except Essay #5) was successively more in line 

with college writing, she did not appear to be able to completely meet Dr. 

Jackson’s writing expectations when she wrote without his input.  

 I was able to talk with Becky one last time before the end of the year. She was all 

smiles. She felt confident in her writing ability and still took advantage of her current 

instructor and tutoring at the writing center as avenues of access to college writing. She 
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continued to brainstorm and outline her essays before writing them out. She had had to 

write for an anthropology class in winter quarter and felt that Freshman Composition had 

helped her with staying on topic and connecting her paragraphs. Becky appeared to have 

joined the college writing community. 

 Becky finished Freshman Composition and satisfied the University’s expectation 

of a C or better grade. She was willing to engage in multiple routines and comply with 

the expectations in this class and the University. She recognized Dr. Jackson as the 

authority and a resource to help her gain entrance to the college writing community. Her 

visits to his office appeared to reinforce her potential as a member. She recognized her 

own struggles and knew where to go to get help. Even though her essay grades varied, 

they were high enough to promote a sense of accomplishment at the end of the quarter 

and she looked forward to her next Freshman Composition class. 

 Both Becky and Kevin participated in key routines in Freshman Composition 1 

and legitimatized Dr. Jackson’s role as the instructor and used him as a resource to move 

closer to college writing which in turn fostered their own legitimacy as potential 

members of the college writing community. The next two focal students’ stories are 

different. Dona did not choose to fully participate in expected routines for this class, but 

instead brought with her a sense of the expectations of this new community and was able 

to successfully produce college writing by the quarter’s end, thereby becoming a kind of 

community member. Similar to Dona, Mark did not choose to participate in key 
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classroom routines, but in contrast to her, he was less than successful in joining this new 

community. Their stories are discussed in detail in the next two chapters. 
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Chapter 6 

The Story of Dona  

 Dona, confident in her ability to produce college level writing and fully 

participating in the offered avenues of access such as office visits with the instructor, was 

able to complete the class and satisfy the University’s and Dr. Jackson’s requirements to 

move on to the next level. 

  Entering a New Community 

 Dona appeared to understand the expectations for this community. She came to 

class each session, chatted with her neighbors until Dr. Jackson arrived, and then faced 

forward with a notebook out and pen ready to take notes as soon as class began. Like 

Kevin and Becky, Dona appeared to have a sense of student behavior and appeared 

willing to participate in expected practices.  

 Background 

 Dona is Hispanic. Her grandparents are from Mexico, and her father is full 

Mexican while her mother is half Mexican and half “white.” Dona’s comment on her 

mother’s nationality was, “the white part’s a bunch of nationalities…German, Polish…,” 

followed by laughter. Her father did not graduate from high school but instead received 

his GED and went right into the working community. He had worked his way up in the 

Pepsi Corporation and was now in management. Dona mentioned in our third interview 
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how hard he had worked yet could go no further in the company as he did not have a 

college degree. Her mother, the oldest of multiple siblings, had graduated early from high 

school in order to go to work and help with the family finances. She also took a few 

classes at a community college and became a nursing assistant, which was her current 

position.  

 Unlike Kevin, Dona was the first one in her immediate family to go to a four-year 

college, which created a certain level of anxiety for her.  

  I have a half sister and she went to college but we rarely talk to her. But  

  like from my mom’s side of the family I am the first and it was really  

  scary because  nobody knew anything about it…so I was kinda forced to  

  do everything on my own.  Get info on my own and…  

 

Dona’s parents were fluent in English and even though it was not their native language, 

they emphasized the importance of speaking English competently and doing well in 

school as they saw themselves limited without college degrees. Pushing Dona to do well 

in school, and ultimately make it to college, was evidence of the value of education in her 

home.  

Dona elaborated on the issue of speaking English correctly during our second 

formal interview. She talked about how as a child her parents would quickly correct her if 

she used the English language improperly. Her parents wanted her to avoid 

embarrassment in elementary school as they believed other students would tease her if 

she made a mistake. Dona said that much of her motivation for doing well at school was 

so she wouldn’t “embarrass herself or her parents.” She mentioned her Uncle’s lack of 
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concern regarding this issue and how she had seen his children, her cousins, teased due to 

their mispronunciation of English. She was afraid her cousins were in for a difficult time 

during their schooling experience. Dona also talked about her younger brother who did 

not do well in school as another source of motivation for her as she attempted to “make 

up” for his deficiencies as a student.  

 Dona was originally from the same city as SW University, but had experienced 

several moves throughout primary and secondary school. She moved away in 3
rd

 grade 

until after her sophomore year when she moved to a different school district due to her 

father’s work. She went to a new high school for her junior year, where she took AP 

Language and Composition. She did well, but, like Kevin, she did not pass the AP Exam. 

In her senior year, she returned to the school district where she had gone to elementary 

school and enrolled in AP Literature and Composition but switched out part way through 

the year as she was feeling overwhelmed by her other AP classes. She admitted that, 

because she had moved around during her high school years, there was “a lot of 

struggling…and then a lot of like transitioning…especially with writing…getting 

adjusted to new teachers.” She elaborated on her struggles in AP English her senior year. 

 I got in… into Lit class, but the teacher wasn’t really like…I don’t know if 

 it was her style of teaching…I just really didn’t…I don’t know how to   

 explain it……I was already having a lot of problems with moving and   

 stuff like that and it was just a lot of stress so I was like ok, I’m taking   

 three AP classes right now, I can afford to drop my AP English class. So I   

 did and I went to a regular English class. That teacher didn’t really ask us   

 to write much. It was  more of like a “get by” class. 

 



 

 

253 

 

As evidenced by her comments above, Dona did not seem to be one to grant any measure 

of legitimacy to teachers by virtue of their position. In contrast to Kevin and Becky, she 

appeared not to recognize her instructors as “all knowing” and sometimes questioned 

their methods of instruction, an attitude evidenced by her comments that follow. When I 

asked how prepared she felt for college level writing, she elaborated.  

 

 R:  Did you feel prepared by your high school teachers for college writing? 

 D: Honestly, I don’t think…(embarrassed laughter) 

 R: You can be honest.  

 D: I don’t really think my teachers prepared me. I think like…I got   

  instruction in writing on my own. They just…they gave me feedback  

  sometimes. I think my sophomore teacher, she’s the only one that like  

  gave me feedback. Then all the other teachers kinda didn’t care. It was  

  like, ok here’s your grade, let’s move on to the next topic. 

 R:  They didn’t talk to you about what you wrote? 

 D:    [what I wrote] …or what they wanted in that essay.  

  They just said ‘write about this in this format.’ 

 

Still focusing on the topic of college preparation, we talked about what skills and 

knowledge she felt she had brought from high school that would help her in college.  
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 D: From high school....probably the drafting process….like    

  ummm…brainstorming ideas. 

 R: Ok. Did you do that a lot in high school? 

 D: Yeah, because there were times I didn’t know what to write about and I’d  

  sit down and think about it and I’m like, man, you need to have like more  

  than enough stories that you can write about. And just like doing   

  research…(un) when you do research and cite my sources. 

 R: What about sentence structure and mechanics and grammar and all of  

  that? Did you feel prepared? 

 D: Not so much in high school, but they prepared us early from sixth to  

  eighth grade. 

 R: Ok. So they didn’t do much of the grammar in high school? 

 D: Right, cuz we were already expected to know that by the time we got to  

  high school. 

 R: Ok. And did you? 

 D: Yeah. 

Dona’s attitude toward her high school instructors was evident by her comments: “…they 

didn’t really ask us to write much,” “…other teachers didn’t care,” “I don’t think my 

teachers prepared me.” I suggest that she brought this same feeling to Freshman 

Composition 1 and wasn’t expecting to view Dr. Jackson as a writing resource, which 

may have limited her desire to fully participate in this community. As she mentioned, she 
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was used to getting information on her own so didn’t appear to be dependent on her 

instructors for direction. 

 Even though Dona’s experiences in high school appeared to be more “hit and 

miss” than focused in terms of writing instruction, and she had experienced some 

difficulties when she changed schools, she did not seem to be overly concerned about her 

ability to write at the college level. When I asked Dona if she felt she was going to be a 

successful writer in college, she said “I hope so. I mean…I think I’m ok now. I think I’ll 

make it.”  

 Dona was concerned about her grades, as I show in her comments later in this 

chapter, and it was clear that, to her, her education was a priority. Her access to college 

routines and practices may have been limited as her parents were not college educated, in 

contrast to Kevin’s access through his parents and siblings. However, similar to both 

Kevin and Becky, she appeared to recognize the value of a college education and what it 

could buy her in terms of her future. Dona’s past educational experiences and attitudes 

appeared to affect her level of participation and willingness to engage in the community 

routines and practices as well as the level of legitimacy she was willing to grant to both 

the University and Dr. Jackson.  

 Repertoires/Routines/Participation 

 Dona did not engage in the contemporary routines of technology use in the 

classroom, but instead was more traditional in her approach with notebook, pencil, and 
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textbook balanced on her desk. She appeared to be attentive during class, seemingly 

taking notes and copying down whatever Dr. Jackson wrote on the board and 

occasionally joining in with other students in choral responses. When in a group or 

working with a partner, she would sit with either the textbook or draft being discussed 

before her and engage in animated conversations with her peers. Sometimes she would 

erupt in spontaneous laughter. Whether the conversation was centered on the assigned 

task or not was not clear. She attended every class, was never late, and never left early. 

While she chose not to participate fully in the community as she did not visit Dr. Jackson 

for individual help, this did not appear to stymie her ability to produce college level 

writing as she appeared to already have a sense of what was expected.   

 Expectations and Challenges  

 Dona and I talked about her expectations regarding college level writing. One of 

her expectations was based on what she’d heard in high school. 

 D: I heard college writing is a lot different than high school writing. 

 R: What have you heard? That interests me. 

 D: I heard that… it’s more…they expect more pages… 

 R: Ok, so it’s longer. They expect more. 

 D: That’s going to be hard…like not repeat yourself. You have to come up  

  with fresh ideas for your paragraphs. 

  



 

 

257 

 

As Kevin had mentioned in an interview, Dona also expected to have to write a longer 

paper than in high school and, similar to Becky, she was concerned about writing without 

repeating herself or her ideas. Dona appeared to recognize that college writing had 

different expectations than high school writing and as she had not felt prepared by her 

high school teachers, she appeared to feel a little anxious. However, this concern did not 

appear to play out in her ability to produce writing for Dr. Jackson. Even though her 

concern was about page length as Dr. Jackson had asked for at least three pages for the 

currently assigned essay, she told me that her draft was already “five, nearly six, pages.” 

So she displayed a certain willingness to participate as a college writer enough to fulfill 

Dr. Jackson’s expectations and beyond, at least in terms of number of pages. 

 When I asked about her expectations for a successful college writer in general, her 

comments referred to the overall appeal and credibility of one’s writing. “Probably you 

enjoy reading what they write…makes experience enjoyable. They seem knowledgeable, 

they know what they’re talking about…They support any of their facts and their 

opinions.”  Interestingly, she did not comment about any structural issues but more about 

the overall content of a written piece. This may have been in response to what had been 

discussed in class prior to our conversation. Dr. Jackson had had the students read four 

short essays from the Elements of Writing and he had led a class discussion about how 

each narrative was a “well told story with vivid description and indicated significance” 

(see Chapter 3). On this day, Dr. Jackson did not focus on grammar structures but instead 
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focused on the content of the essays. Dona’s comment concerning expectations of a 

successful writer seemed to legitimatize the conversation in class.  

 

 Our conversation turned to specific challenges she was facing in Freshman 

Composition 1. 

 R: What kinds of challenges do you face in this class so far? 

 D: Hmmm.  In this class, I think in giving structure, you have to hit these  

  points and these points. 

 R: Ok, so you think he gives you too much structure? 

 D: Ummm…I wouldn’t say it’s too much; it’s just more than I’m used to.  

  He wants illustrations included…and the significance. But I mean like  

  that’s part of writing a story, I think. 

 R: Right. 

 D: You have to include those things. But I don’t know. What I consider  

  descriptive he may not consider so descriptive, so I think that’s an issue  

  too. 

 

Dona’s experience of just “get by” classes in high school may have led to her concern 

about the structure that was expected in Dr Jackson’s class as strict as this was not her 

experience in high school. She seemed to be expressing a feeling of being unprepared for 

the demands of this particular instructor. But then, she referred to it all as being “part of 
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writing a story.”  So while Dr. Jackson was asking for more than her high school 

teachers, she was willing to accept that it as an appropriate and obvious expectation.  

 Importantly, Dona, along with Kevin, was concerned that Dr. Jackson understand 

what she was trying to get across in her writing as she attempted to meet his expectations. 

She also expressed a concern that her interpretation of what he wanted would not match 

his. This concern and desire suggested that she did recognize Dr. Jackson as the authority 

and she would try and write the way he asked, even though she may not have agreed with 

how he presented his expectations for essays.  As a writer, she appeared to desire the 

freedom to write how she wanted, without multiple restrictions, but was concerned that 

her writing would not be legitimatized by Dr. Jackson. She seemed to realize “that you 

have to include those things,” but still saw that as an “issue.” Although she understood 

the elements of a narrative according to Dr. Jackson, she would have rather written under 

her own terms.  

 I then asked her how she planned to address some of these concerns.  

 D:   So if it’s too much structure, if this one (Essay #1) was really delineated  

  for you, what did you do to get around that? 

 D: I… 

 R: Or how did you make it work for you? 

 D: I redrafted my essay a lot (laughter). 

 R: You did. A lot of redrafts? 



 

 

260 

 

 D: Yeah…ummm…probably like five different times. On the computer, I just 

  kept rereading it and rereading it and comparing it to like the text book… 

 R: mmmhmmm. 

 D: Ok, if this is what he is making us read, then this is kind of what he’s  

  looking for…  

 

Dona recognized the authority of the University, instructor, and textbook. She 

participated in writing practices by comparing her own writing to mentor texts, evidence 

that she was attempting to produce the type of writing that would be considered 

legitimate according to the expectations of this community. This skill of revision was also 

an explicit expectation for a college writer emphasized during a class session when Dr. 

Jackson had read a student draft and talked about various ideas for revision  

(see Chapter 3). During her revision process, she appeared to draw upon her ability to 

figure things out for herself.  Rather than draw upon Dr. Jackson’s individual input 

during an office visit, she instead rewrote her paper five times using the textbook as the 

resource. I would argue that her desire was to do it correctly to garner Dr. Jackson’s 

approval of her as a potential college writer and legitimate member of this community -- 

but to do so on her own. 

 At the end of our first interview, she made a final comment regarding perceived 

challenges in college writing, and her self-confidence in her ability to become a viable 

member of this community was evident. She said, “I actually think it’s going smoother 
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than I thought it would be…I was really nervous when they gave us the entrance exam… 

and when I found out I got placed in this class, I’m like maybe it’s not as hard as I 

thought.” Even though, according to Dona, she did not come to Freshman Composition 

fully prepared for college writing, she came with a sense of herself as an independent 

writer. When she was legitimatized by the University on her entrance exam as ready for 

this community, it appeared to foster her willingness to participate in this class as a 

writer, but only to the extent that she maintain a certain independence as well. Finding 

this class not as hard as she had expected, she didn’t appear to feel the need to rely on Dr. 

Jackson as a resource, and instead took it upon herself to teach herself, “get info on my 

own,” on how to meet the demands of this community of writers.  

 The next time we talked, it was the seventh week of the ten-week quarter. Dona 

arrived flustered and out of breath. It took a few minutes for her to collect herself and I 

asked if she was ok. Wiping a tear from her face, she explained to me that she had just 

come from the counseling center to talk with a counselor regarding a test she had just 

failed in another class. She was very concerned about her grade and was seeking help. 

Multiple classrooms, multiple communities to balance are surely other factors that add to 

the complexity of the freshman experience (see Chapter 1).  We just chatted for a few 

minutes so she could calm down. After some casual conversation, she took a deep breath, 

straightened her skirt, and said she was ready to begin our interview. 



 

 

262 

 

 I started this conversation by playing back for her some of the responses she gave 

regarding the challenges and expectations she had had the first few weeks of school. She 

didn’t feel that much had changed other than she felt she had adapted to the instructor and 

was beginning to “like him better now” than she did at the beginning of the quarter. Even 

though she was not completely satisfied with her grades on her first two essays, both Bs, 

she did not feel the need to go to the instructor’s office hours. Also, while she clearly did 

not appear to feel the class to be overwhelming, she did express some frustration at the 

instructor’s grading system. On the homework assignments, a series of questions related 

to assigned reading, she had received checks rather than check pluses, and she wanted to 

know why. There was no written feedback on these assignments and that was a source of 

frustration for her. As for changes in her writing, she said she was “putting more thought 

into her papers, making outlines, and doing more research” before she started to write. 

Dona was beginning to adopt the expected routines of this community, acting like a 

member, and felt better about herself as a college writer but knew she still needed work. 

She wanted As on her papers.  

 Our third and final interview was at the end of the tenth week of class. I asked 

again about challenges in the class, how she had met those challenges, and her current 

perception of herself as a college level writer. I reminded Dona what she had listed as 

challenges in the beginning -- too much structure, need for description, significance, and 

fresh ideas -- and asked if these had remained or if any new challenges had emerged.  
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 R: So you’ve been in this class for a quarter…so how do you feel about these  

  challenges now? Are they still there? Are you still working with them or  

  are there new challenges you didn’t expect? 

 D: I think they’re still there. I think I deserved an A on that last paper. And  

  was like .4 away from getting an A. 

 R: What was it? An 89.6? 

 D: No…yeah…it was like an 88 and like if I would have got that .4, I would  

  have got an A. Got an 88. I was so sad.  

Even though Dona said she thought the same challenges existed now as in the beginning, 

she was seemingly unaware that she had added a new challenge to the mix. Her focus had 

switched from specific writing structures and attributes to her grades. Her challenge now 

appeared to be to receive evaluations of her writing that she felt she deserved. While she 

recognized the legitimacy of the writing instruction and Dr. Jackson, as evidenced by her 

willingness to revise and meet specific expectations for the essays, she appeared to cling 

to her own evaluation of her writing as valid, which differed from Dr. Jackson’s.  

 Further on in our conversation, she was able to articulate a new challenge that had 

to do with the organization of her papers.  

  Well, mine’s more organization. I think I’m more frustrated because mine isn’t a 

 problem that can be easily fixed. So I’ll go back and read his comments and be 

 more aware of what he’s trying to tell me to do. Or my outlines will be more 

 detailed now. 
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When Dona talked about going back and reading Dr. Jackson’s comments and trying to 

meet his expectations, she was participating as a functioning member of this community 

and adopting expected practices. However, when she classified her problem as one that 

can’t be “easily fixed,” she appeared to be saying that Dr. Jackson’s comments and 

suggestions may not be sufficient to address her problem and it would have to be dealt 

with at a later date with another instructor in another class. “I’ll tackle this organization 

problem in Freshman Composition 2.” She did not appear overly concerned about this 

issue with her writing and was seemingly dismissive of trying to solve this during this 

quarter. She just felt that it was something on which she’d keep working.  

 Dona appeared to waver between recognizing Dr. Jackson’s authority and 

knowledge and using him as a resource versus figuring things out for herself. She 

appeared to understand the value of the University education and knew she needed to 

keep working on her writing, but did not seem to feel the need to rely on Dr. Jackson in 

order to do this. While she expressed some concern about meeting his expectations, she 

summed up her experience at the end of the quarter: 

 They (high school teachers) try to scare you and when you come to college, 

 you’re like this isn’t even bad. I think it kind of makes you slack off a little. 

 I’m not going to lie. Because  you’re like it’s easy. They scared us for nothing. 

 

Her feeling of being “scared for nothing” seemed to illustrate her belief that college 

writing was not something unattainable, and in fact, she had already proven herself to be 

a competent college writer. 
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Dona’s writing 

 During the course of the quarter, while Dona was eager to share her experiences 

when we talked, she was not forthcoming with her final graded essays. She shared a draft 

of Essay #1 and #2, and the final graded copy of Essay #4. She did not bring me a copy 

of Essay #3. At the beginning of two separate class sessions after I had asked about the 

missing essays, she looked at me, smiled apologetically and said she had forgotten to 

bring them again. After the second time, it appeared that she was not interested in sharing 

them with me. I do not know her reasons.  
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Essay #1 
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Essay #2 
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Essay #4 
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 Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric 

 

Table 8 

 

Dona’s Essay Scores by Three Readers 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

University entrance exam Essay #1  Essay #2  Essay #4 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 10   1
st
 Rdr  -  5  1

st
 Rdr – 5  1

st
 Rdr - 5 

    2
nd

 Rdr  - 4  2
nd

 Rdr - 5  2
nd

 Rdr  - 5 

    3
rd

 Rdr - 4  3
rd

 Rdr - 5  3
rd

 Rdr - 4 

    Avg – 4.3         Avg - 5            Avg - 4.6 

________________________________________________________________________ 

     

Note:  Scoring based on a 6-point scale and scores in bold are the averaged scores of all 

three readers; “Rdr” stands for Reader; “Avg” stands for Average. 

 

 Table 8 shows Dona’s scores as reflected on the University rubric. As previously 

mentioned, I had no input other than the final score.  Dona received a 10 out of a possible 

12 on the entrance writing exam. Her approach to the prompt was detailed and complete. 

She used a personal anecdote to illustrate the focus of the prompt and finished with moral 

advice connected to her learning. Her vocabulary was sophisticated and precise and 
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included words such as remnants, encountered, conversed, maturation. According to the 

University, she was ready for college level writing.  

 Dona’s Essay #1, a narrative, told of an event that she experienced during Middle 

School. The essay opened with a philosophical statement about the naïve views of youth 

and then illustrated in detail the event and elaborated with “appropriate examples and 

sensible reasoning.” She included several reflective comments regarding the significance 

of the event, an element of narrative writing emphasized by Dr. Jackson during class (see 

Chapter III). I gave this essay a 5. The second reader gave it a 4 with the comment, 

“some awkward diction, but follows assignment.” The third reader also gave it a 4. 

 Essay #2 was to be a profile of a person, place, or event. She wrote about a beach 

close to where she grew up and her last visit there before leaving for college. Her 

response was “thoughtful” and “clearly competent,” and “elaborated the response with 

appropriate examples and sensible reasoning.” She also demonstrated her ability to 

“choose words accurately, vary sentences effectively” while observing English 

conventions. All three readers gave it a 5 and the second reader wrote “good detail; few 

errors.”  

 The purpose of Essay #4 was to identify a theme in the novel Into the Wild by 

John Krakauer in order to help the reader develop a deeper understanding of the book. 

Her topic was the oedipal conflict that occurred between the main character and his 

father. Similar to Essay #2, this was another well-written paper in which Dona 
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thoughtfully responded to the text. She included personal connections and outside 

resources that helped to explain and define her topic. Her writing had very few errors. I 

gave the essay a 5. The second reader gave it a 5 as well, with the comments “good 

diction; closely follows the assignment.” The essay received a 4 from the third reader. 

 In all three of essays, Dona demonstrated her ability to competently respond to a 

prompt, sufficiently support her claims, and elaborate with details and evidence of 

significance. Similar to Kevin and according to the University rubric, Dona was able to 

produce writing in line with college level expectations.  

 Perspective #2 – The Instructor’s 

Table 9 

 

Dr. Jackson’s proofreading marks on Dona’s Essay #4 

_______________________________________________________________________  

 

Proof reading mark/symbol  Essay #4 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

     0 

     

             

     0 

 

     44 

     

_______ 

_______    10 

     

 

  

     1 
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(squiggly line under word(s))  0 

    

 

Agr     0     

        
Coh    0 

Comp    0    

CS     0     

Dev      3 

Dig    0 

Exact    0       

Frag    0     

Lc    0     

Logic    0     

Mixed     0 

Num    0 

Ref    0     

Shift    0     

T     0 

Trans    0     

Usage    0   

Voice    0    

W    1    
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Wc    0 

Ww    0    

 

 

 Essay #4 was the only essay Dona gave me that included Dr. Jackson’s 

proofreading marks and comments. This essay demonstrated how, near the end of the 

quarter, Dona had maintained her competency at being able to produce college level 

writing. Dr. Jackson saw her work positively.  His initial comment was “nice start,”  

followed by almost all positive remarks: “nice connection to the novel,” “clear 

definition,” “good example,” “helpful specific example,” “important point,” “good 

point,” (his underline), “appropriate use of example,” and “logical conclusion.” He had 

underlined 44 phrases/sentences and double underlined 10 words as indicators of 

significance/reflection and good word choice. His comments were directly related to the 

in-class instruction about how to approach Essay #4 (see Chapter 3). He had told the 

students to bring in “personal connections,” which Dona had done in the first paragraph. 

He had also emphasized the concept of “not confusing the reader,” and with his 

comments that used the words clear, very helpful, important, and logical, he appeared to 

recognize Dona’s ability to meet his expectations for this essay.  

 There were only two word-choice proofreading marks (wc) and one wordy (w) 

mark.  
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________________________________________________________________ 

    

________________________________________________________________ 

   

The other three marks addressed the need for more development of an idea (dev.): “How 

does reflection lead to conflict? “Can you say a bit more about Walt’s plans?” and “How 

does Jon Krakauer’s own experience with his father amplify this?” 

 The rest of Dr. Jackson’ marks were not accompanied by proofreading marks, his 

University voice, but instead were more in line with his counselor voice, suggestions to 

help her with her writing. This was similar to what Dr. Jackson had done for Kevin in his 

Essay #4 as well. 

 

  

_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Twice Dr. Jackson added the page number to Dona’s in text citation and once he circled 

the word “topic” and wrote above it, “term.” Otherwise, there were minimal corrections 

or proofreading marks on Dona’s essay. 

  Dr. Jackson’s final comments included the terms “very effective,” “good job of 

synthesizing your reading and your experience,” and “very good job of maintaining your 

focus.” Clearly, Dona was not one of the students whom Dr. Jackson had been thinking 

of when he said that “engaging with the text was an alien experience” for them (see 

Chapter 3). His only “suggestion” in these comments was in reference to “improving 

organization and development a bit more.” His use of suggestion and a bit more, 

supporting rather than criticizing words, appeared to be from a counselor pushing a 

student closer to the expectations, rather than a University instructor, correcting. He 

seemed to approach Dona as someone who understood how to respond to the prompt, 

knew how to incorporate other writing into her own writing, and was able to write using 
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standard English conventions. That is, most of his comments seemed to recognize Dona 

as an emerging college writer. 

 Dona’s approach to the essay and her addressing his expectations explicitly 

suggested that at this point she recognized Dr. Jackson as the authority and was willing to 

comply with his suggestions for writing; however, this granting of legitimacy shifted 

slightly as is evidenced in the next section. 

 Perspective #3 - Writing as a Member of the College Community 

 For Essay #1, Dona had made changes based on what Dr. Jackson had said in 

class in reference to another student essay (see Chapter 3), thus granting him a certain 

level of authority from the beginning.   After the class session when several sample 

essays were read and discussed, Dona told me that she returned to her own essay and 

rewrote it. She said she pulled in additional resources, the textbook, the class discussion, 

and read aloud samples, and used them as mentor texts from which to fashion her own 

writing. And, as he had discussed in class the importance of using descriptive details in 

this first essay, she said, “I added more details…description. I made sure I had 

description in mine.” She said she was focused on giving Dr. Jackson “what he wanted” 

and she tried “to follow his instructions carefully.” Initially, she clearly saw him as a 

resource for writing instruction, and while she drew on valuable resources for her work, 

what is interesting is the decline throughout the quarter of her acceptance of his authority 

as an evaluator of college writing. 
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 After Essays #1 and #2 were returned with grades and comments, she said, “So 

I’ll go back and read his comments and be more aware of what he’s trying to tell me to 

do,” and she would make adjustments to the next essay, recognizing Dr. Jackson’s role.  

However, with Essay #4, she began to question his grading. She believed that she 

deserved a better grade on this essay (A) than the one assigned (B+) and felt that 

sometimes Dr. Jackson “didn’t understand what she was trying to say.” This may have 

been evidence of Dona’s feeling more comfortable as a kind of authority in this 

community herself. In the beginning of the quarter, when she was standing somewhat 

outside the community looking in, she had articulated some concerns about her ability to 

perform competently. Now that she had spent seven weeks inside this classroom, she 

began to question Dr. Jackson and his evaluation of her writing.  

 

D: Sometimes…like the last one he said I needed more organization and after 

 I read through it again, I was like, ok he’s right about that.  But there’s 

 some where he’s like…cuz he put that I didn’t incorporate Jon 

 Kraukaur…do you know what the essay was about? 

R: Yeah. 

D: That I didn’t incorporate Jon Kraukaur’s experiences a lot but in the 

 prompt he said Jon K’s experience or Chris McCandless. So I said why 

 you are going to take points off when you said I had a choice? 

R: Did you talk to him? 
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 D: No. 

R: Is it worth talking to him about? 

D: I don’t know. It was point 4 percent of a point. Point 4. 

 

It is interesting to note that in the next comment (below) Dona referred to the instructor’s 

not understanding what “we’re trying to say in our essays” rather than what “I’m trying 

to say, in mine” perhaps evidence of her sense of belonging to a collective group even as 

she expressed her frustration. And as a member of this group, she could criticize his 

comments on her essay based on what he had said in the classroom: 

 And yeah, it’s because his feedback is good, but sometimes like, I think   

 he’s wrong. (laughter) There’s times when like he’s right, but like he   

 doesn’t understand what we’re trying to say in our essays and we’re like   

 no that’s correct, you don’t understand. Do you know what I mean? 

 

In a very real sense, Dona was in a one sided negotiation with Dr. Jackson, one sided 

because she did not talk to him one-on-one in his office as apparently she wasn’t sure if it 

was worth it.  But with her laughter and her simulated conversation with Dr. Jackson, she 

at least presented herself to me as a budding equal to Dr. Jackson, in contrast to Kevin 

and Becky who tended to view Dr. Jackson as the one with ultimate authority and 

themselves without any.  

 

 

 



 

 

293 

 

Key Findings 

 According to the University, Dona had already been granted a certain measure of 

legitimacy by her entrance exam. Her entrance to this new community was related to 

three key findings. 

 Dona’s participation was of a different kind and she did not fully 

participate in key practices and routines of Freshman Composition 1. 

 Dona appeared to bring to this class a sense of the expectations of college 

writing and this served to foster her legitimacy as a member of this 

community. 

 With each essay, Dona was able to maintain an alignment with what 

looked like college level writing. 

   

  I was fortunate to speak with Dona at the end of the 2011-2012 school year. She 

approached the table where I was sitting near a coffee shop on campus, and still radiated 

with the confidence of a happy college student. Her smile was broad and her “Hi Miss 

Lisa” greeting was followed by a hug. Gone were the tears or worries about academic 

performance. She sat down and we chatted about her winter and spring quarters. In her 

Freshman Composition 1 class, her final essay grades were three Bs and two As. She 

finished the class with a B+. She said she had learned in Freshman Composition 2 how to 

“add to her essays ideas that were relevant” while maintaining particular organizational 

structures. She felt confident in her ability to produce college level writing and had 
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successfully written a twelve page paper for a sociology class during winter quarter. She 

was looking forward to her summer school class of Freshman Composition 3. It appeared 

that Dona felt prepared to meet the writing expectations of the rest of her college 

education. 

 Dona came to Freshman Composition 1 with a measure of legitimacy already 

granted by the University. She did not appear to feel the need to participate in all the 

practices and routines.  Not only had she already gained access to the community via her 

entrance exam, but her potential membership was further confirmed by Dr. Jackson’s 

grades and written comments on her essays. She was moving closer and closer to being a 

legitimate member of this community, and in many ways was already acting like one. She 

said she would not go see the instructor “at least not until I see myself dropping quickly,” 

a circumstance which did not come about as evidenced by her grades. Her final comment 

about her grade on Essay #4 was, “I don’t care if I get an A (in the class). I just want the 

A on this essay.” And then she laughed. It appeared that Dona was used to doing well and 

had a hard time accepting less than what she thought she deserved. I suggest that Dona, 

based on her background, had learned to make do on her own and did not feel the need to 

fully participate in all the routines to gain access to this community.  

 Kevin, Becky, and Dona, although by different avenues, had all appeared to have 

gained access to the college writing community. They participated differently and learned 

how to produce college level writing. The next focal student, Mark, had a different story. 
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Initially, he had been considered ready for the college writing community as evidenced 

by his entrance exam score. However, Mark took a different approach to participation 

and the challenges inherent in Freshman Composition 1, complicating his journey which 

appeared less successful than that of the other three focal students. His story is covered in 

the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7 

The Story of Mark 

 Mark came to Freshman Composition unsure of himself as a writer. His 

engagement in the expected routines and practices of the class was minimal and along 

with the subtle withdrawing of legitimacy of his potential membership by Dr. Jackson, 

Mark’s ability to join this community became limited. 

 Entering a New Community 

 From the back row, I watched Mark come into the room on the first day of 

Freshman Composition 1. Juggling skateboard, laptop, water bottle and backpack, he 

found his way to the back row, against the back wall. He settled in, leaned his skateboard 

against the cement wall and immediately opened his laptop. His crew cut hair, white t-

shirt, baggy shorts and flip flop shoes belied the fact that he was in a college classroom, 

as he could have been dressed for a day at a park. Mark was beginning his journey into 

college writing. I settled in to watch his experience as he navigated his way through this 

new community.  

 Background 

 Mark’s family was Korean and, while his parents were born in Korea, he had been 

born in Southern California. He had one sister who was in her third year at a major 

university as a double major and on track to graduate in three years as opposed to the 
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usual four. From the beginning of our conversation about his schooling, Mark expressed 

the feeling that he wasn’t confident in his own abilities, describing himself as a being 

“terrible” in English, even though in 7
th

 grade, he said with laughter, “I got to Honors 

English. I don’t know how.”  

 Mark’s parents did not go to college and did not speak any English. He did 

not speak much about his parents other than to say their situation was sad when they got 

married and moved to America. Aside from the following comments, he never mentioned 

them again in any of our conversations. 

R: Are your parents college educated? 

M: No…uh…I don’t think they even went to high school. 

R:   Really? 

M: Yeah…cuz, they (un) had a hard (un). It’s sad. 

R: Did they move here from Korea or were they born here too? 

M: They‘re from Korea. They were born in Korea. 

R:   [ok] 

M: They came here. They got married. Yeah. So the first to go to college would 

 be my sister and I.  

 

 Mark began to learn English in elementary school although his home language 

was Korean. He felt he struggled in school but was able to get by on his sister’s 
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reputation, enabling him to enroll in a magnet high school that focused on enriched 

studies and mathematics. 

 R:  Did you go there (the magnet high school) since sixth grade? 

 M:  Yeah. 

 R:  So you went all the way through there? Did your sister go there too?  

 M:  My sister went first and that’s how I went because to get into that school  

  you need magnet points and if you have a sibling…then it’s easier to get  

  into… 

 R:  [gives you points?] 

 M: Yeah…so I got in because of my sister.  

 

At one point in our conversation, he elaborated on his high school experiences as he 

struggled in his Honors English class and switched to regular English partway through 

the year. 

 

 M: … it was a little too hard for me so I chose not to take honors and I went  

  to regular English…then from what I remember it became more fun and  

  easier for me through high school. 

 R: mmmhmmm…because why? 

 M: Because I got to understand what everything was…like before…before I  

  had no idea what the thesis was…I had no idea how to write paragraphs  

  for essays… 
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 R: mmmhmmm. 

 M: I had no idea what body one body two conclusions were and throughout  

  my years I…it gets better…they tell me to write more briefly…and like  

  how to make an essay better…add more adjectives…add more verbs...you  

  know. 

 From the beginning of his college experience, Mark was under pressure to be 

successful in college, follow in the footsteps of his sister, and go beyond the schooling of 

his parents. Similar to Kevin, Mark already had an avenue of access available to him 

through his sister’s experience, which may have provided insight for Mark as to the 

expectations and practices of a college student. However, unlike Kevin, Mark did not 

appear to make use of this knowledge as his participation in Freshman Composition 1 

was marginal and he did not appear to be ready to engage with his college experience.

 As Mark entered the college writing classroom, he characterized himself as a 

struggling writer. As evidenced by our final conversation and his declining performance 

on writing tasks throughout the quarter, not much seemed to happen over the 10 weeks of 

class to change his self-perception.  

 Repertoires/Routines/Participation  

 The following detailed account of Mark’s behaviors in Freshman Composition 1 

contains specifics not found for the other focal students as I sat in the back of the room 

next to Mark all quarter, a position that allowed me to closely observe him during each 
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class session.  The other focal students sat in other desks toward the front of the room and 

my observations of them were therefore from a greater distance. 

 As indicated in Chapter 3, on the first day of the quarter, Dr. Jackson began class 

by going over the syllabus, expectations, and required texts. The entire class was silent. 

They did not ask questions or even consult with each other. All faced forward and some 

took notes in a three ring binder. Similar to those around him, Mark did not raise his 

hand, ask any questions, or respond orally to the instructor. Instead, he had his laptop 

open as well as his phone. He focused his attention alternately between the instructor, his 

laptop screen, and his cell phone key pad.  

 For the first two weeks of class, not much changed in Mark’s behavior. Rarely did 

he converse with anyone other than to greet me and chat with the student next to him. He 

came to class dressed in flip flops, loose fitting shorts and a t-shirt as did others in the 

class, usually just in time for the beginning of the class. He always sat in the back row, 

next to me. Greeting me politely each time, he would settle in, lean his skateboard against 

the back wall, pull out his laptop and cell phone, and arrange them on the inadequately 

sized desktop. Mark’s behaviors and use of technology were not much different than 

most students in this class. He looked and acted like the other college freshmen in this 

course. 

 During the eighth class session (the beginning of week three), Mark seemed antsy 

in his back row seat. He bounced his leg continuously and his book was open, but his 



 

 

301 

 

head slowly dropped forward and his eyes were closed. Dr. Jackson put students into 

groups by rows and asked them to discuss particular sections of the reading that had been 

assigned the previous night. Mark partnered with the student in front of him and they 

discussed their assigned section. After a few minutes of a conversational hum, Dr. 

Jackson quieted the class and, starting with the group closest to the front of the room, had 

each pair share what they had discussed. Two groups prior to getting to Mark and his 

partner, Mark got up, walked to the front and asked permission to leave the room.  While 

he was gone, his partner was left to share with the class what he and Mark had discussed 

about the assigned reading. In retrospect, Mark’s leaving appeared to be an avoidance of 

interaction with the class or instructor. In a future class session, when given the option to 

either work in a group or work alone, Mark chose to work alone.   

 At the end of the third week, Dr. Jackson returned the first graded essay. Mark 

flashed me the page on which the grade had been written and circled. He smiled briefly, 

almost apologetically, and said, “Got a C.” He did not hand the essay to me but, instead, 

furrowing his eyebrows together in frustration, appeared to be trying to make sense of the 

written comments. Included in these comments, as well as in the comments on Essay #4, 

was an invitation to visit Dr. Jackson in his office to go over some of the errors. Mark did 

not go to Dr. Jackson’s office hours all quarter. 

 After a brief discussion about Essay #2, a profile of an intriguing person, group of 

people, place, or community activity, Dr. Jackson assigned each row of students specific 
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paragraphs from one of three model narrative essays in their textbook.  He chose 

paragraphs from “I’m Not Leaving Until I Eat This Thing,” by John T. Edge,   “Show 

Dog,” by Susan Orlean, and “The Last Stop” by Brian Cable.  Students were to look for 

two characteristics of narrative writing. First, they were to look for temporal transitions, 

words such as first, next, and finally, that clarified for the reader the chronological order 

of the event being described. The second characteristic students were to identify were 

action verbs. Dr. Jackson gave them the option of either pairing up or working alone. 

Mark chose the latter. He quickly read the assigned section, shut his book, took a drink of 

water, shuffled through his backpack and, finally, opened his laptop. He did not discuss 

the essay, or the characteristics Dr. Jackson had asked students to look for in the text, 

with anyone. 

 At the end of the fifth week of school, the instructor arrived at 2:08. Mark was 

already seated in the back row, laptop open. As soon as Dr. Jackson addressed the class, 

he announced a quiz. “Oh shit” was Mark’s quiet yet immediate response. The instructor 

said there were two parts to the quiz and that they could use their books. During the 

thirteen minutes the instructor gave them to complete the quiz, Mark flipped through his 

text and wrote rapidly on notebook paper. He turned the paper in with the rest of the 

class.  

 During the next class, Dr. Jackson collected and then redistributed Essay #2 

drafts, each student getting one other than their own. They were to read their peer’s paper 
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and write responses on an “Essay One Peer Review” evaluation sheet. ” There were eight 

questions on the sheet. Three of them asked for a response in reference to whether or not 

the essay was a well-told story that included appropriate and sufficient narrative details. 

Three questions asked whether or not appropriate and vivid description was used, and the 

final two questions asked if the writer had reflected on and discussed the significance of 

the described event.   Nine and one half minutes later, after appearing to read the four-

page essay and write remarks on the response paper, Mark put his response paper and his 

classmate’s essay aside and opened his laptop.  

 At the end of the fifth week, students were put into groups again. As Mark sat in 

his group, he texted on his phone and did not join in the conversation. After sitting in his 

group for less than four minutes, Mark returned to his seat and opened his laptop. A few 

minutes later, his phone went off but he ignored it and continued to scroll down his 

computer screen. 

 On the day Essay #2 was returned, Dr. Jackson went over his proofreading marks, 

but Mark did not appear to be paying attention and instead was typing on his laptop. 

Unobtrusively glancing at his paper, I saw that he had received another “C.”  Seven and a 

half minutes later, Mark continued to type, even though Dr. Jackson was still lecturing.  

At one point, Mark took a break from typing to discuss his plans for Friday with the 

student sitting next to him. Twenty minutes into class, he was texting on his phone, 

typing on his laptop, and then his phone rang, but he didn’t answer it. At one point, Mark 
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turned to his neighbor and they discussed the difference between paraphrasing and 

summary, which was the only comment he made in reference to what was being covered 

by Dr. Jackson at the time. Thirty-four minutes into the class, Mark turned his computer 

around so his neighbor could see it, they had a whispered discussion regarding the picture 

displayed, and then he began to text on his phone. Thirty-eight minutes into the 50-

minute class, Mark was still typing on his laptop.   

 On Monday of the seventh week, Mark arrived late, sat down, opened his 

computer and began to type. The instructor returned graded Essay #2. Mark did not look 

at it, but instead stuffed it into his backpack and continued to type for the next 30 

minutes. The instructor talked about oral presentations that were to be ready for the next 

class session. Each student was assigned a particular chapter of the novel Into the Wild by 

Jon Krakauer. The students were to be prepared to summarize the chapter, read a section 

that they felt to be meaningful, and discuss why they chose that particular passage.  

 On the day that had been designated as Mark’s day to present, he was absent. As a 

result, Dr. Jackson covered the summary and discussion of Mark’s section instead.  The 

following class, Mark returned, with his laptop. While other students shared their oral 

presentations, Mark typed. Near the end of class, he began to text on his phone. Over the 

next several days during student presentations, Mark either typed or played games on his 

phone. Even when the student next to him was presenting, Mark continued to focus on 

his computer screen. 
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 November 21, 23 and 28, Mark was absent. I talked with Dr. Jackson, and he 

informed me that the student sitting next to Mark in the back row had dropped the class, 

but, as of yet, the instructor had not seen a drop slip for Mark. On November 30, Mark 

limped into class. He explained to me that he had injured himself during a dance 

competition and could barely walk, which was why he had missed the last three classes. 

Fifteen minutes into class, he was typing on his laptop and continued to do so until the 

end of the session. On the last day of class, Mark arrived and sat in his customary seat 

and, five minutes into class, opened his laptop and typed for the remainder of the session.  

 According to Lave and Wenger (1991), becoming a member of a new community 

required active participation, yet it appeared that Mark was not engaged in such an 

enterprise. In the contemporary fashion, as opposed to traditional, Mark used his laptop 

and cell phone in the class every day. While these were tools of the modern classroom, 

their implied purpose in class is to supplement classroom instruction, and therefore the 

use of these tools was accepted as a common repertoire. Mark’s use of these tools, 

however, was not always related to classroom instruction or activities and, therefore, 

even though he appeared to be participating appropriately, he was not.  He sat in the same 

seat throughout the quarter, but his conversation was limited to the student immediately 

to his left and tended to consist of discussions about activities outside the classroom. 

When in groups or with a partner, his interaction was minimal. Even though group work 

was an expectation of the class as stated by Dr. Jackson, this was a routine in which Mark 
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did not fully participate. While Mark was only late one day, he was absent for four days 

out of the quarter, missing more than 10% of class sessions. As I did not keep track of 

other specific students’ attendance, I cannot say whether this was typical behavior of 

these college freshmen or not. As mentioned in Chapter 3, other students’ behaviors as 

well varied between full participation to limited participation. However, while most 

students engaged in “school-like” behaviors, some students’ appropriate participation, 

similar to Mark’s, appeared to be limited. Mark’s absences suggested a low level of 

engagement in the class, which seemed to be in line with his other classroom behaviors. 

Not only mentally, but physically, Mark placed himself outside the center of this class. 

Within the confines of this classroom, Mark appeared to be no more a member at the end 

of the quarter than he was at the beginning.   

 Expectations and Challenges 

 October 10
th
 was the date of our first interview. We convened upstairs from the 

classroom where we sat on the floor of the hallway. Mark sat on his skateboard, rolling 

back and forth the entire time. It appeared that he was not ready to take this conversation 

seriously and, in addition, he seemed nervous, evidenced by his shy smile and occasional 

stutter as we talked about his experience as a freshman.  

 When I asked him about what he expected from the class and what he thought the 

challenges would be, he had trouble articulating an answer. In his defense, most likely 
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these were issues he had never taken the time to think about, much less articulate to 

anyone.  

 R: So what do you think are going to be some of the challenges as far as  

  transition from high school to college in writing? 

 M:  In writing?...Ummm 

 R: Yeah. Specifically in the area of writing. 

 M: Ummm…let’s see. 

 R: And this is hard as you’ve only been here two and a half weeks…so… 

 M: A challenge is going to be writing long page essays…cuz in high school  

  the most pages I wrote was two pages max… 

 R: Oh really? 

 M: And then when I heard our first essay was three pages…I was like…oh… 

   I was kinda like…ohhh…that’s kinda a lot. I heard that in this type  

  of English class…in my history class, I have to write five pages so if my  

  writing gets better…if I have to make up more words to make the pages  

  fill in… 

 

 Similar to all the focal students, the expected length of assigned essays was a 

concern. In this short conversation, Mark’s only articulated expectation of college writing 

had to do with paper length. While he identified the challenge, he also articulated a way 

around it. In the instructor’s explanation for this first paper, he did ask for at least three 
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pages of writing, While Mark was negotiating a response to the instructor’s expectations, 

“making up words,” it was not a response that would be acceptable in the community of 

college writers. It was as if, rather than work harder to meet the challenge, he was 

looking for a way to circumvent it. As Mark had mentioned earlier, when he had 

struggled in Honors English, he decided not to pursue the Honors Track the following 

year.  When finding himself in a difficult situation, it may have been a pattern of his to 

seek an easier path rather than struggle in the current one. This path did not fit with Dr. 

Jackson’s course description, which warned the students by saying the requirements of 

this class may be “a more rigorous and sophisticated standard…than what has been 

required of you in the past.” Dr. Jackson did not promote the idea of there being an easy 

way around hard work.  

 When we talked about the upcoming essay, profiling a person, place or event, he 

expressed concern trying to understand this new genre.  

 R: What about the content? Think that is going to be a challenge…like he just 

  talked about profiling. 

 M: Yeah…yeah…profiling. 

 R: Does that seem like a daunting task or… 

 M: Well it’s like it’s different. Like the first one was easier cuz it’s just like 

  description….blah…blah…like…all it talked about was something that  

  happened in your life but now it’s like a whole different (un) now we talk  
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  about profiling people…places…events… like theories that happened in  

  your life.  

 

 Mark appeared confused about the expectations for this type of essay. He sounded 

comfortable with the narrative genre as he dismissively said it was “just description” and 

had to do with an event in one’s life. But now Dr. Jackson was introducing another genre, 

one with which Mark may not have been familiar. When introducing Essay #2, Dr. 

Jackson had said, “This one is going to be a little bit more difficult than Essay #1…you 

are going to be explaining something …you need to bring yourself into it.” When Mark 

described profiling as “theories that happened in your life,” he appeared confused about 

the expectations of the content of this essay as he tried to mesh Dr. Jackson’s comments 

about explanation as well as bringing one’s self into the essay. This confusion may have 

contributed to Mark’s marginal participation as he was already struggling to understand 

the expectations of this community.  

 When I asked him what he thought a successful college writer should be able to 

do, he had trouble articulating his definition. “That’s a hard question…” was his initial 

response. After thinking, he ultimately defined a successful writer as “a person that can 

always find all those five things…those five factors that make a perfect essay, to get an 

A…which is you always have that good…that good first paragraph, then you have that 

rising action, climax, falling action and then the resolution.” The “five things” were 
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concepts that had been covered the first day of class.  But, as indicated in Chapter 3, these 

five were actually reading comprehension, unity, development, coherence, grammar and 

usage. Even though it appeared that Mark was listening in class, he was confusing the 

specific elements of a narrative with the more general requirements for a well-written 

essay. This conversation took place at the beginning of the third week of school.  We 

can’t know if narrative was a structure that he remembered from high school such that it 

all sounded familiar already.  But it is likely that Mark had never thought of what a 

college writer should be able to do, or that he was not engaged in class enough to 

recognize that college level writing required more than just the ability to write a story, a 

genre that he had earlier called “easier, cuz it’s just like description.”  So in a sense, Mark 

is handicapped in terms of entering a community for which he has a limited 

understanding.  

 When questioned as to how he saw himself as a college writer, he admitted to 

being “nervous. “ 

 R: Do you see yourself as pretty confident or… 

 M: I want to say I’m confident, but I’m nervous…like...I know... I know  

  there’s a lot of better writers than me. I’m not…I’m not a very   

  good writer…but…ummm…I’m not THAT  confident... 

 R: Ok 

 M: I’m supposed to be but… 
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 R: Why do you say that? 

 M: cuz… 

 R: [that’s interesting] 

 M: Cuz when confident, then know you can do well and you have to have  

  (un), you know…to do well 

 Initially, Mark’s concerns about Freshman Composition 1 were minimal, yet 

because this experience was a new one for him, it was not unexpected that his ability to 

voice his concerns and expectations was limited. Throughout the quarter his participation 

remained peripheral and his writing performance declined, suggesting that his 

perspectives on what constituted the actual challenges offered in this class misled him 

and compromised his freshman composition experience. 

Mark’s writing 

 Below are Mark’s Essays #1, #2, and #4 (Mark did not share Essay #3 with me) 

and a discussion of the three different perspectives. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

312 

 

Essay #1 
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Essay #2 
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Essay #3 
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 Perspective #1 – The University’s Rubric 

 

Table 10 

Mark’s Essay Scores by Three Readers 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

University entrance exam Essay #1  Essay #2  Essay #4 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 8   1
st
 Rder  -  4  1

st
 Rder – 3  1

st
 Rder - 2 

    2
nd

 Rder  - 3  2
nd

 Rder – 2  2
nd

 Rder  - 2 

    3
rd

 Rder -  3  3
rd

 Rder - 4   3
rd

 Rder - 2 

    Avg – 3.3  Avg– 3.0  Avg – 2.0 

________________________________________________________________________ 

     

Note:  Scoring based on a 6-point scale and scores in bold are the averaged scores of the 

readers; “Rder” stands for Reader; “Avg” stands for Average 

 

 

As seen in Table 10, Mark’s entrance exam scored an 8, just high enough to 

permit him to enroll in Freshman Composition 1. As a researcher conducting a study in 

Freshman Composition 1, I was given access to his entrance exam essay. As indicated in 

Chapter 4, I was not given any input on the essay other than the final score. Measured 

against the rubric and according to my analysis, Mark’s essay was clear and focused, and 

attained a certain level of sophistication in word choice and sentence structure.  Grammar 

errors were minimal and did not disrupt the flow of the piece. The introduction was 
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organized and the thesis statement clear. He referred back to the prompt and text used for 

the exam throughout his writing. It is clear why he was able to enroll in the freshman 

composition class. What is not clear is the decline of his writing in papers for Freshman 

Composition 1.  

 As indicated in Chapter 2, using SW University’s rubric to evaluate Mark’s 

essays in Freshman Composition 1, two additional readers and I independently scored 

each essay. I gave Essay #1 a score of 3 as, even though it competently followed a 

narrative structure, I found the prose to be characterized by “frequently imprecise word 

choice; little sentence variety; occasional major errors in grammar and usage.” The 

grammar issues as a whole severely detracted from the essay’s content. The second 

reader also gave it a 3 and added the comment that the essay “missed some of the 

assignment and had too many careless errors.” The third reader also gave it a 3. 

I scored Essay #2 as a 3 as it lacked elaboration with examples and had frequent 

usage errors. The second reader scored it with a 2, citing “serious errors – missing much 

of the assignment.” The third reader gave it a score of 4, which means there were at least 

two points between the scores. As the third reader did not write any comments to support 

his score, I cannot account for this discrepancy. And finally, I scored Essay #4 with a 2, 

as did the second and third readers. This paper showed “serious weaknesses, ordinarily of 

several kinds. It frequently presents a simplistic, inappropriate, or incoherent response to 

the text, one that may suggest some significant misunderstanding of the text or the topic” 
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(SW University 6 Point Writing Rubric). The second reader’s comment was, “How did 

this student pass SW University’s entrance exam?” 

Table 10 indicates the SW University’s exam results, along with the three outside 

readers’ scores on the assigned essays. Interesting to note is that any two scores by the 

outside readers for each of the Essays 1, 2, and 4, if added together, would not have been 

considered competent college level writing according to the entrance exam rubric for 

which passing was 8 on a 12 point scale. 

 Perspective #2– The Instructor’s 

 

Table 11 

 

Dr. Jackson’s proofreading marks on Mark’s essays 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Proof reading mark/symbol Essay #1  Essay #2  Essay #4 

________________________________________________________________________ 

     8    3   0 

     

     3   4   0 

  

       

 

     6   15   9 

 

______         

______    0   0   0 

 

     0   2    1 

 

                                               

(squiggly line under word(s)  4   7   12 

 

Agr    2   2   0 
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Coh        0   1   7 

Comp    0   0   3 

CS           0   0   0 

Dev       1   3   0 

Dig        0   0   2 

Exact    2    1   0 

Frag      0   0   0 

Lc    2   0   0 

Logic    1   0   0 

Mixed      1   1   1 

Num    1   0   0 

Ref    0   1   0 

Shift    1   0   0 

T      3   3   1 

Trans    1   0   0 

Usage    1   0   0 

Voice    0   0   0 

W    3   2   0 

Wc      3   4   2  

Ww    1   0   0 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Essay #1 was a narrative, and the emphasis during class instruction was on 

writing a “well told story with vivid details and a clear significance.” Dr. Jackson’ first 

comment on Mark’s Essay #1 was in reference to the title. Although Dr. Jackson had not 

specifically asked for one, the inclusion of a title may have been an implied expectation 

in a college class. Mark received eight check marks, indicating good use of narrative 

details; three stars, indicating use of good descriptive details; and six underlined phrases 

and sentences, a reference to significance. Overall, Mark followed the structure of a “well 

told story,” using details and making references throughout to the significance of the 

event. Dr. Jackson’s initial comment was positive, writing that Mark chose an appropriate 

event and described it sufficiently, however needed to further explore the significance.  

This remark was interesting, as Dr. Jackson had underlined six different portions of text 

that he considered significant/reflective.  During class, he had not specified how many 

reflective comments in reference to the significance of the event were required nor, more 

to the point, how the students would know when they had “reflected” enough. A 

reference to the need for more writing regarding the significance of Mark’s experience 

was included in the final comment on the essay, “…there is room for more reflection on 

its significance,” asking Mark to explore the implications of family illnesses and 

intimacies that surrounded Mark’s experience. Based on the combined check marks, stars 

and underlines, and Dr. Jackson’s initial comments, “…a well chosen incident” with 

“vivid details,” it appeared that the content of Mark’s essay adequately though not fully 

met the instructor’s expectations. 
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 In spite of understanding the structure of a narrative, Mark struggled with 

grammar and usage. Prior to the due date of this first essay, Dr. Jackson had covered 

grammar issues during three successive classes related to the use of verbs, adjectives, 

adverbs, and proper nouns as necessary for descriptive pieces. He also spent time 

specifically looking at fused sentences, comma splices, verb tenses, simple past versus 

past perfect, and dialogue punctuation. His final warning to the class about editing was 

“Too many mistakes can drag your grade down.” On Mark’s essay, there were multiple 

grammar errors (see Table 11).  Dr. Jackson crossed out six different phrases throughout 

this essay and replaced it with another phrase directly above along with several other 

corrections, as in the following: 

    remove them (exact)   was   (w) 

 “…the only way to cure gall bladders were to go into surgery, and remove it by 

 surgeons to cure it. 

 

   

He wrote a “w” over certain phrases to indicate wordiness, and crossed the wordy phrase 

out completely: 

    w 

  “…to be known by people…” 

 

Other phrases, without writing a proofreading mark, he simply crossed out and rewrote 

above them, as in the following: 

 

   My plans about 

  “When I was thinking about all the good food…” 
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Dr. Jackson did not explicitly cover the issue of “wordiness” in class; however, he still 

held students accountable for writing clearly and succinctly. It is possible that he assumed 

students already must have known this from their experiences in high school. In addition 

to indicating wordiness on Mark’s paper, Dr. Jackson marked mistakes of capital letters, 

agreement, and lack of transitions, all issues that he had talked about in class.  

 As Dr. Jackson acknowledged in his final comments on Essay #1, Mark met the 

general criteria for a narrative, yet he still received the grade of a C. Apparently, to write 

a good story was not enough. The writing had to also demonstrate a competent grasp of 

Standard English which was exactly what Dr. Jackson had told the class prior to their 

turning in Essay #1. Also, within these final comments, he wrote “…the frequency of 

grammar and usage errors is a distraction to the reader” and then invited Mark to visit 

him during office hours: “be sure to bring a draft of Essay Two by my office next week 

so that we can talk about these in more detail.” When Dr. Jackson invited Mark to visit 

him in his office, in contrast to the casual “drop by with a draft” in Becky’s final written 

comments or the “let’s keep working” on Kevin’s, the use of “be sure to bring a draft” 

implied a different tone and was more a directive than an invitation.. After this comment, 

Dr. Jackson did write, “let’s work…” indicating his desire to work together with Mark to 

eliminate the frequent grammar and structural errors.  It appeared that Dr. Jackson was 

offering an avenue for Mark to gain access to college writing, yet Mark shared with me 

that he did not go to Dr. Jackson’s office hours all quarter. Consequently, Mark did not 

have the experience of one on one conversation with Dr. Jackson that may have fostered 
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his potential as a member of this community and moved him closer to college level 

writing. 

 Essay #2 was to be a profile. During class, Dr. Jackson defined this as “reporting 

detailed information, having a coherent organizational plan, deciding on the role of the 

writer, and choosing the perspective/dominant impression/significance of the piece.”  He 

spent six class sessions talking about these expectations and he had them read examples 

from the textbook for homework and then in class, they reviewed the examples to 

identify the features of a profile. He listed specifics on the board (see Chapter 3) and 

again, emphasized the dominant impressions, or significance, as an important concept to 

convey to the reader. His final comment on the day before the essay was due reminded 

students of the need to proofread and edit the piece.  

 Mark’s Essay #2 only received three checks (good narrative details) as opposed to 

Essay #1’s eight.  However, Mark received three stars (descriptive details) and ten 

underlines (evidence of significance/reflection). Aside from grammar and usage errors, 

Mark seemed to be meeting the criteria for the profile until the third page where Dr. 

Jackson wrote three comments calling for more development of the text: What reasons 

did some of the people give for participating? (dev); Good but worth a bit more narrative 

detail. (dev); What words did they leave you with? (dev). On Essay #1, Dr. Jackson had 

asked for more attention to the significance of the event as well as for editing. On Essay 

#2, he was asking for more detail, dialogue, and development of ideas. All of these 

suggestions appeared to be attempting to push Mark to think more like a writer, to dig 



 

 

334 

 

deeper into the essays’ topics. The editing and proofreading were necessary as well, but 

this call for focus on the content suggested Dr. Jackson’s expectation that college level 

writing included college level thinking. The grade on Essay #2 was a C.  

 In addition, Mark continued to struggle with grammar in Essay #2. Rather than 

writing proofreading abbreviations, Dr. Jackson corrected several mistakes of word 

choice by simply writing in the corrections. In this first paragraph, four errors of 

inappropriate word choice were marked, along with issues of coherence and verb tense. 

Several corrections were made that simply changed what Mark had written, without 

leaving a proofreading mark, which may have been an indication of frustration on the 

part of the instructor as these were the same issues that he had marked on the first essay. 

Following paragraphs are also marked up with comments, proofreading marks, and 

corrections along with some positive check marks and underlined sections.  
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 Essay #2 had multiple corrections throughout and a section underlined, “Some 

people have fun to do work and get paid and some don’t,” with Dr. Jackson’s comment in 

the margin of “not sure what you mean here,” a comment that did not appear on any of 

the other focal students’ essays. In the comments at the end of the essay, Dr. Jackson 

stressed the need for “editing and proofreading, especially for word choice and verb 

tense,” underlining the words for emphasis. This time, he did not request that Mark bring 

the next draft to his office. Along with Mark, Becky had received an invitation to visit 

Dr. Jackson for help in the final comments on Essay #1, but apparently she was meeting 

his expectations for writing as evidenced by her grades and he did not write another 

invitation on subsequent essays. Furthermore, as she was already participating in office 

visits, perhaps the invitation was not necessary. Neither Kevin nor Dona were explicitly 
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invited in writing to participate in office visits, but that may be because Kevin was 

already going to Dr. Jackson’s office and Dona’s grades did not indicate a need for extra 

help. In Dr. Jackson’s final comments, he complimented Mark on the topic choice and 

the emphasis of its significance, so again, Mark appeared to competently meet at least 

some of the content requirements, but not completely.  

 Mark did not share Essay #3 with me, but did tell me later that he had received 

another “C” on that paper. He gave me Essay #4, which was to explain a concept or 

theme from Into the Wild, one of the two novels read in class. It was similar to Essay #3 

in that it was the same genre, an explanation of a concept. Dr. Jackson explained in class, 

Essay #4 was to have “a focused explanation,” so there was no confusion as to what is 

being explained, “a readable plan” so the reader does not get lost, and “an appropriate 

strategy” for the approach or format (see Chapter 3 for a more detailed explanation of the 

expectations for this essay).  For Essay #4, students were given the choice of possible 

approaches to this essay. He mentioned that they could write a profile, explain a concept, 

or write a combination of the two. He talked about either writing a narrative or using a 

comparison/contrasting strategy for their essay.  

 On an interesting note, Mark was absent on the day this particular essay was 

introduced, which may have further complicated his understanding of this type of writing. 

On Essay #4, Mark did not receive any checks or stars, and received only one underline. 

Dr. Jackson’s first comment set the tone for the rest of his feedback: “Vague and 

incoherent intro.” This was in contrast to the discussion in class regarding the importance 
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of not confusing the reader. Dr. Jackson appeared to be frustrated with Mark’s essay as 

the grammar corrections were minimal even though the essay contained multiple errors, 

and instead wrote comments in the margin asking about coherence, relevance, and 

digressions, another breach of the in class instructions regarding clarity and unity of ideas 

for this paper.  

 The lack of proofreading corrections is in contrast to the other two essays on 

which Dr. Jackson had made multiple editing marks and rewrites. Twice, Dr Jackson 

seemed to insinuate that Mark did not understand the novel and wrote the abbreviation 

“comp” (comprehension issues) along with a wavy underline next to statements Mark 

made about the character in the novel and then questioned what Mark had said by writing 

in the margin, “really?” and “according to who?” During class discussions about Into the 

Wild, much was centered on the character as a person and his preparation to go into the 

wild alone. Mark’s general statements about the character’s  having “no strategy” or 

“lacking knowledge or skills” suggested that Mark had neither been listening during the 

discussions nor engaging in a close reading of the novel, more indications of his lack of 

participation in as a member of this community. Additionally, Mark did not follow MLA 

style for the “Works Cited” page although Dr. Jackson had spent time in five class 

sessions on how to use MLA formatting style. Also, Mark did not follow the prompt 

regarding the requirement of citing at least two sources and did not follow MLA format 

in the in-text citations, which he formatted inconsistently:    



 

 

338 

 

  “…in the end, of course, it changed almost nothing.” (Krauker, 155) 

 

  “…if you need energy, you’ve got to find food.” (Bear Grylls Survival  

  Manual, p1) 

 

 In Dr. Jackson’s final comments, his frustration was evident, starting with his first 

line. For the last time in writing, he invited Mark to come to his office hours and 

encouraged him to “hopefully” take more time with the next and final essay. And again, 

Mark ignored Dr. Jackson’s request for an office visit.  

 In sum, Mark’s first two essays seemed to be somewhat in line with the 

instructor’s expectations. He wrote a narrative for the first one, following the guidelines 

set forth by the instructor, using the attributes of a “well told story.” The second essay 

was similar in format, and again, Mark wrote in the narrative genre which was one of the 

options offered, although according to the instructor, Mark needed to develop sections to 

a deeper level. Mark struggled with Standard English, and Essays #1 and #2 each had a 

similar number of errors. Problems compounded in Essay #4. In Essay #4, Mark seemed 

to struggle with the genre required for this assignment, an explanation rather than a 

narrative. According to Dr. Jackson, Mark’s essay was incoherent and difficult to follow, 

and he pointed this out all the way through the piece. His writing was further impeded by 

multiple errors in grammar and usage.  The final grade of D- on Essay #4 is an indication 

of Mark’s struggle with this assignment. Mark’s apparent inability to completely meet the 

expectations for college writing and his non-participation in the key routine of one on one 
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conversation with Dr. Jackson was an indication of Mark being outside this community 

and therefore limited his potential of full membership in this class. 

 

 Perspective #3 – Writing as a Member of the College Community 

 From the very beginning, Mark appeared to struggle with joining this new 

community. As evidenced above, his level of non-participation in the practices and 

routines of this class increased throughout the quarter. He struggled with balancing his 

multi-membership in other groups when he missed several class sessions due to an injury 

that he incurred during participating with his “dance group,” another community of 

practice of which he was apparently a member. He did not participate in Dr. Jackson’s 

office hours, even though doing so was an implied routine in the classroom as well as an 

explicitly written invitation on two of Mark’s essays. Mark was not eager to talk to me 

and after our initial conversation, and as we did not talk formally again, I was not able to 

question him as to his reasons for not going to Dr. Jackson’s office. So in a real sense, 

Mark “left” me just as he’d “left” Dr. Jackson. Clearly, Mark did not display an eagerness 

to engage in Freshman Composition 1 and its routines.  I suggest that a critical factor in 

Mark’s apparent inability to join this community was Dr. Jackson’s subtle withdrawing 

of Mark’s legitimacy as a potential member of the community as well as Mark’s response 

to the Dr. Jackson. 

 Several times during class throughout the quarter, Dr. Jackson made references in 

class to students at this university who struggled with written English and with grammar, 
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and the comments on Mark’s Essay #1 appeared to place him in the “struggling” group.  

Looking at Dr. Jackson’s “voices” in his response to Mark’s essays helps us to see this 

occurring.  On Mark’s Essay #1, Dr. Jackson started out as the “counselor” and made 

several positive marks in the margins indicating a “nice start,” with check marks and stars 

throughout. In his written comments, he complimented Mark on a “well chosen incident” 

and “vivid details,” even calling this a “promising essay.” These were all encouraging 

words and legitimized Mark’s first attempt at writing in college. While it was not a 

perfect essay, Dr. Jackson suggested through his comments that the potential for Mark to 

become a college writer was there. After those initial comments, Dr. Jackson shifted to 

his university voice. He indicated a need for more reflection on the significance of the 

described event, a reiteration of his classroom instruction regarding the need for narrative 

writing to include a “well told story, effective description, and an indication of 

significance.” He also made multiple corrections on Mark’s paper and in his written 

comment pointed out that the frequency of grammar and usage errors were “distracting, ” 

echoing the College Composition Program Manual that said this class was to teach 

students “to use the complete composing process recursively, including invention, 

planning, drafting, revising, proofreading, and editing” (emphases mine) (see Chapter 3). 

His final written comment again reflected the counselor voice with his inclusive “let’s”:  

“Let’s work on weeding them (the grammar issues
4
) out this quarter,” an opening for 

                                                             
4
 Italics are my words explaining the preceding pronoun. 
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Mark to work together with him, to be part of the community of writers as it were. It is 

interesting to note how in this essay Dr. Jackson surrounded his corrective comments 

with positive encouragement in the beginning and an invitation to work together at the 

end. This pattern of comments did not appear in the next two essays. 

 When Mark received graded Essay #1 in class, he had shown it to me with what 

appeared to be an apologetic face for the “C.” As he told me later, he did not respond to 

the invitation to Dr. Jackson’s office hours. While I can’t know Mark’s thoughts, it is 

possible he did not recognize Dr. Jackson’s as a resource for help with writing his essays 

or he did not feel comfortable meeting with Dr. Jackson in a one on one situation in spite 

of the implied and overt invitations to do so. 

 Essay #2 was also covered in Dr. Jackson’s corrections, suggesting perhaps that 

Mark was now one of “those students” at the university who struggled with the English 

language.  Similar to his comments on Essay #1, the final written comments on Essay #2 

began with positive remarks, “a well chosen topic…with a clear sense of its importance 

and value.” Then Dr. Jackson moved into his university voice with the suggestions that 

there was room for “more detail and room for more dialogue.” He also pointed out, as in 

Essay #1, the need for editing and proofreading. This comment differed from Essay #1’s 

in that there was no invitation to his office, no “let’s work together.” Instead of finishing 

with a counselor’s offer of help, the comments ended with the University’s expectation 

for writing that does not need corrections.  Dr. Jackson appeared to withdraw the 

previously offered path of access to his office.  
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 Dr. Jackson’s marks on Essay #4 exhibited a distinct level of frustration. In 

contrast to his comments on Essays #1 and #2, there were no opening positive remarks 

and no encouragement in the final comments.  Instead, Dr. Jackson made a short 

suggestion to bring in a draft and an admonition to “take more time with the next essay.” 

His asking Mark to come to his office differed considerably from what he wrote in the 

first essay, which read like a friendly invitation, somewhat colloquial (“Be sure to”) and 

inclusive (“we” – meaning Dr. Jackson and Mark):   

 

“Be sure to bring a draft…by my office…so we can talk about these (grammar 

and usage errors) in more detail.”  

 

In Essay #4, the comment read as a straight-forward directive (“bring”) written after 

comments about an incoherent essay and a reference to the next one to be written:  

 

“…and bring a draft of it (the next essay) to my office.”  

 

Moreover, this time the purpose of a visit, if Mark chose to participate, was to figure out 

a “topic and plan,” a much larger issue than one of grammar and usage. This lack of 

encouraging comments appears to reflect a withdrawal of access to the university 

community through the counselor as sponsor.  In his final comment, Dr. Jackson wrote, 

“Hopefully you’ll be able to take more time with the next essay…,” an indirect criticism 
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regarding Mark’s choices for how to spend his time, but unless Mark came to his office 

for help, Dr. Jackson didn’t appear to have much confidence that he would do any better. 

Unfortunately, due to Mark’s unwillingness to talk to me about his experiences in this 

class, I have a limited view of his thoughts and can only view his responses to Dr. 

Jackson’s feedback as reflected in the decline of writing quality and lack of contact with 

Dr. Jackson or the other students in the class. 

 Ultimately, as indicated, Mark’s grades were C, C, and D- on the essays that he 

gave me and C on Essay #3 which I did not see. In a final conversation on the last day of 

the quarter prior to the final, Mark told me the class had proven to be more difficult than 

he had anticipated. He was used to high school teachers who “would often let mistakes 

slide.” He faulted the instructor for being “so picky and counting off for every mistake.” 

He also said, interestingly, that he was ready to “go on” to the next class. After several 

failed attempts to reach him during spring quarter, I contacted Dr. Jackson who informed 

me that Mark had received a C- in the class, which was not a passing grade, and that at 

some point prior to college graduation Mark would have to retake the class. 

 

Key Findings  

 Initially, Mark seemed to be a good though not excellent candidate for successful 

entry into the college writing community. On one level, he seemed to be comfortable 

with being a college student as he fit right in socially with his flips flops, skateboard, and 
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electronic devices, and he had passed the written entrance exam. However, three key 

findings related to Mark’s membership in this community of practice as well as his 

writing change this perception.   

 Mark did not participate much in the important routines and practices of 

Freshman Composition 1. 

  The instructor gradually withdrew his fostering of Mark’s “legitimacy” as 

a member of the community via comments – and ultimately paucity of 

comments -- on his papers. 

 The quality of Mark’s writing declined throughout the quarter. 

 Freshman Composition 1 was an introduction to college level writing. While 

Mark was familiar with “school” practices, having graduated from a magnet high school 

and having passed the entrance writing exam for the University, the expectations of this 

class and his response to them seemed to ultimately cause him difficulties. On the 

surface, Mark understood and participated in some of the routines-- the use of 

technology, some classroom behaviors, and essay writing.  He did not participate in 

others -- office visits, group participation, and consistent attendance, speaking up in class. 

In the context of this class, it appeared Mark either did not understand how to make sense 

of what constituted this community and being part of it, or chose not to understand. 

While it likely not the case that Dr. Jackson’s responses to Mark as a student and as a 
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writer through written comments and classroom comments was the cause of the decline 

in quality of Mark’s essays, Dr. Jackson’s and Mark’s interactions surely round out the 

portrait of this decline, and it is not surprising that Dr. Jackson’s responses to Mark and 

Mark’s responses to Dr. Jackson boded poorly for Mark’s membership in this writing 

community.   

 Granted, aside from our one interview, I only saw and talked to Mark during class 

time. There could have been a multitude of mitigating factors that contributed to his 

difficulties in becoming a successful member of the college writing community. While 

Mark’s struggles cannot be fully explained, his experience does raise some key issues 

surrounding membership in a writing community, especially the mutual granting of 

legitimacy and authority between the instructor and newcomer.  This instructor-

newcomer relationship may well influence the newcomer’s level of participation in the 

avenues offered toward community membership. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Conclusion 

 

 In this dissertation study, my key purpose was to contribute to educators’ 

awareness and understanding of the social/cultural processes at work as freshman 

students attempted to enter a new writing community at a major university and to a better 

understanding of their writing during the transition. For the students in this study, this 

entrance into a new writing community came with its own challenges and difficulties; 

some students appeared to make the transition relatively easily while others struggled. 

Drawing primarily on Lave and Wenger’s (1991; 1998) notion of Communities of 

Practice and the elements inherent in entering a new community of practice, I found that, 

while some measure of participation was part of the process of successfully joining of a 

new community, the mutual granting of legitimacy by the instructor and the student was 

key in fostering students’ potential inclusion and eventual full membership in this new 

community of practice.  

 At the beginning of my study, I discussed previous research that had been done in 

educational settings that addressed the issue of students moving from one context to 

another as well as learning to write in a variety of contexts. My findings align with 

multiple other studies discussing the need to learn with regards to joining a new 

community of writers and the importance of learning as a part of this process of joining. 
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But in addition to previous research, my study offers another perspective on the 

experiences, challenges, and successes of high school students who met the criteria set up 

by the University to enter Freshman Composition 1. My study also looks at how the 

community is built through student and instructor interactions and the avenues of access 

offered to the students through three instructor voices. My findings create an awareness 

of the complicated process that even seemingly successful students go through as they 

join a new community.   

Participation 

 Wenger (1998) maintained that to become a member in a new community 

necessitates a certain level of participation, whether it be as a fully immersed member or 

only as a member on the periphery (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Wenger also specified that 

participation does not necessarily mean collaboration, but involves all types of 

relationships, “conflictual as well as harmonious” (p. 56) and that this participation 

shapes one’s experience as well as the community itself. Simply learning the routines and 

expectations of the new group and then participating in them is more complex than it 

might sound. Learning within a community of practice is a process that takes place not 

individually, but instead requires a “participation framework” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 

15) that is continually mediated by different perspectives and interpretations of fellow 

participants. Being a newcomer creates the dilemma of participating in the existing 

practice with the assumed intent of becoming a member while at the same time, helping 
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to shape the community as the newcomer discovers his or her own way of being and role 

within the community. According to Lave and Wenger (1991), learning requires a subtle 

dance between the existing community and its members as well as the newcomer as 

norms and expectations are negotiated and renegotiated based on new interpretations 

while the community changes to reflect the interaction of its members. This process of 

learning takes time, requires understanding that allows the newcomers to choose what to 

know and what to ignore in reference to acceptable routines, and necessitates the ability 

to adapt to an ever-changing environment. In short, entering a new community can be a 

difficult and lengthy process requiring the meshing of multiple perspectives and 

participation practices, and more so for some students than others. Wenger (1991) also 

wrote about the importance of legitimacy granting by the novice as a predecessor to 

learning how to be in a new community. While I found that the focal students’ varied 

levels and kinds of participation likely mediated their potential membership in the 

freshman writing class, I found in particular that legitimacy granting was key in their 

joining this community. 

 I focused on four focal students and their different experiences. Kevin came to 

class with an awareness of university practices that he had most likely brought from 

home. Kevin recognized Dr. Jackson’s authority as an instructor and his legitimacy as a 

resource.  He seemed to understand what was expected from a student, was willing to 

engage in the expected practices, and, in turn, appeared to become a fully functioning 
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member of the community. Becky had to take a summer class to enroll in Freshman 

Composition 1, so she also came to this class with an awareness of university practices 

that she had learned during the summer. Similar to Kevin, Becky appeared to accept Dr. 

Jackson’s authority and legitimacy as a resource. She also appeared to fully participate in 

the practices and routines of the college writing community and by the end of the quarter, 

appeared to become a member of the community as she had successfully met the 

expectations of Dr. Jackson. Dona brought to the class a sense of university practices and 

a measure of self-confidence in her own ability to produce college writing. In contrast to 

Kevin and Becky, she did not choose to utilize Dr. Jackson’s office visits as a resource, 

yet she still granted legitimacy to Dr. Jackson and the university as evidenced by her 

concern about her grades, her recognition of education’s value, and the desire to meet Dr. 

Jackson’s expectations for writing. Although Dona’s participation was of a different kind 

than Kevin and Becky’s, she also passed the class and maintained high scores on her 

writing. While Kevin, Becky and Dona participated at varying levels, recognized Dr. 

Jackson’s legitimacy, and were successful in the freshman writing community, Mark had 

a different story. Mark likely brought with him an awareness of university practices by 

way of his sister’s experiences, yet chose minimal participation in key practices in this 

community. He did not seem to recognize Dr. Jackson’s legitimacy as a resource for 

writing, and in turn did not appear to be granted legitimacy as a potential college writer 

as evidenced by Dr. Jackson’s comments on his essays.  Even though Dr. Jackson offered 
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himself as a resource to help Mark with his writing, Mark did not take up the offer and, 

by quarter’s end, appeared to fall short of joining the college writing community.  

 In my study, I found the legitimacy granted by Dr. Jackson with regard to the 

students’ as potential community members, as well as the students’ granting of 

legitimacy to the university and Dr. Jackson, to be key factors in students’ movement 

toward membership. Dr. Jackson offered multiple avenues of access to the college 

writing community. Through oral comments in class and written comments on essays, he 

set up his expectations for college writing and held students accountable for these 

expectations, offered himself as a resource and counselor, and identified with the students 

in his classroom discourse. I suggest that the varying levels of success in entering the 

writing community reflected more of my focal students’ view of the university and Dr. 

Jackson as legitimate and his recognition of their potential than their type and level of 

participation.  

 Writing 

 In addition to creating an awareness of freshmen writers entering a new 

community of practice, and of the key element of legitimacy-granting in this process, my 

study took a new perspective on what we can learn about student writing as students 

interpret and adapt to this new community.  Through analysis of student writing and 

instructor written feedback, I developed a way to read and assess written comments 

through the multiple voices of the instructor. These “voices” offered different avenues of 
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access to college writing, variously fostering or limiting students’ ability to meet Dr. 

Jackson’s expectations for their essays. Dr. Jackson’s university voice reinforced the 

criteria for college level writing and held students accountable for meeting these criteria.  

With his counselor voice, he offered to come alongside the students in support as well as 

in some cases, supply university discourse. And his student voice aligned him with the 

students as someone who could empathize with their current status and challenges. While 

these voices were present, the students’ willingness to take the offerings appeared to 

affect their ability to produce appropriate writing. 

 When Kevin, Becky, and Dona received positive comments on their essays 

through Dr. Jackson’s university and counselor voices, Dr. Jackson recognized their 

potential as college writers and served to push them closer to full membership in the 

community. This recognition and granting of legitimacy validated their own writing as 

being in alignment with his expectations and in turn fostered their ability to continue to 

write to meet Dr. Jackson’s expectations. In contrast, on Mark’s essays, Dr. Jackson’s 

comments appeared to call into question his ability to produce college level writing, 

which in turn may have contributed to the decline in Mark’s writing production and his 

unwillingness to engage in classroom practices. Initially, Dr. Jackson’s corrective 

comments on Mark’s essays may have been an effort to convey to Mark the seriousness 

of his mistakes and the need to correct them. As the instructor, Dr. Jackson needed to 

hold Mark accountable and may have been hoping that Mark would respond in such a 



 

 

352 

 

way as to bring him closer to the writing expectations of the class. With the counselor 

voice and the invitation to his office, Dr. Jackson offered an avenue for Mark to take to 

make the necessary corrections. As Mark did not appear to respond to Dr. Jackson’s 

offers of help, the written feedback took on a different tone or voice. Dr. Jackson did not 

coach Mark or use his counselor voice in the comments on Mark’s later papers, nor did 

he offer Mark a way of writing with specific discourse examples as he had done for 

Kevin and Becky. At the end of the quarter, the scarcity of encouragement suggested that 

Dr. Jackson may have been frustrated with Mark’s lack of effort and ceased to view Mark 

as a potential college writer. It is probable that Mark and Dr. Jackson mutually influenced 

one another to respond as they did to one another.  

  Examining different instructor voices provides a different way of talking about 

instructor feedback and the impact it may have on student performance, a complex 

process of interpretation and negotiation as students incorporate instructor feedback into 

subsequent writing. It is important to look at the instructor’s different voices as a display 

of implicit values placed upon student writing while also providing various avenues 

toward meeting the expectations of college writing. A student’s ability to interpret the 

offerings of access and respond accordingly may have far reaching effects on the journey 

in learning to write at the college level.  
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In Summary 

 As researchers continue to grapple with the complexities and difficulties of 

entering a new writing community, even for those students already deemed by the 

university to be competent writers, this study furthers the goal of understanding student 

processes of transition. Students become members not only through participation in the 

practices and routines of a new community, but more importantly through the recognition 

of their legitimacy as potential members and in turn, their recognition of the legitimacy of 

the community that they are trying to join. In this study, I saw legitimacy extended to the 

students through the instructor’s multiple voices which functioned to help shape the 

community, with each student reacting in their own way to these voices. For researchers 

focusing on writing communities and their sociocultural dynamics, my study provides a 

starting point for looking more deeply at the dynamics.  

Implications for Further Research 

 This study was done in one university, one classroom, during one quarter, with a 

focus on four students. While the results may add to the growing knowledge of freshman 

writers in transition, raising issues and questions, there is room for more research. 

Adaptation to a new community takes time, and this study afforded only a glimpse of a 

potentially much larger process. How would these same issues of participation and 

legitimacy granting play out over time? Also, the process and implications of granting 

legitimacy need more study. How should this granting of legitimacy affect classroom 
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discourse, both oral and written? What avenues of access should be offered to students 

and how can instructors encourage more students to take up the offerings? Any research 

that can further the understanding of student successes and struggles as they learn to be 

college level writers is of value in the educational system where, often, writing is a 

primary gatekeeper to success. As well, research that can help to create an awareness of 

the process of joining a new community and the critical part the instructor plays in the 

process is of value. 
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 APPENDIX A 

Essay Prompts 1-4 from Freshman Composition 1 

Essay #1 

 “Remembering an Event” - Write an essay about an event in your life that 

will engage readers and that will, at the same time, help them understand the 

significance of the event. Tell your story dramatically and vividly. 

 

 Consult Elements of Writing, to review the features that make this kind of 

 essay effective. Consult for suggestions as to how you can come up with 

 ideas, plan, draft, and revise your essay.  

 

 This essay needs to be at least three pages long, typed and double-spaced. A 

 draft of this essay is due at the beginning of class on Monday, October 3. 

 The final draft is due at the  beginning of class on Friday, October 7. In 

 addition, an E-copy of your essay must be submitted to MyWork in order for 

 you to receive credit for the assignment 

 

Essay #2 

  “The Profile” - Write an essay about an intriguing person, group of 

 people, place, or activity in your community. Observe your subject closely, 

 and then present what you  have learned in a way that informs and engages 

 your readers. 

 

 Consult Elements of Writing, to review the features that make a profile 

 effective. Consult suggestions as to how you can come up with a topic,  plan, 

 draft, and revise your essay.  

 

 This essay needs to be at least four pages long, typed and double-spaced. A 

 draft of this  essay is due at the beginning of class on Monday, October 17. 

 The final draft is due at the  beginning of class on Monday, October 24. In 

 addition, an E-copy of your essay must be submitted to MyWork in order for 

 you to receive credit for the assignment. 
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Essay #3 

 

 Write an essay about a concept that interests you and that you want to study 

further. When you have a good understanding of the concept, explain it to 

your readers, considering carefully what they already know about it and how 

your essay might add to what they know. 

 

Carefully read Elements of Writing to review the features that make this kind 

of essay effective. Consult for suggestions as to how you can come up with 

ideas, plan, draft, and revise your essay. 

 

This essay needs to be at least three pages long, typed and double-spaced. A 

draft of this essay is due at the beginning of class on Monday, October 3. The 

final draft is due at the beginning of class on Friday, October 7. In addition, 

an E-copy of your essay must be submitted to MyWork in order for you to 

received credit for the assignment.  

 

 

Essay #4 

 

 “Exploring Life at the Limits” – Choose one theme or concept that has 

emerged from our reading and discussion of Jon Krakauer’s Into the Wild 

and write an essay in which you help your reader to arrive at a fuller and 

deeper understanding of it. Use whatever combination of writing strategies 

you judge to be most effective. Be sure to incorporate development from your 

own observation and experience.  

 

To aid you in developing your reflections, you are required to make 

significant use of Into the Wild. Provide thoughtfully chosen examples and 

quotations that logically develop your points. Make use of at least one 

additional source. Be sure to cite all sources according to the MLA style. This 

essay needs to be approximately five pages long. A draft is due on 

Wednesday, November 16. The final draft is due at the beginning of class on 

Monday, November 21. In order to receive credit for your assignment, an E-

copy must be posted on MyWork. 
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APPENDIX B 

Transcript Conventions 

 

 

(italics)    indicates my notes/commentary  or extra verbal  

    utterances such as (laughs)  

 

[     ]    indicates overlapped speech and brackets are  

    lined up to indicate where the overlap occurs 

 

(un)    means recording was unclear 

 

…    indicates a speaker pause 

 

ALL CAPS   indicates speaker emphasis 

 

  

 

 




