
LITERACY NARRATIVES OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN
COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS: IMPLICATIONS
FOR CURRICULUM ALIGNMENT, INSTRUCTIONAL

DESIGN, AND ENTRY-LEVEL ASSESSMENT

Item Type Dissertation

Authors Brown, Roderick S.

Publisher Indiana State University

Download date 23/05/2023 21:20:11

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10484/12632

http://hdl.handle.net/10484/12632


VITA 
 

Roderick S. Brown 
 

EDUCATION 
 
2014   Indiana State University, Terre Haute, Indiana 
   Ph.D. in Curriculum, Instruction, and Media Technology 
 
2002   Indiana University, Indianapolis, Indiana 
   M.A. in English 
 
1991   Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 
   M.S. in College Student Personnel Administration 
 
1988   University of Notre Dame, Notre Dame, Indiana 
   B.A. in Psychology 
 
PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
 
2014-Present  Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana 
   Professor 
   University and Transfer Division Dean 
 
2009-2014  Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana 
   Professor 
   Academic Advancement Division Dean 
 
2007-2009  Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana 
   Director of Remediation and Basic Skill Development 
 
2003-2007  Ivy Tech Community College of Indiana 
   Assistant Professor 
   Department Chair of Liberal Arts and Academic Services 
 
2000-2003  Martin University 
   Instructor of English 
 
1992-1998  William Rainey Harper College 
   Assistant Professor 
   Academic Counselor for Student Development 
 
1991-1992  Grinnell College 
   Residence Hall Director  

 
 



 
 
 

LITERACY NARRATIVES OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN COMMUNITY COLLEGE 
 
 STUDENTS: IMPLICATIONS FOR CURRICULUM ALIGNMENT,  
 
 INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN, AND ENTRY-LEVEL ASSESSMENT   

 
______________________________________ 

 
A Dissertation  

 
Presented to 

 
The College of Graduate and Professional Studies 

 
Department of Curriculum, Instruction, and Media Technology 

 
Indiana State University 

 
Terre Haute, Indiana 

______________________ 
 

In Partial Fulfillment 
 

of the Requirements for the Degree 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Curriculum and Instruction 
_______________________ 

 
by 
 

Roderick S. Brown 
 

August 2014 
 

© Roderick S. Brown 2014 
 

 
Keywords: African-American students, college composition, community college students, 

literacy narratives, student placement 
  



ii 

 

 

 

COMMITTEE MEMBERS 

Committee Chair: Susan Kiger, Ph. D. 

Professor of Curriculum, Instruction, and Media Technology  

Indiana State University 

Committee Member: Keith Byerman, Ph. D. 
 
 Professor of English  
 

Indiana State University 
 
Committee Member: Rosetta Haynes, Ph. D. 

 Associate Professor of English 

Indiana State University 

Committee Member: Larry Tinnerman, D. Ed. 

Associate Professor of Curriculum, Instruction, and Media Technology 

Indiana State University 

 
  



iii 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 
This study investigated potential causes of developmental English placement among  

recent African-American high school graduates enrolled at a community college. Participants 

were four men and five women from lower- and lower-middle economic backgrounds who had 

completed an entry-level writing assessment prior to enrollment. An electronic survey was 

administered to all participants and included questions about literacy experiences in elementary, 

middle, and high school. Using an ethnographic approach to thematic narrative analysis, the 

author compared the literacy narratives of students who had tested into college-level composition 

with those who had tested into developmental English. Results indicated that participants who 

had tested into developmental English perceived fewer connections with parents and teachers 

and held lower standards for their academic achievement than their peers who had tested into 

college-level composition. The author encourages future research on the impact of gender, 

socioeconomic status, and home language on writing placement among African-American 

students and concludes with recommendations for curricularists, instructional designers, and 

policymakers.  

 
  



iv 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 I extend my deep appreciation for all those persons who have contributed directly to the 

success of this work: My dissertation chair, Dr. Susan Kiger, for her mentorship, advisement, 

and affirming spirit. The members of my dissertation committee for their feedback and 

dedication. The participants in my study for sharing their compelling stories. My program 

advisors, Rebecca Fiedler and Chad Becker, for their guidance. Mr. Jeffrey Jourdan for 

graciously allowing me to solicit participation among the students in his program. My professors 

in the CIMT program for educating me on the history of curriculum and instruction and 

provoking me to examine the complexities of the field. My supervisors for granting me time to 

pursue a doctoral degree. My faculty and staff for their immeasurable patience and 

encouragement. And all the baristas and servers for every free refill as I composed drafts in cafes 

across Indianapolis.  

 I also want to thank those persons who have inspired my scholarship: My teachers in 

elementary, middle, and high school. My professors, especially D. Chris Anderson, Jorge Garcia, 

and Erskine Peters (University of Notre Dame); Ted Kaul (The Ohio State University); Don 

Hossler and Fran Stage (Indiana University—Bloomington); and Robert Rebein, Steve Fox, Fred 

DiCamilla, and Missy Dehn Kubitschek (Indiana University-Purdue University—Indianapolis).  

And all the students whom I have taught and advised at IU-Bloomington, Grinnell College, 

Harper College, IUPUI, Ivy Tech Community College, and especially Martin University. 



v 

 Finally, I thank God for my circle of support—my family and friends who have prayed 

for me, listened to me, and in some cases, chided me toward completion. To my doctoral family, 

especially Drs. Judy Pennywell, Benjamin Young, Luster Fowler, Linda Girard, Herbert 

Marbury, and Debra Mumford: You demystified the process and helped me re-center myself at 

critical times. To Pastors Kevin Armstrong and Darren Cushman-Wood: Your weekly sermons 

often gave me the peace and perspective I needed to achieve a sense of balance. To my late 

father, Wm. Steven Brown: You gently suggested I pursue a doctorate when time permitted; I 

wish you were here. To my mother, Sandra Brown: Besides being a loving and supportive 

parent, you stand without peer among elementary educators. Last, to my partner, Darryl: You 

held my hand and never let go—I love you! 

 This dissertation is dedicated to my grandmother, Anna Mae Reynolds: I have felt your 

presence every hour I have spent in this doctoral program. I miss you deeply and hope I have 

made you proud.  

 

  



vi 

 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
ABSTRACT...................................................................................................................................iii 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS..............................................................................................................iv 
 
INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................... 1 
 
 Statement of the Problem .................................................................................................... 1 
 
 Purpose of the Study ........................................................................................................... 2 

 
  The Literacy Narrative ............................................................................................ 3 

 
 Rationale for Thematic Narrative Analysis ............................................................ 3 

 
  Conceptual Framework ........................................................................................... 4 
 
 Significance of the Study .................................................................................................... 6 
 
 Research Questions ............................................................................................................. 6 
 
 Hypotheses .......................................................................................................................... 7 
 
 Glossary .............................................................................................................................. 9 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW ............................................................................................................. 11 

 College Readiness: A Concern for All, A Crisis for Some ............................................... 12 
 
 The Mystery of Black Students in Remediation ............................................................... 13 

 
  Deficiencies in Assessment Practices and Policies ............................................... 14 

 
 Curriculum Misalignment ..................................................................................... 15 

 
  Underrepresentation in College Preparatory Courses ........................................... 15 
 



vii 

  Sociolinguistics: The Missing Link? .................................................................... 16 
 
 Literacy Narratives: A Means to Demystification ............................................................ 20 
 
  Thematic Narrative Analysis as Best Practice ...................................................... 21 
 
  An Ethnographic Approach to Thematic Narrative Analysis ............................... 24 
  
 An Opportunity for Discovery .......................................................................................... 26 
 
METHODOLOGY ....................................................................................................................... 28 
 
 Setting for the Study ......................................................................................................... 28 
 

 Entry Level Assessment ........................................................................................ 29 
 

 Remedial English and College Composition at the College ................................. 29 
   
 Participants ........................................................................................................................ 30 
 
 Instrumentation ................................................................................................................. 30 
 
 Sampling ........................................................................................................................... 31 
 
 Coding ............................................................................................................................... 31 
 
  Plot Synopses—Individual Narratives .................................................................. 32 
  
  Thematic Assumptions—Individual Narratives ................................................... 33 
 
  Plot Synopses—Master Structural Narratives ...................................................... 33 
 
  Thematic Assumptions—The Comparative Master Narratives ............................ 34 
 
RESULTS ..................................................................................................................................... 36 
 
 Respondents ...................................................................................................................... 37 
 
 The Individual Literacy Narratives ................................................................................... 37 
 
 The Master Textual Narratives ......................................................................................... 46 
 
  Profile Statement for College-Ready Composition Students ................................ 47 
   
  Profile Statement for Remedial Writing Students ................................................ 48 
 



viii 

  Comparing the Master Textual Narratives ............................................................ 48 
 
 Toward a Comparative Thematic Analysis ....................................................................... 50 
 
  Perceptions of Writing .......................................................................................... 50 
  
  Good Students ....................................................................................................... 51 
 
  Trouble .................................................................................................................. 53 
 
  Teachers ................................................................................................................ 55 
  
  Parents ................................................................................................................... 55 
 
 Thematic Narrative Analysis of College Placement ......................................................... 57 
 
  Thematic Profile Statement for College-Ready Composition Students ............... 58 
  
  Thematic Profile Statement for Remedial Writing Students ................................ 59 
 
DISCUSSION ............................................................................................................................... 61 
 
 Research Questions Revisited ........................................................................................... 62 
 
  Question 1: How do previous experiences with reading and writing influence  
  placement in college composition among recent African-American high school  
  graduates at a  community college? ...................................................................... 62 
  
  Question 2: How do social, cultural, and family characteristics influence   
  placement in college composition among recent African-American high school  
  graduates at a community college? ....................................................................... 64 
 
  Question 3: How does the type of school (e.g., public, private, parochial, charter)  
  influence placement in college composition among recent African-American high  
  school graduates at a community college? ............................................................ 65 
 
 Limitations ........................................................................................................................ 68 
 
 Implications for Further Research .................................................................................... 72 
 
  Sociolinguistics—(Still) The Missing Link? ........................................................ 72 
  
  Sociocultural Factors ............................................................................................ 74 
 
  African-American Men ......................................................................................... 74 
 



ix 

  Family ................................................................................................................... 76 
 
 Opportunities for Innovation ............................................................................................. 79 
 
  Curriculum ............................................................................................................ 79 
  
  Instruction ............................................................................................................. 81 
 
  Entry-Level Assessment ....................................................................................... 84 
 
  Policy Change ....................................................................................................... 85 
 
 Epilogue ............................................................................................................................ 86 
 
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................. 94 
 
APPENDIX A: QUALTRICS® SURVEY FOR LITERACY NARRATIVE ............................ 105 
 
APPENDIX B: E-MAIL INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY ................................ 110 
 



1 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Despite a host of institutional and legislative reforms to narrow the academic 

achievement gap between students of color and White students in all levels of American 

education, African-American students continue to be disproportionately represented in remedial 

education. Recent data published by the National Center for Education Statistics indicate that 

62% of African American high school seniors who subsequently enrolled in postsecondary 

education required remediation in at least one subject, compared to only 36% of White students 

(Wirt et al., 2004). Like their White counterparts, African-American students are more likely to 

require remediation in mathematics than in writing; however, the differences in writing 

placement between African-American students and White students are significant.  At Ivy Tech 

Community College of Indiana, for example, recent data indicate that African-American students 

test into remedial writing at a rate of 3 to 1 when compared with White students (Ivy Tech 

Community College, 2010).  

Statement of the Problem 

Although the racial disparity for placement into college composition is glaring, the 

reasons for it are not, and the literature sheds merely a dim light. Rather than examining the 

causal factors that place students into developmental writing, the majority of research on  



2 

developmental writing and African-American students focuses on best practices to engage these 

students once they have already been placed into developmental writing (Davi, 2006; Hairston, 

1992; McCrary, 2009; Paley, 2008; Perryman-Clark, 2009). Other studies take this conversation 

further by analyzing the sociolinguistic features of essays authored by African-American college 

students (Cook-Gumperz, 1993; Mahiri, 1997; Norment, 1995; Rustick, 2007; Syrquin, 2006; C. 

Thompson, Craig, & Washington, 2004; Young, 2004). Other studies have revealed the racial 

disparities in academic placement (Ballón, 2008; Moore & Slate, 2008; Saunders & Maloney, 

2004). Of particular note, Courses Count, a policy report released by American College Testing 

(ACT), lists key courses and course sequences in secondary education that correlate with 

placement into college-level composition, and acknowledges that students from underrepresented 

ethnic groups are less likely to complete these courses (ACT, 2005). However, the questions 

surrounding racial disparity in placement and subsequent enrollment have gone largely 

unanswered.  In short, researchers know the “what” but not the “why.” 

Purpose of the Study 

This study investigated the literacy narratives of African-American community college 

students who tested into developmental writing classes. These narratives were compared with 

those of their African-American counterparts who tested directly into college-level writing. 

Although conversations surrounding racial disparities between African-American students and 

their White counterparts is certainly germane to the investigation, I was more interested in 

identifying the salient themes—specifically, the academic and social factors that facilitate  

placement into college-level composition among recent African-American high school graduates. 

Hence, this was an intra-racial, rather than interracial, analysis.  
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 The study used a convenience sample of students from an urban two-year college in 

Indiana. Purposive sampling restricted participation in this study to African-American students 

who graduated from high school in 2013 and subsequently took a standardized placement test for 

college writing. A thematic narrative analysis was conducted to interrogate these literacy 

narratives, and a master narrative was created to capture the salient themes for each group.  

The Literacy Narrative 
 

The literacy narrative, an autobiographical account of one’s experience with reading and 

writing, has garnered increased attention in research on writing pedagogy. Affirming Vygotsky’s 

theory of social cognition, the use of literacy narratives can demonstrate how language is socially 

constructed (Alexander, 2009; Eldred & Mortensen, 1992). Other studies have shown how 

literacy narratives help students see themselves as authors, affirm their life experiences, and 

uncover their issues of personal and academic identity (Scott, 1997; B.T. Williams, 2004). With 

respect to college students of color, reading and writing literacy narratives can help minority 

students locate their own voices and reflect on their own cultural identities (Greene, 2005) while 

promoting empathy for other writers and developing multicultural awareness (Soliday, 1994). In 

sum, there is substantiated evidence that the literacy narrative reveals truths—objective and 

subjective—about the author. However, these truths are not self-evident without deliberate 

inquiry.  

Rationale for Thematic Narrative Analysis 

Narrative analysis is commonly used and endorsed in developmental education research 

and in qualitative studies involving African-American college students. Caniglia and Duranczyk 

(1999) investigated the numeracy autobiographies of students in developmental mathematics; 

their study concluded with recommendations for prospective math educators. Sohn (1998) 
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employed literacy narratives to distinguish the attitudinal and social factors between confident 

and tentative student writers. The literature also supports narrative analysis as culturally 

appropriate research methodology. Resiliency studies have analyzed the narratives of African-

American men to gain insight on academic achievement in higher education (Gayles, 2005; 

Warde, 2007). In comparing the longitudinal effects of cognitive development in college 

between White and Black students, Flowers and Pascarella (2003) concluded their study with 

recommendations for qualitative research to investigate characteristics and experiences of 

African-American students that may enhance or hamper cognitive development in college. Even 

more compellingly, Tillman’s (2002) theoretical framework for Afrocentric research 

methodologies specifically recommends the use of qualitative data and analysis, including 

narrative analysis, to “investigate and capture holistic contextualized pictures of the social, 

political, economic, and educational factors that affect the everyday existence of African 

Americans, particularly in educational settings” (p. 6). Thematic narrative analysis is commonly 

employed when investigating written autobiographies through the lens of a conceptual 

framework (Riessman, 2008). 

Conceptual Framework 

 For many African-American students, the language of home is far removed from the 

language of the academy. In her landmark study of African-American sociolinguistics, 

Smitherman (1993) concluded that Black students who employed a Black oral discourse style 

actually scored higher on a nationally normed assessment of educational progress than those 

whose speech was more closely aligned with Edited American English. Subsequent research, 

however, has challenged Smitherman’s findings, particularly as African-American students enter 

higher education (Ivy & Masterson, 2011; Syrquin, 2006).  



5 

 Because language is tied closely to identity, others have focused on affective 

considerations—specifically, the concern that, for many African-Americans, expressing oneself 

using academic language is tantamount to rejecting one’s home language and, hence, one’s 

ethnicity and social class (Launius, 2009; Saunders & Maloney, 2005; Sohn, 1998; Young, 

2004). It has even been argued that such linguistic disparity instills a sense of fear and a lack of 

safety within African-American students when they first enter college (Canagarajah, 1997).  

 Writing instructors have sought to address these concerns once African-American 

students have placed into developmental writing. For example, Forell (2006) concluded that hip-

hop infusion into the basic writing curriculum not only helps to engage students in their own 

learning but also expands the perception of legitimate academic texts. However, academic 

literacy should be developed well before the student enrolls in college. As Glenda Gill, professor 

of writing and drama at Michigan Technological University, stated, 

Preparing for literacy, however, must begin before college. There needs to be more of an 

effort to teach writing to children, particularly children of color. . . . We, as African-

Americans, simply lack an understanding about the power of the written word. Our 

history stressed the oral tradition. The power of the written word needs to be stressed at a 

young age. Otherwise, those of us who teach composition face an uphill battle in teaching 

writing to some students of color. (Gill, 1992, pp. 227-228) 

Culture, broadly defined to include class, race, gender, and socioeconomic status, informs who 

we are and to whom we belong as members of families and communities. It shapes our lives’ 

curricula. And these curricula are often at odds with the narrow curriculum of academic 

discourse.   
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Significance of the Study 

 This study has manifold implications for curriculum development, instructional delivery, 

assessment and placement, and institutional policy. In addition to best practices in teaching 

composition at all levels, alignment of secondary and postsecondary curricula—formal and 

operational—is often cited as a critical component in reducing the need for remediation among 

recent high school graduates (Grubb, 2001; Jennings, 2002). There is also continuing discourse 

regarding innovations in assessment, even specific to the community college assessment and 

placement methods (Bridgeman & McHale, 1998; Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2010; Noble, Schiel, 

& Sawyer, 2003). Moreover, this study contributes to the ongoing dialogue about college 

completion in the United States. With the national agenda focused on global competitiveness and 

a more educated populace, all factors that discourage American students from achieving a 

postsecondary degree or certificate, particularly remediation, are under increased scrutiny. 

Research Questions 

 In designing this study, I sought to address the following research questions:  

1. How do previous experiences with reading and writing influence placement in college 

composition among recent African-American high school graduates at a community 

college?  

2. How do social, cultural, and family characteristics influence placement in college 

composition among recent African-American high school graduates at a community 

college? 

3. How does the type of school (e.g., public, private, parochial, charter) influence 

placement in college composition among recent African-American high school 

graduates at a community college? 
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Hypotheses 

 Because this was a qualitative study, no formal hypotheses were advanced. However, 

Bulger and Watson (2006) have identified three categories of variables that place community 

college students at risk for academic failure: (a) background characteristics such as 

socioeconomic status, high school grade point average, negative experiences in K-12, 

cultural/language barriers, and technology proficiency; (b) internal characteristics such as poor 

self-concept; and (c) environmental factors such as study environment, access to support 

services, and inadequate resources. In addition, TRiO Student Support Services, a federally 

funded program for at-risk college students, requires applicants to meet at least one of the 

following three criteria: (a) first-generation college student, (b) low-income (defined by Pell 

eligibility), and (c) physical or learning disabled (U.S. Department of Education, 2014).  

Two policy reports by American College Testing Services (ACT) add dimension to this 

line of inquiry. In School Relationships Foster Success for African American Students, the 

authors suggested that college readiness for African-American high school students is correlated 

with positive relationships: 

In spite of their aspirations, African American students are not attending postsecondary 

institutions as their White peers . . . .  Schools play a major role in providing educational 

information, helping students take advantage of educational opportunities, and preparing 

students for success in postsecondary education and the workplace. Strong school 

relationships can increase students’ educational expectations and postsecondary 

participation. (ACT, 2002, p. vi) 
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In addition, the authors of Courses Count noted that, although African-American high school 

students may take four years of English as their White counterparts do, they are less likely to 

enroll in a rigorous curriculum such as AP English (ACT, 2005).  

 Based on these policy reports and the current definitions of the term at-risk college 

student, I expected the following themes to emerge from my analysis of literacy narratives: 

• African-American students whose parents attended college are more likely to place into 

college-level composition than their peers whose parents did not attend college. 

• African-American students who are eligible for Pell grants are more likely to place into 

developmental writing than their peers who are not Pell eligible. 

• African-American students who graduated high school with a cumulative grade point 

average of C or higher are more likely to place into college-level composition than their 

peers who graduated high school with a cumulative grade point average below C. 

• African-American students whose home culture and language align with those of their K-

12 environment are more likely to place into college-level composition than their peers 

whose home culture and language significantly differ from those of their K-12 

environment.   

• African-American students whose narratives include positive experiences with 

educational technology are more likely to place into college-level composition than their 

peers who do not describe positive experiences with educational technology. 

• African-American students whose narratives describe positive relationships in K-12 

experiences (including those with adults as well as peers) are more likely to place into 

college-level composition than their peers who describe negative K-12 experiences. 
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• African-American students who describe themselves as good students during their K-12 

years are more likely to place into college-level composition than their peers who do not 

describe themselves as good students. 

Glossary 

 The following terms were defined for the purpose of this study: 

• Academic discourse: the written or spoken language of American higher education 

institutions as established by members of the dominant culture. For the purposes of this 

study, the terms academic discourse, standard American English, White English 

vernacular, and mainstream standard English will be used interchangeably. 

• African-American: a person who claims at least one ancestor from the indigenous 

population of sub-Saharan Africa. For the purposes of this study, the terms African-

American and Black will be used interchangeably.  

• African-American English: a non-standardized American English dialect commonly 

associated with persons of African descent raised in the United States. According to 

Rahman (2008), it contains distinct grammatical and phonological characteristics, most 

commonly the absence of copula (“She bad.”), the habitual be (“We be at the library.”), 

the completive done (“You done bought you a car.”), and the absence of –s tense 

inflection (“He go to church every Sunday.”). For the purposes of this study, the terms 

African-American English, African-American English vernacular, Black English, and 

Black English vernacular will be used interchangeably. 

• Assessment: the act or process of evaluating a student’s competency in cognate areas 

such as reading, writing, or mathematics. 
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• College-level composition: a non-remedial, higher education course or course sequence 

that emphasizes writing for a variety of purposes and audiences.  

• Community college: a higher education institution, usually non-residential, that awards 

academic credentials—specifically, career certificates, technical certificates and associate 

degrees. 

• Completion: the attainment of an earned academic credential in a higher education 

institution. 

• Developmental education: non-transferable higher education curricula, often denoted by 

course numbers beginning with 0, that are designed to prepare students for success in 

college-level coursework. For the purpose of this study, the terms developmental 

education, developmental coursework, remediation, remedial education, and remedial 

coursework will be used interchangeably. 

• Developmental writing: developmental education courses in reading and writing. 

• Literacy narrative: a story, usually autobiographical, of one’s experience with reading, 

writing, and occasionally speaking.  

• Narrative analysis: a qualitative methodology that interrogates a story or collection of 

stories told by an individual or group. 

• Placement: the level of coursework deemed appropriate for a student according to his or 

her performance on an assessment instrument such as COMPASS® or ACCUPLACER®. 

• Thematic narrative analysis: an approach to narrative analysis that focuses on recurrent 

themes and ideas in the narrative, as opposed to structures of plot or discourse.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In 1981, Terrel Bell, the U.S. Secretary of Education under President Reagan, established 

the National Commission on Excellence in Education. The Commission’s charge was to analyze 

the state of American education and publish its findings via a formal report. The report, titled A 

Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, catalogued a list of serious deficiencies 

in curriculum, instructional delivery, and student achievement. Findings included the following: 

• College Board achievement tests show steady declines in physics and English.   

• Many 17-year-olds do not possess the “higher order” intellectual skills we should 

expect of them. Nearly 40% cannot draw inferences from written material, only one-

fifth can write a persuasive essay, and only one-third can solve a mathematics 

problem requiring several steps. 

• Between 1975 and 1980, remedial mathematics courses in public 4-year colleges 

increased by 72% and now constitute one-quarter of all mathematics courses taught in 

those institutions. 

• Business and military leaders complain that they are required to spend millions of 

dollars on costly remedial education and training programs in such basic skills as 

reading, writing, spelling, and computation. (National Commission on Excellence in 

Education, 1983, p. 3) 
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 In rebuttal, David Berliner, a professor of Education at Arizona State University, and 

Bruce Biddle, a professor of Psychology and Sociology at the University of Missouri, issued a 

scathing critique on the Commission’s findings. Published in 1995, The Manufactured Crisis: 

Myths, Fraud, and the Attack on America’s Public Schools featured an in-depth deconstruction 

of A Nation at Risk. While Berliner and Biddle (1995) acknowledged that crises existed in 

American education, they sought to de-mythify some of the commission’s claims, contextualize 

others, and examine what they deemed the “real problems of American education” (Berliner & 

Biddle, 1995, p. 215). According to Berliner and Biddle, these challenges included economic 

inequities at all levels (familial, institutional, and societal), increased bureaucratization of the 

educational system, and a poor response to an increasingly diverse student population. 

Specifically, the authors noted the impact of race prejudice on the education of African-

American students:  

Not only are prejudice and discrimination inherently evil, but racism in this country has 

historically meant that Americans were willing to tolerate far worse conditions for the 

poor (who are thought to have Black skins) than are tolerated in other Western countries. 

This tolerance for the poor has generated appallingly bad schools, where the educational 

accomplishments of the students are dismal (Berliner & Biddle, 1995, pp. 230-231). 

College Readiness: A Concern for All, A Crisis for Some 

Almost 30 years following the publication of A Nation at Risk, the issue of college 

readiness for all students, and specifically for African-American students, remains in the 

foreground of national discussion, and for good reason. Nearly 40% of college students enroll in 

at least one developmental education course at a cost of approximately one billion dollars (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2006). At public community colleges, described by President Barack 
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Obama as “the unsung heroes of America’s education system” (Obama, 2010, para. 29), the 

statistics are even grimmer, with close to 50% of students requiring remediation in mathematics, 

reading, or writing (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2010).   

 Private foundations are currently funding a variety of multimillion-dollar initiatives to 

address the issue of college readiness and strengthen the effectiveness of community colleges. In 

2010, the Gates Foundation launched Completion by Design, a $35 million grant program to help 

community colleges design effective strategies for college completion (de Vise, 2007). The 

Lumina Foundation awarded a $1.4 million grant to fund Getting Past Go, a program through the 

Education Commission for the States that helps states leverage resources for more effective 

delivery of developmental education (Education Commission of the States, 2010). Most notably, 

the Lumina Foundation is also the lead funder for Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges 

Count (ATD), an historic community college initiative that currently boasts over 130 

participating institutions and focuses on retention, persistence, and completion, particularly 

among first-generation students and students of color (Achieving the Dream, 2010).  

ATD’s emphasis on ethnic minorities at the community college could not have been 

timelier. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (Wirt et al., 2004), 

approximately 36% of White high school seniors enter postsecondary institutions with 

deficiencies in reading, writing, or mathematics. For African-American high school seniors, this 

figure spikes to 60% (Wirt et al., 2004).  Although mastery of all these cognate areas is essential 

for graduation, placement in college-level composition is particularly important.   

The Mystery of Black Students in Remediation 

 There are a number of possible reasons why African-Americans are overrepresented in 

developmental education. For efficiency’s sake, many higher education institutions use a 
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computerized assessment tool like ACCUPLACER® or COMPASS®. As described by ACT, 

COMPASS® is “ a computer-adaptive test . . . [that] adjusts the item difficulty level to the skills 

of the individual student, eliminating items that are too easy or too difficult and that contribute 

little to the measurement” (ACT, 2011, para. 1). Colleges may use these computerized 

assessment tools to assess student writing by administering a multiple-choice test that requires 

the student to edit for grammar and syntax, or by scoring student writing using “a powerful 

scoring engine” (ACT, 2011, para. 1). Institutions use benchmarked scores to determine whether 

a student needs remedial coursework. 

Deficiencies in Assessment Practices and Policies 

Assessment methods such as these have come under both scrutiny and fire. In their 

review of academic placement in developmental education, Hughes and Scott-Clayton (2010) 

contended that a more comprehensive understanding of assessment and placement is needed to 

inform and change institutional practices and policies. Similarly, in his white paper on evaluating 

remedial and developmental education, Grubb (2001) challenged college administrators and 

policymakers to reevaluate institutional practices where students enroll in remediation as the 

result of a single placement score. Within the national dialogue, the American Diploma Project 

Network, a bipartisan consortium of educational administrators, state policymakers, state 

education leaders, and business executives, conducted a comprehensive analysis of college 

admission, assessment, and placement practices. The results of this analysis, compiled in a report 

titled Aligned Expectations? (Achieve, 2007), led authors to make several recommendations for 

K-12 and higher education policymakers, including clearly defined expectations for incoming 

college students and revised high school tests to assess college readiness.  
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Curriculum Misalignment 

Indeed, the lack of curriculum alignment between K-12 and higher education is often 

cited as another reason for the preponderance of students in developmental education. In a grant-

funded project aimed at reducing the need for remediation in writing, objectives included (a) 

establishing partnerships to improve communication between secondary and postsecondary 

instructors, (b) providing and promoting collaborative workshops to develop innovative teaching 

strategies, (c) aligning secondary and postsecondary curricula through effective articulation 

initiatives, (d) reducing the number of high school graduates needing remediation in writing, and 

(e) implementing reform initiatives to support diverse student populations (Jennings, 2002). In 

2005, ACT conducted its own study of college readiness.  Recommendations to policymakers 

include a prescribed set and sequence of high school classes, a more rigorous secondary 

curriculum, and purposeful alignment between secondary and postsecondary curriculum. The 

ACT report also noted that, among ethnic groups, African-American students were least likely to 

be enrolled in a high school curriculum sufficiently rigorous for college success (ACT, 2005). 

Underrepresentation in College Preparatory Courses 

The issue of underrepresentation among African-American students in college 

preparatory curricula has not gone unnoticed among other practitioners and researchers. In 

developing a minority scholars program at an Omaha high school, the steering committee 

identified the following reasons for Black students’ low enrollment in advanced placement 

courses: (a) fear of resentment and jealousy from family and friends, (b) lack of familiar faces in 

rigorous courses, (c) concerns that SAT and ACT scores were not sufficiently competitive, and 

(d) minimal recognition for African-Americans who were academically successful (Saunders & 

Maloney, 2004). Moore and Slate (2008) found that African-American high school students in 



16 

Texas were not only less likely to enroll in advanced placement courses than other ethnic groups, 

they were also less likely to succeed in advanced placement courses. Similar results have been 

reported among Latino students (Solorzano & Ornelas, 2004) and among African-American and 

Latino students in high school math courses (Ballón, 2008).  

Certainly, the studies mentioned above provide abundant fodder for additional inquiry 

into African-American students’ readiness in college composition.  Depending on the students’ 

technological backgrounds, which are often functions of location and access to resources, 

computerized assessments may not be appropriate for certain demographic groups.  Perhaps, as 

Grubb (2001) argued, this is an “assignment problem” instead of a readiness problem. 

Alternatively, studies that attribute lack of college readiness to deficiencies in curriculum 

alignment may lead some to investigate the degree to which African-Americans have access to 

college preparatory curricula, and the efforts made to align secondary and postsecondary 

curricula in predominantly Black communities. However, these lines of inquiry, while valuable, 

fail to consider other possibilities that are culturally specific to African-American students. 

Sociolinguistics: The Missing Link? 

Specifically, I am talking about the sociolinguistic factors that influence African-

American students’ academic writing from an early age. In 1993, Geneva Smitherman presented 

her landmark study on Black English vernacular (BEV) at the National Council of Teachers of 

English Conference. Smitherman’s study, “‘The Blacker the Berry, the Sweeter the Juice’: 

African American Student Writers and the National Assessment of Educational Progress,” 

investigated the following research questions: 

1. Can Black student writing be characterized by an identifiable discourse style rooted in 

the African American verbal tradition? 
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2. If so, does use of this discourse style correlate with use of patterns of BEV grammar? 

3. What effect, if any, does use of an African American discourse style have on teacher 

ratings of Black student writing?  

4. Given writing with both BEV discourse and BEV grammar, does one dimension have 

greater effect on teacher ratings than another? (Smitherman, 1993) 

Results of Smitherman’s study indicated that African-American elementary students who 

expressed themselves using BEV scored higher on the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress than African-American students whose speech more closely resembled Edited 

American English. From these results, Smitherman encouraged practitioners to legitimize BEV 

within elementary and secondary curricula.  

The influence of Smitherman’s findings can be seen in subsequent research and practice. 

Two years following Smitherman’s presentation, Norment (1995) investigated the rhetorical 

similarities between narration and exposition as expressed by African-American college 

students. Results suggested that one’s cultural and linguistic background influences one’s writing 

in various rhetorical modes. Similarly, C. Thompson et al. (2004) found that African-American 

elementary students used African-American English in oral description three times more 

frequently than in written description. Implications for future research on code switching and 

opportunities to narrow the racial achievement gap in writing were discussed.  

Additionally, the literature identifies a number of best practices to engage African-

American students once they are enrolled in developmental writing. Forell (2006) concluded that 

hip-hop infusion into the basic writing curriculum not only helps to engage students in their own 

learning but also expands the perception of legitimate academic texts. Rustick (2007) proposed 

the use of select interactive exercises designed to improve literacy and narrow the gap between 
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standard academic English and one’s home language.  In her syllabus for college composition, 

Perryman-Clark (2009) emphasized African-American language and culture. Learning outcomes 

include valuing African-American English as a legitimate style of discourse within the academy. 

Additionally, McCrary (2009) recommended the use of texts that combine academic language 

with the language of one’s cultural background to show African-American students how their 

home language can be legitimized within an academic context.  

The intersection of sociolinguistics and praxis can be readily traced to the work of Lev 

Vygotsky and his theory of social cognition. Vygotsky contended that all language is socially 

constructed (Driscoll, 2005). That is to say, as humans are exposed to and immersed in various 

social contexts, they develop ways of speaking, listening, reading, and writing. Taking Vygostky 

even further, one can argue that the greater distance between one’s native language and the 

language of a particular culture—such as a college or university—the wider the zone of proximal 

development. In some ways, all language is foreign when we as humans first encounter it. What 

varies is the way we encounter it.  

In “Safe Houses in the Contact Zone,” Canagarajah (1997) contended that, for many 

African-Americans, the culture of higher education is not only foreign, but also alienating, and 

even dangerous. He recommended the creation of “safe houses” within the classroom so that 

African-American students can transition more effectively to college culture: “The approach I 

adopted for my course called for a sensitivity to vernacular discourses and communicative 

conventions minority students bring to the classroom while enabling them to gradually cross 

discourse boundaries and get acquainted with academic conventions” (Canagarajah, 1997, p. 

175). More colorfully,  “Your Average Nigga” (Young, 2004) juxtaposed the author’s literacy 

narrative with that of an African-American student new to college. Young’s essay described the 
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challenges that many African-American male students face in terms of negotiating language, 

masculinity, and race. Ultimately, Young (2004) argued that placing BEV in diametric 

opposition to White English vernacular wounds both African-American students and their White 

classmates.  

In 2000, I began my new career as a full-time English faculty at Martin University, a 

small, private, predominantly Black university in a working-class, predominantly Black 

neighborhood on Indianapolis’ east side. The mission of Martin University, as articulated by its 

founding president, is to provide higher education “to all who can benefit” (Martin University, 

2013, para. 1), with a particular emphasis on the low-income, minority adult learner (Martin 

University, 2001). At the time of my employment, students were required to take five semesters 

of English: four semesters of writing and one semester of literature (Martin University, 2001). 

Although EN 125, the first writing course, was not labeled developmental, per se (i.e., it is a 100-

level course), the content focused on standard English grammar, syntax, punctuation, along with 

paragraph-to-essay development—all to prepare the student for success in EN 135, which most 

writing instructors would recognize as first-year college composition. During one exercise, as we 

identified grammatical errors, one student winsomely remarked, “That sounds just like my 

grandmother,” by whom he was raised. What lessons did this student learn about writing and 

reading before he arrived in college? How did he learn them? What did he do with them? Where 

does he locate his grandmother in this discussion? More importantly, how do we as educators, 

administrators, and policymakers situate his grandmother (his Big Mama, his M’dear) in this 

discussion? To conduct only a curricular analysis of this student’s background would seem an 

egregious oversight if we wish to understand the socio-cultural factors that may have destined his 

first semester of composition at the postsecondary level.  
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Literacy Narratives: A Means to Demystification 

One way to access the rich histories of African-American students enrolled in college 

classes is through literacy narratives—that is, the individual histories of one’s experiences with 

reading and writing.  Literacy narratives can be effective tools in helping students reclaim their 

authorial identities (Soliday, 1994; B.T. Williams, 2004).  For students of color and their 

instructors, the benefits are even greater.  Schnee (2009) noted that marginalized groups who are 

invited to tell their stories in an academic context are encouraged to continue their participation 

in higher education. Daniell (1999) pushed the argument further: These “little narratives” (p. 

394) can provide great insight into the way one situates him- or herself within multiple social 

contexts by developing multiple literacies.  

The act of reading and analyzing literacy narratives by professional and student authors 

of color has provoked great discussion among scholars. Greene (2005) investigated the effects of 

reading professional literacy narratives authored by Cajun, Creole, and African-American 

authors on student literacy narratives. Results indicated that literacy histories authored by 

members of marginalized groups could help minority students locate their own voices. In her 

close reading of professional literacy narratives authored by African-American and Latino men, 

Launius (2009) concluded that male students, especially those of color, need role models that 

successfully integrate working-class identity with literacy and masculinity. More pointedly, 

Ryden (2004) lambasted traditional interpretations of Narrative of the Life of Frederick 

Douglass, An American Slave and encouraged practitioners to focus on the text’s themes of 

power multiple literacies within the dominant culture. Although Ryden’s position concerns a 

professional literacy narrative rather than one composed by a first-year writing student, his 
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criticisms should not be taken lightly as they may have significant implications for an analysis of 

student artifacts. 

It has been suggested that qualitative methodology is a best practice when conducting 

research with African-American participants. In “Culturally Sensitive Research Approaches: An 

African-American Perspective,” Tillman (2002) argued research on African-Americans must 

allow for multiple realities, human experiences, and cultural variances—all tenets of qualitative 

research (Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007). Using feminist epistemology and Afrocentric 

emancipatory methodology as her conceptual framework, Tillman (2002) advocated culturally 

specific knowledge, culturally sensitive data interpretations, and culturally congruent research 

methods such as narrative analysis. 

Thematic Narrative Analysis as Best Practice 

Although there are many approaches to narrative analysis, one approach was clearly most 

appropriate for this study. In Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences, Riessman (2008) 

devoted single chapters to each of four different methods: thematic analysis, structural analysis, 

dialogic/performance analysis, and visual analysis. Certainly, all four methods can be mutually 

engaging and beneficial to researcher and scholar alike. For example, if I were interested in the 

student’s stylistic and rhetorical choices—i.e., the color of the story rather than the content—

structural narrative analysis would be an appropriate methodology. However, thematic narrative 

analysis provides the versatility to investigate autobiographical content while granting the 

researcher freedom to acknowledge the cultural contexts in which these narratives exist. 

Thematic methods are commonly used to interpret archival documents such as autobiographies 

and have been employed ethnographically to create a master narrative for a group or community 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 63).  
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Thematic narrative analysis has been documented as a highly effective means to 

investigate the complexities of students in developmental education coursework and the 

experiences of student writers. Consider, for example, a study conducted by Caniglia and 

Duranczyk (1999) of Eastern Michigan University. The purpose of this study was to examine the 

conditions that influence student perceptions about mathematics in order to identify alternative 

methods to math instruction. Students received the following open-ended writing prompt: “Write 

what comes to your mind as you reflect on your math history. Let it be memorable experiences, 

rather than good or bad experiences; more feelings/thoughts about your histories rather than just 

factual information” (Carniglia & Duranczyk, 1999, p. 45). Over a two-year period, the authors 

collected 96 math autobiographies from students enrolled in a pre-algebra course.  Using 

Qualitative Solutions and Research software and the constant comparative method, Caniglia and 

Duranczyk first categorized the emergent themes according to positive and negative feelings and 

then reviewed the narratives to address the following emergent research questions:  

1. What are developmental students’ attitudes, beliefs, and emotions about 

mathematics?  

2. What factors influence developmental math students’ beliefs and help formulate their 

attitudes toward mathematics?  

3. How do students define mathematics? 

4. Which metacognitive skills do or do not developmental students exhibit? 

5. What implications for teaching and learning do students suggest in their writing? 

Results indicated that developmental math students tended to bring a history of math anxiety, 

low academic self-efficacy, and math avoidance to the developmental math classroom, along 

with a deficit in metacognitive skills such as awareness of one’s own learning capabilities. The 
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authors recommended that developmental math educators create safe, engaging, supportive 

environments that challenge students’ negative self-talk and place mathematics in a relevant 

context.  

In addition, Sohn (1999), a writing instructor at Indiana University of Pennsylvania, 

conducted a thematic analysis of literacy narratives authored by first-year college composition 

students. Purposive sampling was used to identify 12 essays authored by “tentative” students and 

12 authored by “confident” students in her composition classes, where tentative referred to 

students who lacked confidence in their writing, misunderstood assignments, and earned lower  

grades than the class average. Following a close reading of the texts, Sohn placed emergent 

themes into the following categories: family influence, school type, and (somewhat surprisingly) 

religion. Results indicated that factors such as attitudes about writing, level of parental education, 

and relationships with teachers distinguished one group of students from another. Much like my 

students at Martin University, Sohn’s participants expressed some ambivalence regarding the 

linguistic acculturation that takes place in higher education: “Students, especially the tentative 

ones, are concerned with how they will manage college work. They don’t want to appropriate a 

voice that will alienate them from their families [i.e.,] ‘gettin’ above their raisings’” (Sohn, 1999, 

pp. 11-12).   

Although both studies and their respective methodologies provide valuable starting points 

to investigate the overrepresentation of African-Americans in developmental writing, neither is 

without its shortcomings. Carniglia and Durancyk (1999) failed to mention how participants are 

placed into developmental mathematics; consequently, there is no discussion of entry-level 

assessment. Their recommendation to compare math autobiographies of developmental math 

students to those of students who major in mathematics overlooks those confident math students 
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who choose to major in other subjects, and the authors acknowledge that a more directive writing 

prompt could have yielded more substantive data. Although Sohn (1999) provided an extensive 

list of questions to prompt reflections on writing and reading (indeed, she noted that this 

approach may have been too proscriptive), her taxonomy for student writers is somewhat vague, 

and she neglected to acknowledge the potential bias consequent in her dual role as researcher and 

classroom authority figure. In his textbook, Foundations of Qualitative Research, Willis (2007) 

contended that qualitative researchers should not only acknowledge bias, but exclaim it: 

Recognize your biases and values to the best of your ability and acknowledge them. If 

you are studying a particular subject because you have a relative who has a particular 

problem, say that in the introduction to your study. If you are a proponent of a particular 

learning theory—information processing theory, cognitive science, constructivism—say 

that. Do not pretend to be objective when you are not. (p. 210) 

Most importantly, neither study mentioned race or ethnicity as a construct that shapes 

participants’ narratives. With respect to diversity, both mentioned the role of gender but, 

interestingly, they appear to be at odds with one another. Caniglia and Duranczyk (1999) 

recommended future study of gender-related issues in developmental mathematics. Conversely, 

Sohn (1999) stated that she would retain the confident/tentative taxonomy but abandon 

discussions of gender in future narrative analyses. To locate a narrative that captures the 

experience, another approach to thematic narrative analysis is needed. 

An Ethnographic Approach to Thematic Narrative Analysis 

  At the beginning of her chapter on thematic narrative analysis, Riessman (2008) 

contended, “Stories can have effects beyond their meaning for individual storytellers, creating 

possibilities for social identities, group belonging, and collective action” (p. 54). In an 
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ethnographic approach to thematic narrative analysis, the researcher seeks to create a narrative 

reflective of group identity and dynamics. The focus is primarily on societal context and on the 

narrative itself rather than the narrator. Individual narratives are “restoried” and collapsed into 

“broader institutional frames” (Riessman, 2008, p. 72). Ultimately, the goal is to create a master 

narrative with a sequential plot that captures the unifying themes of a specific group in a 

persuasive manner. 

According to Riessman (2008), the prescribed steps for the ethnographic approach to 

thematic analysis are as follows: 

1. Conduct the study in the natural environment of participants. This naturalistic 

approach is a common principle of ethnographic research (Creswell, 2007; 

Willis, 2007). 

2. Collect a sufficient number of individual narratives for an ethnographic 

analysis. The exemplar in Riessman’s chapter noted that transcripts of 46 

participants were analyzed, sufficient number to represent the chosen “culture-

sharing group” (Creswell, 2007, p. 68). 

3. “Restory” each narrative structurally. Through close reading of the transcripts, 

the researcher locates the main points, places them in chronological order, and 

writes a summary of each narrative in objective third-person voice while 

occasionally interjecting a direct quotation. 

4. Develop broad themes based on assumptions communicated by the author. 

These themes are often signaled by recurrent terms and their variations.  

5. Attend to socio-cultural context, especially those that are not articulated by 

participants.  
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6. Restory the collective narrative thematically and chronologically. The final 

report should include lengthy quotes from participants to persuade one’s 

audience. As Riessman (2008) stated: “In the final analysis, good narrative 

research persuades readers.” (p. 191) 

The objectives of “working ethnographically” (Riessman, 2008, p. 67) aligned well with the goal 

of this study. Reframing the questions, researchers could say that the study’s purpose was to 

compare and contrast one group’s journey to college writing with another one’s. Participants 

shared not only their curricular histories but also details regarding the numerous social contexts 

in which they encountered and acquired a language. The ethnographic approach provided both 

the structure and the latitude to conduct this investigation.  Essentially, I sought to determine the 

extent to which the collective narratives of these two groups diverge, converge, and perhaps, 

diverge again.  

An Opportunity for Discovery 

Following a list of quantitative factors that informed their report, the authors of A Nation 

at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) made the following assertion:  

Statistics and their interpretation by experts show only the surface dimension of the 

difficulties we face. Beneath them lies a tension between hope and frustration that 

characterizes current attitudes about education at every level. We have heard the voices 

of high school and college students, school board members, and teachers; of leaders of 

industry, minority groups, and higher education; of parents and State officials. . . . Their 

frustration threatens to overwhelm their hope. . . . On the personal level, the student, the 

parent, and the caring teacher all perceive that a basic promise is not being kept. More 

and more young people emerge from high school ready neither for college nor for work. 
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This predicament becomes more acute as the knowledge base continues its rapid 

expansion, the number of traditional jobs shrinks, and new jobs demand greater 

sophistication and preparation. On a broader scale, we sense that this undertone of 

frustration has significant political implications, for it cuts across ages, generations, races, 

and political and economic groups. (p. 5) 

The issue of college readiness persists as evidenced by state and national initiatives.  

Practitioners and policymakers at all levels of American education have worked separately and 

collaboratively to identify best practices, particularly in the areas curriculum alignment, 

assessment, and placement. The consequences of placement in developmental education are 

numerous and particularly detrimental for the African-American student.  Current research 

indicates that secondary curriculum is a critical variable; however, other research suggests socio-

cultural and affective factors should be considered.  To capture the myriad reasons why African-

American students are overrepresented in developmental composition, a holistic research 

approach is not only necessary but also appropriate. Literacy narratives have been documented as 

useful artifacts to gain a complete picture of the student’s history with reading and writing. The 

literature strongly supports the use of literacy narratives for African-American students in 

pedagogy and in research methodology. By employing an ethnographic approach to thematic 

narrative analysis, researchers can discover how two populations, similar in ethnicity, arrive at 

two separate points of entry into higher education. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 This study employed an ethnographic approach to thematic narrative analysis. I selected 

this approach because the study was concerned with the social context of participants, and its 

goal was to construct a unified narrative of a group based on recurring themes of individual 

narratives. The narratives reflected the experiences of two groups: African-American students 

who tested into college-level writing and African-American students who tested into 

developmental writing. Two sets of literacy narratives were collected; each analyzed 

thematically. Hence, there was opportunity to discover, define, compare, and contrast two 

collective narratives—i.e., one for each group.  

Setting for the Study 

The study was conducted at a large, urban community college in the Midwest. The 

college boasts an enrollment of approximately 33,000 students and is the top provider of public 

higher education to its state’s African-American population. According to the college’s 

president, 54% of African-Americans enrolled in the state’s public colleges attend this institution 

(Snyder, 2011). In 2009, the college joined Achieving the Dream, a national community college 

initiative emphasizing completion of academic credentials, particularly among first-generation 

students and students of color. The principles of Achieving the Dream are embedded in the 
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college’s strategic plan. Approximately 25% of the students enrolled at the college self-identify 

as Black/African-American, non-Hispanic (NCES, 2010).  

Entry-Level Assessment  

 According to the college’s catalog, institutional policy requires all degree-seeking 

students to take the ACCUPLACER® test. This assessment instrument is a product of The 

College Board and is commonly administered by colleges and universities to determine 

appropriate placement in mathematics, writing, and reading. The college waives this assessment 

requirement for students with appropriate SAT or ACT scores and for students with transfer 

credits in mathematics or English composition. Statewide, approximately 70% of degree-seeking 

students at the college require at least one course in developmental education. At the college, 

African-American students and students who have recently graduated from high school are 

disproportionately represented in developmental education classes.  

Remedial English and College Composition at the College 

 The developmental writing course is three semester credit hours and meets 64 contact 

hours per academic term. It is a prerequisite for a three-credit hour college-level composition 

course. Students must also meet developmental reading prerequisites to enroll in the college-

level composition course, either through demonstrated competency on the ACCUPLACER® test 

or by successfully completing a developmental reading course. Successful completion of 

developmental coursework is defined as earning a C or higher in the course. Developmental 

writing courses are offered face-to-face and in hybrid format (i.e., a combination of face-to-face 

and online delivery). College-level composition courses are offered online and face-to-face. 

Classes may run eight, 12, or 16 weeks in a regular academic term. The maximum enrollment in 



30 

each class is usually 24 students. All developmental writing classes are computer-assisted. 

College-level composition classes may meet in a computer lab or in a traditional classroom.  

Participants 

Participants in this study were African-American students who graduated from local high 

schools in 2013 and enrolled in a selective associate degree program designed for students to 

earn a two-year degree in one year. To be eligible for this cohort program, students must meet 

the following criteria: (a) graduated from a public high school, (b) received subsidized assistance 

through free or reduced lunch, and (c) achieved college-readiness in reading, writing, and 

mathematics by the fall semester. All students, regardless of high school grade point average, 

SAT score, or ACT score, take the ACCUPLACER® tests in reading, writing, and mathematics. 

Students attend a mandatory orientation program in the preceding summer. Those who need 

remediation receive self-paced interventions during the summer and have the opportunity to re-

assess before the fall term. Students who fail to achieve college-readiness by the end of summer 

are considered ineligible for the accelerated degree program.  

All students in the 2013 cohort were invited to complete the survey; however, students 

were only considered eligible for the study if they self-identified as Black or African-American 

on their applications for admission to the college. Hence, purposive sampling was employed. 

Data on high school graduation, race/ethnicity, and methods of assessment and placement are 

available through the college’s Office of the Registrar and in Banner®, the college’s student 

information system. 

Instrumentation 

An electronic survey was administered to all participants via Qualtrics®. The survey 

consisted of multiple choice and short-answer items and was divided by grade level (i.e., 
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elementary, middle, and high school). The survey concluded with multiple-choice items that 

requested information on family background, demographics, and academic objectives. In 

addition to response items, the survey included a brief description of the study, benefits to the 

student, the option to decline participation, an assurance of confidentiality, and informed consent 

for the student (see Appendix A for a copy of the survey). The survey was administered in the 

second week of June, 2013, with an e-mail reminder sent during the final week of June. 

Participants had the opportunity to complete the survey until June 28, 2013.  

Sampling 

In cooperation with the director of the accelerated degree program, I obtained a list of 

eligible participants and their respective placements in writing. During the program’s orientation 

week in mid-June, 2013, I introduced myself to all students in the 2013 cohort, described the 

purpose of the study, and informed the students that they would receive an e-mail invitation with 

a link to the survey. To incent participation, I offered all students $10 gas cards. Prospective 

subjects received a pre-invitation e-mail that apprised them of the study. One week later, subjects 

received the official e-mail invitation with a link to the survey (see Appendix B for a copy of the 

invitation).  

Coding 

Riessman (2009) contended that the coding process in thematic narrative analysis is 

informed by the research question(s). Therefore, each step in my coding process was influenced 

by the following elements: (a) attitudes, beliefs, and emotions regarding previous experiences 

with academic writing; (b) biographical information about each narrator, especially the 

significant others who influenced each narrator’s attitudes toward reading and writing; (c) the 

academic environment(s) in which the narrator experienced writing; and (d) the protracted 
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narrative in response to the following general question: How would you describe your previous 

experiences with reading and writing? 

After the survey was closed, I created two Excel® spreadsheets—one for students who 

tested into college writing, and one for students who tested into developmental writing. To 

capture the linear structure of individual narratives as well as the recurring themes and common 

responses, I designated one row per respondent and one column per survey question. On each 

sheet, I recorded the full response, verbatim, from each participant in the corresponding column 

for the question. Additionally, I added a row to each spreadsheet so that I could identify common 

themes easily. For example, Question 23 asked, “Thinking about your high school experience, 

would you describe yourself as a good student? Why or why not?” If the majority of students 

stated that they thought of themselves as good students and mentioned grades and maturity, I 

coded the item as “Maturity; good students; good grades.” For the multiple-choice items, I 

simply coded the number of each response. For example, Question 9 asked, “What category best 

describes your middle school(s)? Select all that apply.” If six students indicated that they 

attended public middle schools and one student indicated that he or she attended a charter school, 

I coded the item as “6 public; 1 charter.”   

Plot Synopses—Individual Narratives 

The ethnographic approach to thematic narrative analysis requires an objective, third- 

person account of each transcript (Riessman, 2008). Reviewing the data collected in each row, I 

constructed third-person accounts of each narrative and placed all of them on a single Microsoft 

Word® document. Each objective account included four headings: Biographical Information, 

Elementary School, Middle School, and High School. Biographical information about the author 

was based on the student’s responses to the survey’s final questions about parents’ educational 
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background, family income, gender, ethnicity, and intended major. For each narrative, I devoted 

one paragraph each for elementary, middle, and high school. Within each of these paragraphs, I 

included direct quotes from the participant’s responses to short answer questions. To humanize 

the respondents and their respective narratives, I assigned each author a pseudonym. Hence, 

Respondent 1’s narrative became “The Story of Alpha”; Respondent 2’s, “The Story of Brenda,” 

and so on.  

Thematic Assumptions—Individual Narratives 

In thematic narrative analysis, the role of a thematic assumption is similar to the role of a 

warrant in an argumentative essay (Riessman, 2008). That is to say, an opinion expressed by the 

narrator represents a broader, corresponding belief or philosophy. In other words, when 

interrogating the narratives at this stage, one looks for subtext, implication, and innuendo, based 

on a close reading of the passage and an appreciation of its rhetorical and sociocultural context.  

 After creating objective, third-person accounts of each narrative, I carefully read each 

account, and, using the “Insert New Comment” feature in Microsoft Word®, I highlighted select 

passages from each narrative and recorded my initial ideas about thematic assumptions. For 

example, Question 24 asked, “Thinking about your high school experience, did you enjoy 

writing? Why or why not?” Respondent Evan wrote: “Of course no, I had to do longer papers.” I 

highlighted this passage and inserted the following comment: “it should be self-evident that 

writing a lot is unpleasant.”  

Plot Synopses—Master Structural Narratives 

To achieve effective, master structural narratives for developmental and college-level 

writers, I collapsed the stories of each group into two master, objective accounts, again on a 

single Word® document. As I began this process and re-read the stories, I began to think of the 
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students in more personal terms. What would each respondent think of the study’s results? In a 

slight deviation from the ethnographic approach, I decided to maintain first-person voice for the 

master narratives. I used the same headings as in the individual, objective accounts, and I added 

two italicized subheadings: “I am a recent African-American high school graduate, and I tested 

into college composition” and “I am a recent African-American high school graduate, and I 

tested into developmental writing.” By employing this technique, I hoped to invoke images of 

the students and their collective relationship to the study. 

Thematic Assumptions—The Comparative Master Narratives 

Once I completed the master structural narratives for each group, I reviewed the inserted 

comments—i.e., the thematic assumptions—from the individual narratives document. I created 

an Excel® spreadsheet with two pages—one for college-ready writers; one for remedial writers. 

Initially, I created three columns, each dedicated to one of my research questions:  

1. How do previous experiences with reading and writing influence placement in college 

composition among recent African-American high school graduates at a community 

college?  

2. How do social, cultural, and family characteristics influence placement in college 

composition among recent African-American high school graduates at a community 

college? 

3. How does the type of school (e.g., public, private, parochial, charter) influence placement 

in college composition among recent African-American high school graduates at a 

community college? 

I placed each thematic assumption under the column that seemed most appropriate. For example, 

one of the thematic assumptions was “writing is only as enjoyable as the topic.” I placed this 
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assumption under the column about previous experiences with reading and writing (i.e., research 

question 1).  

As I was sorting the thematic assumptions, I discovered that a fourth column would be 

necessary. Questions 5, 12, and 23 asked whether respondents considered themselves “good 

students” in, respectively, elementary, middle, and high school. To capture the themes provoked 

by these questions, I created a fourth column with the following heading: “How do previous 

experiences with school influence placement in college composition among recent African-

American high school graduates at a community college?” Thematic assumptions such as  

“maturity is a characteristic of a good student” were placed in this new column.  

Throughout this process, I did not concede redundancy. In some cases, this meant 

extracting multiple ideas from one thematic assumption. For example, one thematic assumption 

was “a good middle school student does his/her work and stays out of trouble.” To capture the 

social implications of the assumption as well as the general experience with school, I divided the 

assumption into two parts: “a good middle school student does his/her work” (school experience) 

and “a good middle school student stays out of trouble” (social, family, cultural influences). 

To construct a comparative thematic narrative analysis, I composed single sentences that 

captured the emergent themes on each page of the spreadsheet. Examples included statements 

like “Writing should be simple,” “Teachers play an important role in elementary school success,” 

and “Good students do what they need to do to get by.” Four broad categories emerged: (a) 

authorial self-concept, (b) academic self-concept, (c) the social contract of the academy, and (d) 

the relationship between parenting and academic success. These categories served to direct the 

topic sentences and unifying thesis statements for my thematic narrative analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

According to Riessman (2008), the ethnographic approach to thematic narrative analysis 

requires six components:   

1. “a broad storyline that includes episodes and turning points in the plot”;  

2. “thematic assumptions taken for granted by the teller/writer”;  

3. a “bounded unit” of the particular experience to be analyzed; 

4. the narrator’s biography in relationship to social influences; 

5. a summary of the interview in third person with direct quotations for textual 

evidence; and  

6. a strict adherence to sequencing the events. (pp. 68-73)  

For the purposes of the present study, the broad storyline is the student’s academic biography 

from elementary through high school; the thematic assumptions are those beliefs and values 

underlying responses to open-ended questions; and the bounded unit is the literacy narrative 

within the student’s academic biography. Social influences include interactions with peers, 

parents, and teachers. 

 Consistent with the prescribed methodology for the ethnographic approach to thematic 

narrative analysis, this chapter provides a restoried third-person account of each narrative with 
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direct quotations from participants. Master textual narratives of each group precede comparative 

textual and comparative thematic analyses, all of which will inform the discussion in Chapter 5. 

Respondents 

 Of the 40 students in the accelerated degree program’s 2013 cohort, 16 self-identified as 

Black/African-American. Hence, there were 16 eligible participants for this study. Of the 16 

eligible participants, 10 completed the survey. Of those who completed the survey, one was a 

non-native speaker whose life and educational experiences significantly deviated from those of 

other respondents; hence, her responses are not included among the results.  Based on their 

ACCUPLACER® scores, seven respondents tested into college-level composition and two into 

remedial writing.  

The Individual Literacy Narratives 

 In accordance with the methodology, each respondent’s narrative is presented in 

objective, third person voice. Direct quotations from respondents are included. These quotations 

are taken verbatim from the participants’ narratives and include errors in spelling, syntax, and 

grammar.  

The Story of Alpha 

 Alpha is an African-American woman from a lower-middle economic background. Both 

of her parents have completed some college. She plans to pursue a major in the school of 

business. 

In her elementary years, Alpha attended a public school. She stated that she was required 

to write a lot. She used computers only a little in the classroom. She described herself as a “great 

student” in elementary school “because [she] loved to learn, read, and write.” She “enjoyed 
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writing fictional stories” and wrote “homework projects” outside of school. Her parents read 

“Arthur” to her.  

In her middle school years, Alpha attended a public school. Like elementary school, she 

was required to do a lot of writing; unlike elementary school, she also used computers a lot. She 

was a good student who “made good grades.” She and her classmates “wrote about books [they] 

read.” She did not enjoy writing as much “because [the amount of writing] was much more than 

elementary or high school.” She did not write much outside of school “if it wasn’t a project.” She 

received “math help” from her parents. 

In high school, Alpha attended a public school. Like middle school, she was required to 

write a lot and use computers a lot. In her four years of high school English, she most frequently 

earned As. She took a foreign language, and “made mostly a’s and b’s” in high school. She did 

not enjoy writing in high school.  She “wrote very well on [her] own and didn’t need help” from 

her parents.  

Upon graduating high school, Alpha placed directly into college composition.  

The Story of Brenda  

 Brenda is an African-American woman from a lower-class background. Her mother 

completed some college. She plans to pursue a major in the school of health sciences. 

In her elementary years, Brenda attended a public school. She was required to do little 

writing and used computers little in the classroom. She described herself as a good student in 

elementary school: she “participated well, learned well, and did not get into trouble.” She 

enjoyed English. She did not write much outside of school. Her parents read to her—specifically, 

“the books [required] for homework.” She also read to them.  
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  In her middle school years, Brenda attended a public school. She was required to do some 

writing, and, unlike elementary school, she used computers a lot.  She was a good student: she 

“did all of [her] work and didn’t get into trouble.” She and her classmates “did a couple of 

essays.” She did not enjoy writing then, and “[she] still [doesn’t] enjoy writing now.” She did not 

write much outside of school, and her parents did not help her with her homework. 

In high school, Brenda attended a public school. Like middle school, she was required to 

do some writing and used a computer a lot in the classroom. In her four years of high school 

English, she most frequently earned Bs. She took college prep classes. She was a good student: 

she “didn’t get into trouble. [She] helped teachers and counslors and [she] also had A’s [her] 

whole senior year.” She did not enjoy writing; “the prompt was boring.” She  “made mostly a’s 

and b’s” in high school. She did not enjoy writing in high school.  Her parents did not help her 

with her writing assignments.  

Upon graduating high school, Brenda placed directly into college composition.  

The Story of Clarence  

 Clarence is an African-American man. He chose not to report his family’s economic 

background. His mother is a college graduate, and his father is a high school graduate. He plans 

to pursue a major in the school of technology.  

In his elementary years, Clarence attended a private, non-religious school. He was 

required to do a little writing and used computers some in the classroom. He “[believes he] did 

very well” in elementary school. “The little writing [he] did do, [he] actually liked it.” “[He] 

didn’t write much outside of school.” “In elementary school, [his] sisters and parents read books 

to [him].”  
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In his middle school years, Clarence attended a public school. He was required to do 

some writing, and, like elementary school, used computers some in the classroom.  He still 

enjoyed writing; however, “sometimes [he] struggled.” He “started [writing] essays in middle 

school.” He did not like writing as much as he did in elementary school because “it was getting 

to be boring.” He only wrote outside of class “when [he] had homework.”  

In high school, Clarence attended a public school. Writing and computer usage increased 

for Clarence: he wrote a lot and used computers a lot in the classroom. In his four years of 

English, he mainly earned Bs. He did not take any foreign language, college prep, or advanced 

placement classes. He did not enjoy writing in high school: “I don’t believe writing is fun, but 

you have to do it.” He did not write outside of class “unless [he] had school work.” He “never 

asked [his parents] much” to help him with his schoolwork.  

Upon graduating high school, Clarence placed directly into college composition. 

The Story of Demetria  

 Demetria is an African-American woman. She chose not to share her family’s economic 

background. Her mother completed some college. She plans to pursue a major in the school of 

nursing. 

In her elementary years, Demetria attended public school. She was required to do a lot of 

writing, but she did not use computers at all in the classroom.  She considered herself a good 

student: “I [loved] the school I attended. The teachers gave there love and respect in teaching 

every student they had. The teachers I had made me want to be the best student ever.” She 

enjoyed writing in elementary school “because it increased [her] knowledge.” Outside of class, 

she and her classmates “had assignments about [themselves] everyday or assignments about what 
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[they] learned, things [they] like.” While in elementary school, Demetria’s mother read to her: 

“My mommy read Junie B Jones about her special events, barnie, and aurther.” 

In her middle school years, Demetria attended public school. Like elementary school, she 

was required to write a lot, and she began some computer usage in the classroom.  She was a 

good student in middle school “because in elementary the teachers helped [my classmates and 

me] become strong prepared students.” She wrote “essays about books. . . . Essays about favorite 

books.” She enjoyed writing in middle school: “We wrote about things that was easy for me to 

talk about.” Except for homework, she only wrote “a little” outside of school. Her parents 

provided assistance “on one or two problems.”  

In high school, Demetria attended public school. She was required to write a little and 

used computers a lot in high school.  She completed four years of English and earned mostly Bs 

in these classes.  While in high school, she was enrolled in foreign language and college prep 

classes. She considered herself a good student, eventually: “At first… i didnt take high school 

serious once i knew i wanted to be in college i straightned up.” She enjoyed writing in high 

school: “We barely wrote, but senior year in high school we always wrote essays.” She did not 

write outside of school “unless [she] had homework.” By this point, her parents did not help her 

with her assignments because she did not need their help: “I asked my teachers.” 

Upon graduating high school, Demetria placed directly into college composition.  

The Story of Evan   

 Evan is an African-American man from a lower economic background. Neither of his 

parents completed college. He is pursuing a major in the school of technology. 

In his elementary years, Evan attended public school. He was required to do some writing 

but did not use computers in the classroom. He did not consider himself a good student: “In 
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elementary, I started off as a bad kid. I laughed at people who got hurt, I even cursed once( Not 

at a teacher.)” He did not enjoy writing in elementary school: “All I did was write in curvise and 

all it did was hurt my hands all the time.” He “never” wrote outside of school: “Everytime I 

though of doing it, I would think on how I was made to in school.” His parents did not read to 

him, perhaps for multiple reasons: “They never [had] time to, [and] it would seem sort of 

boring.” 

In his middle school years, Evan attended public school.  He was required to write a lot in 

middle school and used computers some in the classroom. He considered himself a better student 

in middle school than in elementary school: “I straighten up a little, even though I got suspened 

for one thing.” He wrote “a lot of essays in [his] English class.” He did not enjoy writing in 

middle school: “I still though it was so boring and not needed.” He did not write outside of 

school, and his parents “never had time” to help him with his assignments.  

In high school, Evan attended public school. He wrote a lot, and used computers 

frequently in the classroom. He completed four years of English and earned mostly Bs in these 

classes. He took foreign language in high school. Like Demetria, he described himself as a good 

student, eventually: “I was Not a good student freshman and sophmore year but junior and senior 

year I was a very good student.” When asked if he enjoyed writing in high school, he responded, 

“Of course no, I had to do longer papers.”  He did not write outside of school. His parents did not 

help him with his writing assignments: “All they did was make sure that I did it.”  

Upon graduating high school, Evan placed directly into college composition.  
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The Story of Felicia 

 Felicia is an African-American woman from lower-class economic background. Her 

mother did not attend college. Her father graduated from high school. She is pursuing a major in 

the school of liberal arts and sciences. 

In her elementary years, Felicia attended public school. She was required to do some 

writing, and she used computers a little in the classroom. She considered herself a good student 

in elementary school, but with a caveat: “I did have some difficulties when I attended [the local 

school district]. There was so many students that it seemed like I couldn’t get that much 

individual attention from my teacher.” She enjoyed writing in elementary school: “I’ve always 

had a passion for reading and writing. Why? I’m not sure.” She composed “poems or random 

fictional stories” outside of class.  Her parents did not read to her at this level. 

In her middle school years, Felicia attended a charter school. She was required to write a 

lot, and used computers a little in the classroom. She considered herself a good student: “I got all 

the help I needed and overall, I was in a nice environment.” She wrote “essays, papers, and 

whatever else [she] was assigned. It wasn't optional to not write in cursive then.” At this point, 

she was ambivalent about writing: “I liked to write, but not what they told me.” Outside of 

school, she created “poetry and random stories.” Her parents “rarely” helped her with her 

assignments: “And by rare, I mean perhaps three times.”  

In high school, Felicia attended public school. She was required to write a lot and used 

computers frequently in the classroom.  She completed four years of English and earned mostly 

Bs in these classes. She took foreign language, and considered herself a good student: “Those 

four years of high school went smoothly.” She enjoyed writing in high school and still finds it 

enjoyable: “It’s my way of releasing myself or expressive myself without having to talk from the 
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tip of my tongue. I would like to write a book one day. I’m not much of a poet, though.” Her 

parents did not help her with her writing assignments during high school. 

Upon graduating high school, Felicia placed directly into college composition.  

The Story of Gina  

 Gina is an African-American woman from a lower economic background. Her mother is 

a college graduate, and her father is a high school graduate.  She is pursuing a major in the 

school of health sciences. 

In her elementary years, Gina attended public school. She was required to write little and 

used computers infrequently in the classroom. She described herself as an “ok student” and 

“really didn’t get in trouble a lot.” She enjoyed writing, “but it depended on what [the class was] 

talking about.” She did not write much outside of class, but she “did read a lot of books.” Her 

parents read to her on occasion:  “They only read to me if i told them to but no never offered to 

read.” 

In her middle school years, Gina attended public school. She was required to write a lot 

and used computers some in the classroom. She was not a good student: “[I stayed] in trouble all 

of the time i would say that i was very immature.” In school, she “wrote essays” or daily 

assignments for class. She enjoyed writing because she is “a very good [essay] writer.” She did 

not write outside of class. Her parents did not assist her with her assignments. “They just yelled 

at me everytime i did something i wasnt supposed to do.”   

In high school, Gina attended public school. She was required to write a lot and used 

computers frequently in the classroom. She completed four years of English and earned mostly 

Bs in these classes. She took foreign language. She considered herself “a very good student . . . 
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very mature.” She did not enjoy writing “exspecially senior year” and did not write outside of 

class. Her parents did not assist her with her assignments. 

Upon graduating from high school, Gina placed directly into college composition. 

The Story of Harrison 

 Harrison is an African-American man from a lower economic background. Both of his 

parents graduated from high school. He is pursuing a major in the school of liberal arts and 

sciences. 

In his elementary years, Harrison attended public school. He was required to do some 

writing, and he used computers a little in the classroom. He described himself as a good student: 

“I always focused in class and I paid attention to class.” He enjoyed writing and described the 

experience as “fun.” He did not write outside of class. His parents did not read to him during his 

elementary years. 

In his middle school years, Harrison attended public school. He was required to do some 

writing and use computers some in the classroom. He considered himself a “so-so student,” 

“never really in trouble, but . . . on the wildside.” He “had to write about . . . georgraphy 

assignments” and he had to write in English class.  He did not like writing in middle school 

“because it got very complicated.” He did not write outside of class. His parents did not help him 

with his homework assignments. 

In high school, Harrison attended public school. He wrote some in high school and used 

computers a lot in the classroom. He completed four years of English and earned mostly Cs in 

these classes. He took foreign language. He considered himself a good student: “I did what I had 

to do.” He did not like writing “because it was too much to write.” He did not write outside of  

class. His parents did not help him with his writing assignments. 
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Upon graduating from high school, Harrison placed into remedial writing. 

The Story of Jude 

 Jude is an African-American man from a lower-middle economic background.  Both of 

his parents are college graduates. He is pursuing a major through the school of technology. 

Jude shared no information about his elementary or middle school experience. 

In high school, Jude was required to write a little and used computers some in the 

classroom. He completed four years of English and earned mostly Cs in these classes. He took 

college prep classes and foreign language. He described himself as a good student who, “through 

. . . past experiences . . . learned self disipline and how to become a better man.” He enjoyed 

writing “because it was easy and not hard to complete.” He did not do much writing outside of 

school: “The corses i took didn’t really require me to.”  His parents did not assist him with his 

writing assignments: “No, unfortunatly, my parents didn’t really help me with my writing 

assignments. Most of my mistakes were made due to the fact that i didn’t recieve help when i 

needed it.” 

Upon graduating from high school, Jude placed into remedial writing. 

The Master Textual Narratives 

 The ethnographic approach to thematic analysis requires a master narrative that captures 

the emergent themes of participants’ responses. Because this study focuses on two groups of 

participants, two master thematic narratives are presented. As a means to that goal, I begin by 

presenting two master narratives that summarize the common factors of each group according to 

their responses. Because the master narrative for developmental writing students is derived from 

only two students, I concede that its trustworthiness is limited. 
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Profile Statement for College-Ready Composition Students 

A profile for African-American students who recently graduated from high school and 

tested into college composition might read something like this: 

I am a recent African-American high school graduate, and I tested into college 

composition. 

My mother probably completed some college courses and my father likely earned, at 

minimum, a high school diploma.  

In elementary school, I did some writing and I was at least exposed to computers in the 

classroom. I was likely a good student who generally enjoyed writing. If I wrote at all outside of 

school, chances are it was slight. My parents probably read to me, or they were involved in some 

other way. 

In middle school, the amount of writing I did and the amount of my computer usage in the 

classroom increased. I was likely a good student, although I may have had some behavioral 

issues. I wrote essays. I did not enjoy writing as much as I did in elementary school. Outside of 

school, I did not write unless I had homework. My parents may have helped me, but not as much 

as in elementary school. 

In high school, I wrote even more and I used computers in the classroom even more than 

I did in middle school. I took four years of English and earned at least Bs. I likely took foreign 

language classes and I might have taken college prep classes. I was mature and earned good 

grades in my classes. I did not write much outside of high school. I did not particularly like 

writing. I did not receive much, if any, help from my parents. 

 

 



48 

Profile Statement for Remedial Writing Students 

A profile for African-American students who recently graduated from high school and 

test into remedial writing might read something like this: 

I am a recent African-American high school graduate, and I tested into remedial writing. 

My parents may have only graduated from high school, or they may have earned college 

degrees. Consequently, my parents’ highest level of education may have little to no bearing on 

my writing placement. 

In elementary school, I did some writing and I was at least exposed to computers in the 

classroom. I was likely a good student who generally enjoyed writing. I did not write outside of 

school. My parents did not read to me.  

In middle school, the amount of writing I did and the amount of my computer usage in the 

classroom increased. I wrote to complete assignments. I did not enjoy writing. My parents did 

not assist me with my school assignments. 

In high school, I wrote some, but not a lot, and used computers in the classroom. I 

completed four years of English and earned mostly Cs. I likely took foreign language, and I 

might have taken college preparatory classes.  I likely did only the minimum to pass my courses. 

I probably did not do much writing outside of school. My parents did not help me with my school 

assignments.   

Comparing the Master Textual Narratives 

 In elementary school, both groups were first introduced to computers. Both groups 

perceived themselves as good students who enjoyed writing. The key difference: Most of those 

students who ultimately tested into college-level composition reported that their parents read to 

them when they were in elementary school. In contrast, those students who ultimately tested into 
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remedial writing were either non-responsive or reported that their parents did not read to them 

when they were in elementary school. 

 In middle school, both groups reported increased computer usage from elementary school 

Both groups had members who expressed or suggested that they had behavioral issues at this 

educational level. The differences between groups are more salient at this level. Consistent with 

their experiences in elementary school, the students who ultimately tested into college 

composition reported that their parents were involved in their education in various ways.  The 

students who tested into remedial writing chose not to respond to the question of parental 

involvement or stated that their parents were not involved at all in their education. In addition, 

the college-ready students explicitly stated that they wrote essays in middle school, unlike the 

remedial students, who were either non-responsive or reported that they wrote to complete 

assignments. Finally, although both groups reported a significant decrease in enjoying writing, 

the remedial writers were either non-responsive or reported that they did not enjoy writing at all 

by the time they reached middle school. 

 All participants completed four years of English in high school. Most took foreign 

language and/or college preparatory classes. By this point, none of the students reported that they 

enjoyed writing, and very few reported writing outside of school. The differences here lay in 

academic rigor and academic achievement. Students who ultimately tested into college 

composition reported writing more than their counterparts who tested into remedial writing. 

Additionally, college-level writers reported earning above-average grades in English (Bs or 

higher) and good grades overall; in contrast, remedial writers reported earning average grades in 

English (mostly Cs) and stated that they performed at the minimum level of academic 

competency overall.  



50 

Toward a Comparative Thematic Analysis 

Based on a strictly textual analysis of these narratives, one could posit the following 

turning points in an African-American student’s K-12 experience: 

1. Parental engagement during elementary school;  

2. Sustained parental engagement during middle school; 

3. Essay assignments in middle school; 

4. Opportunities to enjoy writing in middle school; and  

5. Sufficient opportunities for writing in high school.  

Although each of these turning points can be examined as a contributing factor to writing 

placement among African-American students who recently graduate from high school, these data 

are insufficient to consider implications for future research. What are the necessary qualities of 

parental engagement from the students’ perspective? How does writing become enjoyable in 

middle school? What kind of writing opportunities should faculty provide for African-American 

high school students? By identifying the thematic assumptions of the participants’ responses, 

researchers can locate key similarities and differences related to the task of writing, the academic 

and behavioral expectations for good students, and the role and responsibilities of teachers and 

parents.  

Perceptions of Writing 

 By the end of their respective K-12 experiences, neither group found writing inherently 

pleasurable. Alpha, a student who tested into college composition, stated that she began to 

dislike writing in middle school. Similarly, Harrison stated that the writing requirements in high 

school were “too much.” Neither Alpha nor Harrison indicated whether their dislike for writing 

was based on the increased length of assignments or the increased complexity of assignments. 
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However, thematic analysis reveals that the reasons for enjoyment may have little to do with 

either volume or complexity; rather, enjoyment may have more to do with the way each group 

finds writing enjoyable.  

 For students who ultimately tested into college composition, writing satisfaction was 

connected to the topic. Gina enjoyed writing in elementary school “but it depended on what [the 

class was] talking about.” Demetria enjoyed writing in middle school because, in her words, “We 

wrote about things that was easy for me to talk about.” The corollary also appears to be true: 

Brenda found high school writing unpleasant because “the prompt was boring.” For the college-

ready student, writing, though not inherently pleasurable, has the potential to be enjoyable in 

elementary, middle, and high school when the topic is interesting.  

 In contrast, the student who tests into remedial writing finds writing enjoyable when it 

lacks rigor or complexity. Harrison’s feelings about writing were similar to those of his college-

ready counterparts, but the reasons are different. Writing was “fun” for him in elementary 

school, but in middle school “[writing] got very complicated,” and by the time he reached high 

school, the amount of writing was just “too much.” Again, the corollary appears to be true for the 

developmental writers. Jude might appear to be an outlier when he states that he enjoyed writing 

in high school, but his reasons for enjoyment align more closely with Harrison’s: “[Writing] was 

easy [in high school] and not hard to complete.” For the student who tests into developmental 

writing, once the writing becomes challenging or complex, it ceases to be enjoyable. The writing 

topic is not a contingent factor. 

Good Students 

Students who tested into remedial writing reported earning lower grades in high school 

English than their college-ready counterparts; conversely, students who tested into college-level 



52 

writing reported earning above-average grades not only in English but also in high school classes 

generally. Intuitively, this makes sense. Students who earn above-average grades in English 

should be more likely to test into college composition than their peers who earn average grades 

in English. However, thematic analysis suggests a more profound concern. Although members of 

both groups characterize themselves as good students, their definitions of what it means to be 

good reveal important distinctions about their academic goals and the intrinsic characteristics 

they perceive necessary to reach these goals. 

 For the students who tested into college-level composition, thematic analysis revealed 

that the academic goal was achievement—specifically, above-average academic achievement. 

When asked whether they were good students in elementary, middle, and/or high school, Alpha 

and Clarence specifically mentioned the grades they earned. For Alpha, such achievement began 

in middle school (“I made good grades”) and continued through high school (“I made mostly a’s 

and b’s”). Similarly, when asked if he was a good student in high school, Clarence pointedly 

remarked that he “maintained a B average.” For the college-ready group, a good student is one 

who earns good grades, and good grades are defined as those higher than a C.  

 Additionally, the college-ready students identified personal attributes that defined or 

influenced their “goodness.” Alpha drew a causal connection between being a “great” 

elementary school student and her love of learning, reading, and writing. Brenda explained that 

she was a good student in elementary school because she was engaged in the learning process (“I 

participated well, learned well”) and continued to be a good student in elementary school 

because she “did all of [her] work.” As a high school student, Demetria stated, “once i knew i 

wanted to be in college i straightned up.” Gina described herself as a good student because she 

was “very mature.” By offering these explanations, the college-ready students implied that being 
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a good student is about more than earning good grades but also possessing a desire to learn, a 

strong work ethic, a sense of purpose, and a high level of maturity. 

 For the students who tested into remedial writing, thematic analysis failed to provide a 

clear picture of the academic goal or the idea of a good student. When asked whether they were 

good students in elementary, middle, and high school, neither Harrison nor Jude mentioned 

grades at all, which may lead one to conclude that the academic goal for remedial writers is 

something other than above-average academic achievement. Moreover, there appeared to be no 

dominant theme of “good student” in either student’s responses. Harrison considered himself a 

good student in elementary school (“i was a good student i always focused in class and i paid 

attention to class”) and a good student in high school (“i was a good student i did what i had to 

do”). Jude shared no information about his elementary or middle school experience, but his 

response to the high school question, while more descriptive than Harrison’s, offered no 

emphasis on academics: “Yes, i would desctibe myself as a good student. Through my past 

experiences i learned self disipline and how to become a better man.” No salient themes emerge 

from these responses. At best, researchers may infer that, for the remedial writer, being a good 

student is not about possessing a strong work ethic (“i did what i had to do”), but it may be about 

possessing a certain level of maturity (becoming “a better man”), a possible commonality 

between both groups. 

Trouble 

Neither college-ready writers nor remedial writers are exempt from instances or patterns 

of misbehavior during their K-12 experiences.  Gina, a college-ready writer, stated that she 

“stayed in trouble all of the time” in middle school. Harrison, a student who tested into remedial 

writing, shared that he was “on the wildside” during middle school. Thematic analysis only 
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underscored these similarities. Participants who tested into college composition saw misbehavior 

as a choice that a student makes, one that deviates from expected norms of the academic 

environment. For example, Brenda explicitly stated that she “did not get into trouble” in 

elementary school, “didn’t get into trouble,” in middle school, and “didn’t get into trouble” in 

high school. Rather, by high school, she “helped teachers and counslors.” The thematic 

assumption here is that good students stay out of trouble and contribute to the academic 

environment. Evan confessed that he “started off as a bad kid [who] laughed at people who got 

hurt . . . and even cursed once” in elementary school and “got suspended” in middle school. The 

thematic assumption here is that good students refrain from using profanity and show empathy 

for their classmates.  

For students who test into remedial writing, the dominant theme is the same. As a student 

who “learned self-disipline” by the time he reached high school, Jude underscored the value of 

good behavior in the academic environment. The thematic assumption underlying Jude’s 

statement is that students who fail to learn self-discipline by high school are not good students. 

The arc of Harrison’s narrative places a finer point on this assertion. Harrison, a student who 

tested into remedial writing, described himself as a good student in elementary school and high 

school, but stated that he was only a “so-so student” in middle school because of his 

misbehavior. The thematic assumption here is that misbehavior compromises one’s status as a 

good student within the academic environment. In other words, “the wildside” is reserved for bad 

students. The emergent theme from thematic analysis suggests that both groups view 

misbehavior, often defined by participants as getting in trouble, as something that the student 

gets into. It is a choice the student makes. Both college-ready and remedial writers recognize the 

role and responsibility of the student within the academic environment. 
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Teachers 

On the other hand, only the college-ready writers discussed the role of teachers in their 

educational experience. As Demetria rhapsodized about her interactions with teachers, she 

indirectly shared her high expectations for educators and education in general. She loved her 

elementary school because the teachers “gave there love and respect” and encouraged her to 

excel. She attributed her success in middle school to her elementary school teachers: “[They] 

helped us becomes strong prepared students.” In high school, she relied on her teachers for help 

with assignments. Conversely, Felicia, a college-ready writer, attributed her struggles in 

elementary school to a systemic issue—specifically, a high student-teacher ratio: “There was so 

many students that it seemed like I couldn't get that much individual attention from my teacher.” 

From the perspective of students who tested into college composition, good students are products 

of a healthy educational environment, one that fosters good teaching. And good teaching is 

delivered by educators who care about their students and prepare them for future academic 

success. 

Parents 

 At each stage of the K-12 experience, participants were asked questions about parental 

involvement. Question 8 asked, “Thinking about your elementary school experience, did your 

parents read to you? If so, what kinds of things did they read to you?” Question 16 asked, 

“Thinking about your middle school experience, did your parents help you with your 

homework?” Question 26 asked, “Thinking about your high school experience, did your parents 

help you with your writing assignments? If so, what kind of help did they give you?” Whether 

parents were involved in their children’s education (the dominant response among college-ready 

writing students) or mostly absent from their education (the dominant response among remedial 
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writing students), the thematic assumptions reflected in these responses suggest that parents 

should play a variety of critical roles in their children’s education. These roles are qualitatively 

different from one stage to the other, regardless of socioeconomic background or parents’ 

educational level. 

In reflecting on their elementary school experience, most of the students who tested into 

college composition reported that their parents read to them, and some included specific 

childhood memories (“Arthur,” “Junie B. Jones”). Of note, however, is Evan’s response: “No, 

they never [had] time to. . . .” The thematic assumption here is that reading to one’s elementary 

school children, while possibly valuable, is an extra time commitment. This assumption 

resurfaces in students’ reflections of their middle school experiences. Although most of the 

college-ready writing students indicated that their parents were somewhat involved in helping 

them with their homework, the level of involvement was minimal, both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. Felicia stated that she “rarely” received parental assistance with her homework. 

More pointedly, Gina’s response suggests that the type of parental involvement was insufficient 

for middle school: “They just yelled at me everytime i did something i wasnt supposed to do.”  

With respect to parental involvement, results suggested a convergence of experience for 

both groups once they entered high school. At this educational level, neither group reported 

much if any parental involvement. Once again, thematic analysis suggests that students found the 

type of parental assistance offered during high school insufficient. When asked whether her 

parents helped her with her high school assignments, Felicia, a college-ready writer, responded, 

“No, all they did was make sure that I did it.” More pointedly, Jude, a remedial writer, 

responded, “Unfortunatly, my parents didn’t really help me with my writing assignments. Most 

of my mistakes were made due to the fact that i didn’t recieve help when i needed it.” For Jude, 
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parents have an ongoing responsibility to coach, teach, and when necessary, correct. And 

students who have parents who assume these responsibilities should consider themselves 

fortunate. 

Regarding the parental influence on college placement, five themes emerged:  

1. Reading to elementary-age children is an extra time commitment for parents, but one 

that may ultimately contribute to placement in college composition;  

2. During the middle school years, parenting should extend beyond discipline;  

3. During the high school years, parents should extend beyond policing their children’s 

assignments for completeness;  

4. Parental responsibility extends across all educational stages; and  

5. Students whose parents are involved across every stage of their educational 

upbringing should consider themselves fortunate.  

According to these emergent themes, good students are the products of good parents.   

Thematic Narrative Analysis of College Placement 

Results from the master textual narratives provoke numerous questions regarding the 

impact of instructional design, parental involvement, and intrinsic motivation on writing 

placement among African-American students who recently graduate from high school.  The 

ethnographic thematic analysis of the textual narratives uncovered thematic assumptions that 

enhanced one’s understanding of these factors. Consequently, the discussion is enriched; the list 

of questions, augmented; the understanding, amplified. The story—the real story—incorporates 

the elements of each textual narrative but recasts them in a context that simultaneously respects 

and disrupts the linear structure. In short, what the reader experiences is not “Once upon a time” 

but “Once upon a theme.” 
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To illustrate the impact of ethnographic thematic narrative analysis on the master textual 

narratives, I conclude this chapter with revised profile statements for each group.  

Thematic Profile Statement for College-Ready Composition Students 

A thematic profile for African-American students who recently graduated from high 

school and tested into college composition might read something like this: 

I am a recent African-American high school graduate, and I tested into college 

composition. 

My mother probably completed at least some college courses and my father likely earned, 

at minimum, a high school diploma. Throughout elementary school and middle school, I was 

fortunate to have parents who likely demonstrated some interest in my education. They probably 

read to me in elementary school, but in middle school, they and/or I began to pull away. I did not 

receive as much help from them in middle school as I did when I was in elementary school, nor 

did I receive the type of parental support that I feel a middle school student should receive. By 

the time I got to high school, my parents provided little to no help. Some of this may have been of 

my own choosing. They may have occasionally checked in on me to make sure I completed my 

assignments, but otherwise, I was fairly autonomous when it came to my schoolwork. I may have 

wanted or needed more from them at this stage.  

I was likely a good student throughout my K-12 experience. For me, being a good student 

meant, in part, earning above-average grades at every level of my education, which I 

accomplished thanks to a strong work ethic. However, high academic achievement was not my 

sole criterion for being a good student. I also made a conscious choice to stay out of trouble, and 

if I chose to get into trouble, I recognized that such behavior conflicted with my standards for 

being a good student. By the time I reached high school, I was mature for my age and likely took 
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foreign language and college prep classes. I was likely a good citizen in high school and 

demonstrated respect and kindness to my teachers and fellow classmates.  Throughout my K-12 

experience, I may not have always enjoyed school, but I desired to learn and recognized that my 

sense of purpose was connected to my academics. I attribute some of my success to teachers who 

cared about my academic performance and sufficiently prepared me for successive grade levels. 

At each level of my academic experience, I wrote progressively more—much more—and I 

probably did not like it. I started writing essays in middle school, and by the time I reached high 

school, it may be safe to assume that I rather hated writing. However, my disdain for writing 

may have had less to do with the amount of writing and more to do with a perceived lack of 

control I had over the topics. I probably liked the topics in elementary school because they were 

my own, or at least I found them interesting and engaging, but in middle school and high school, 

not so much. I certainly had no interest in writing outside of school, especially when I reached 

high school. If the topics had been more interesting, which could have meant more opportunities 

for self-expression, I would have enjoyed writing more than I did. However, despite my feelings 

about writing, I remained true to the standards I set for myself and earned Bs or higher during 

my four years of high school English. 

Thematic Profile Statement for Remedial Writing Students 

A thematic profile for African-American students who recently graduated from high 

school and tested into remedial writing might read something like this: 

I am a recent African-American high school graduate, and I tested into remedial writing. 

My parents’ highest level of education may have had little to no bearing on my writing 

placement. In fact, my parents may not have participated much in my academic upbringing. 

Throughout my K-12 experience, I may not have enjoyed the privileges of parental involvement. 
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My parents may not have read to me in elementary school or assisted me in middle school or 

high school. They were not the teachers or coaches that I expected them to be. As a result, I may 

have suffered consequences or made bad choices in elementary, middle, and high school. I might 

attribute such challenges to their lack of participation in my academics.  

 Throughout my K-12 experience, I was a good student. I mainly demonstrated self-

discipline, restraint, and respect for others. When I chose to misbehave, I recognized that such 

choices compromised my preferred status as a good student. Throughout my K-12 experience, I 

may have earned above-average grades, but my standards of academic achievement may not 

have been fully formed. In high school, I likely took foreign language and perhaps college prep 

classes, but I only did the minimum in my classes to advance from one grade level to the next.  

I enjoyed writing in elementary school but by the time I reached high school, I probably 

disliked it. I disliked the amount I had to write, I disliked the complexity of the assignments, and I 

disliked the amount of effort I had to put forth to complete the assignments. Because I may have 

had limited experience with essays in middle school, I only enjoyed writing in high school if it 

was easy. Throughout my K-12 experience, I did not write outside of school. Consistent with the 

academic standards I set for myself, I earned mainly Cs in my four years of English.   

In summary, a textual analysis of participants’ narratives, while valuable, only provides a 

surface appreciation of the factors that influence college writing placement among recent 

African-American high school graduates. Through a close reading of the text and a thorough 

examination of the participants’ thematic assumptions, I discovered that such placement is 

influenced by a number of experiential, environmental, and affective factors, all which inform 

discussions of future research, academic policy, and educational practice. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION 

The ethnographic approach to thematic narrative analysis does not necessarily seek to 

refute initial findings, but rather, to illumine them. Put another way, researchers who pursue this 

type of inquiry seek to uncover “the real story” that underlies the narrative. In this study, textual 

analysis of student literacy narratives indicates that writing placement is influenced by the 

following factors: (a) introduction to essay writing in middle school; (b) multiple opportunities to 

write while in high school; (c) sustained parental involvement, beginning in elementary school; 

and (d) above-average performance in high school writing classes.  Thematic analysis reveals 

that writing placement is also influenced by the following internal factors: (a) valuing education, 

(b) possessing a sense of academic community, (c) establishing high standards of academic 

achievement, and (d) viewing writing as a matter of authorial choice. 

 In this final chapter, I reflect on the results of this study as a means to uncovering the real 

story of writing placement among recent African-American high school graduates. Limitations of 

this research and implications for future inquiry are also included. Additionally, I discuss the 

opportunities for future inquiry, and the implications for multiple stakeholders, including parents 

of African-American children. Consistent with the tenets of qualitative research (Willis, 2007), I 

conclude this chapter by situating my own place within this study as an English instructor and an 

African-American man. Ultimately, I hope to reveal the collective responsibility we have as 
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scholars in curriculum development, practitioners in the academy, policymakers in higher 

education and government, and citizens of the African-American community. 

Research Questions Revisited 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the literacy narratives of recent African-

American high school graduates to determine what factors influenced placement in college 

composition. Based on the existing literature and my own experiences as an English instructor 

and community college administrator, I posed three questions: one related to previous literacy 

experiences, one related to sociocultural background, and one related to type of school.  

Question 1: How do previous experience with reading and writing influence placement in 

college composition among recent African-American high school graduates at a community 

college? 

 Within the context of a formal, institutional curriculum, results indicate that participants 

in both groups seem to experience reading and writing similarly from elementary school through 

high school. Most of the respondents indicated that they genuinely enjoyed writing when they 

were in elementary school, but by the time they reached high school, they disliked it. In other 

words, participants in this study have not enjoyed writing since fifth grade. For the students who 

ultimately tested into college composition, elementary school was an environment where 

students had the freedom to select their own topics and write about subjects that interested them. 

By contrast, the students who ultimately tested into developmental composition disliked writing 

because the assignments became longer and more complex. Students, regardless of placement, 

did not enjoy writing by the time they graduated high school.  

Initially, these findings would seem to contradict those of Sohn (1999). In Sohn’s study 

of confident and tentative writers, only the latter group reported negative attitudes about writing. 
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However, Sohn’s study did not investigate student experiences with literacy—i.e., the acts of 

reading and writing. In the present study, results suggest how the pathways to college 

composition diverge between groups. Although the thrill for writing was gone for them once 

they entered middle school, students who demonstrated college readiness in writing mentioned 

that they wrote essays at this educational level. They may have had to mourn the delights of 

choosing their own topics, but they also began developing their skills in crafting thesis 

statements, composing unified paragraphs with clear topic sentences, and organizing their ideas 

into a single, cohesive document. As with any mourning process, they moved from denial 

through anger to acceptance. They may not have felt the same level of narrative authority as they 

did in elementary school, but they learned the heuristics of essay writing—that is, how a topic 

represents the genesis of a fully developed work. As Clarence stated, “I don’t believe writing is 

fun, but you have to do it.” College-ready students may consider writing evil, but they concede it 

is a necessary evil. 

Students who tested into developmental composition made no mention of essay writing in 

their literacy narratives. In fact, Jude stated, “the corses i took didn’t require me to do much 

writing.” That is not to say that neither Harrison nor Jude wrote essays in middle school or high 

school. In their literacy narratives, Harrison does mention required writing in English classes. 

(Jude shared no information about the type of writing he did in elementary or middle school). 

However, the absence of the term essay is significant. At minimum, it suggests that the term is 

not a common part of the students’ lexicon, even when specifically discussing academic writing. 

For Harrison and Jude, there was no distinction between experiencing writing and the act of 

writing. Writing is writing.  
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Question 2: How do social, cultural, and family characteristics influence placement in 

college composition among recent African-American high school graduates at a community 

college? 

 Results suggest that the mother’s level of education may be a greater predictor of college 

placement than the father’s. The students who tested into college composition tended to have 

mothers who had completed some college. Their mothers did not necessarily earn a higher 

education credential, but they had some direct experience with higher education. Then again, the 

father’s educational background may also have some influence on placement. College-ready 

participants tended to have fathers who completed high school. Given that participants came 

from lower and lower-middle income households, the parents may have taken an interest in their 

children’s education because they wanted their children to achieve more, educationally and 

financially, than they did. When Gina, a college-level writer, stated, “[My parents] just yelled at 

me everytime i did something i wasnt supposed to do,” she may have mischaracterized or 

misinterpreted her parents’ intent. Perhaps the yelling to which she refers was actually meant to 

motivate her toward a higher standard of achievement.  

 Among students in her composition class, Sohn (1999) found a direct relationship 

between level of parental education and writing confidence. However, in this present study, the 

participant whose parents had the highest level of education placed into remedial writing. Jude 

reported that both of his parents had earned college degrees. However, when asked, “Thinking 

about your high school experience, did your parents help you with your writing assignments? If 

so, what kind of help did they give you?” he stated that his parents were disengaged when he was 

in high school: “Unfortunatly, my parents didn’t really help me with my writing assignments. 

Most of my mistakes were made due to the fact that i didn’t recieve help when i needed it.” 
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Essentially, he drew a connection between his academic performance and his parents’ lack of 

support. His experience certainly challenges the contention that parents with college degrees are 

more likely to be involved in their children’s education. Because Jude withheld any information 

about his experiences at the elementary or middle school level, it is unclear whether his narrative 

challenges Sohn’s contention. I am left wondering what issues he encountered before high school 

and to what extent those issues compromised his academic achievement.           

Question 3: How does the type of school (e.g., public, private, parochial, charter) influence 

placement in college composition among recent African-American high school graduates at 

a community college? 

 Results of the study provide little insight about the relationship between type of school 

and writing placement. By virtue of their eligibility in the accelerated degree program, all 

participants graduated from public high schools. Because of my state’s curricular requirements 

for graduation, all students took foreign language, one of the predictors of college success, 

according to the ACT report, Courses Count (2005). In their high schools, participants had 

access to college placement courses and/or advanced placement courses. Some participants had 

taken these types of courses; others had not. As millennial students, all participants, regardless of 

writing placement, used computers in the classroom at all levels of their K-12 experience. 

Participants in both groups not only shared demographics, they also shared many of the same 

scholastic experiences. 

 However, the way each group experienced school differed significantly. Participants who 

ultimately placed into college-level writing saw themselves as part of an academic community 

that includes teachers and other students. They attributed their academic success to the support 

and preparation they received throughout their K-12 experience. Many of these students 
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mentioned the important role that teachers play—both to the good and the bad. Demetria credited 

her elementary school teachers with laying the foundation for success in middle school: “In 

elementary the teachers helped us become strong prepared students.” When asked whether she 

was a good student in elementary school, Felicia responded, “I did have some difficulties when I 

attended IPS. There was so many students that it seemed like I couldn't get that much individual 

attention from my teacher.” For the college-level writers, teachers were the keepers of education, 

and they had a responsibility to provide students the scaffolding necessary for academic success.  

 In addition, college-level writers perceived their own responsibility to the academic 

community. When asked if they were good students, many college-level writers shared that they 

“stayed out of trouble,” and those who confessed to incidents of misbehavior acknowledged that 

their choices violated the academic community’s standards for what it meant to be a good 

student. In his narrative, Evan confessed that he was not only a bad student in elementary school, 

he was a “bad kid”; he made fun of his classmates when they were injured, and he used 

profanity. In contrast, Brenda cited her collaborations with school staff to show that she was a 

good student in high school. The college-level writers saw themselves as good students, as good 

kids, and as good citizens. They showed empathy toward others, and they refrained from using 

profanity in school. They saw connections to their educational institutions, and they honored 

those connections by behaving according to the social expectations. In short, they were active 

contributors to the health of the institution. These findings may parallel Canagarajah’s (1997) 

previous research on safe spaces for African-American students within the academy. Although 

none of the college-level writers specifically mentioned safety, one could argue that their level of 

agency would not have been so pronounced if their K-12 experience had been marked with fear 

or alienation. 
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 College-level writers in this study also exemplified a sense of academic health. As 

expected, participants who tested into college-level writing reported higher grades in high school 

English and higher grades overall than their counterparts who tested into remedial writing. 

However, thematic analysis revealed a more important distinction. Participants in both groups 

described themselves as good students in high school. However, their standards differed between 

groups. College-level students considered themselves good students, in part, because of their 

academic performance. They received Bs or higher in their high school classes. As one college-

level writer stated, “I earned above average grades” (italics added). On the other hand, the 

students who placed into developmental writing earned mostly Cs in English and did not even 

mention their academic performance in other classes. As one of the participants stated, “I was a 

good student i did what i had to do.” Although members of both groups used I-statements in their 

responses, only the college-level writers established higher academic standards for themselves 

and acknowledged their success as a result of meeting those standards. Their standards were 

based in competition. Students who tested into developmental writing also established standards 

for academic performance and acknowledged their success by meeting those standards. 

However, their standards were based not in competition, but in completion. In other words, one 

group competes; the other completes.    

 In summary, students who test into college-level writing not only experience writing 

differently from their peers in remedial writing, they also experience school differently. For the 

college-level writer, school is a place where teachers help students establish high standards for 

academic performance and provide the necessary scaffolding for academic success. In school, 

these students build and nurture relationships with other members of the academic community. 

College-level writers perceive school as a place where students have the opportunity to compete 
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academically, and through this competition, students can reach the high standards that they have 

set for themselves. College-level writers believe that school is for them and they belong there. In 

contrast, students who tested into remedial writing wrote very little about their experiences in 

school. In some ways, the absence of reflection is even more powerful than the memories shared 

by their college-level peers, for it suggests previous experiences that were either negative or 

unmemorable.    

 Hence, the thematic narrative analysis used to investigate the research questions leads to 

the following conclusions:  

• Recent African-American high school graduates who ultimately place into college-level 

writing grow up feeling a sense of support and belonging at home, and that feeling of 

belonging—of connection—is sustained when they are in an educational environment. 

Aside from the affective benefits, these connections seem to have a positive effect on 

these students’ academic performance and academic identity.  

• Conversely, recent African-American high school graduates who test into remedial 

writing are not as likely to grow up sensing connections either at home or in school. 

Absent these connections, absent the scaffolding, absent the role modeling, these students 

may be left to set their own standards for excellence in literacy. They aim lower than 

their college-level counterparts and they view teachers not as the keepers of education, 

but the gatekeepers of advancement from one grade to the next. These factors eventuate 

in remedial writing placement. 

Limitations 

 As with many qualitative studies, the sample size is not as important as the depth of 

response. The goal here is not so much generalizability as saturation. In other words, to what 
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extent do the responses converge toward a set of common themes? However, the emergent 

themes for participants who tested into developmental writing are not as clear as those who 

tested into college writing. Only two respondents tested into developmental writing; both were 

male, and one answered no questions about his elementary or middle school experiences. 

Consequently, any insights drawn from these narratives must be approached with discernment, as 

the sample size for developmental writers is not sufficiently saturated.  

 By employing an online survey with multiple choice and short answer items, I did not 

obtain the depth of response usually associated with my chosen methodology. In the 

ethnographic approach to thematic narrative analysis, substantive responses from participants are 

collected, and lengthy excerpts from the transcripts are included to illustrate emergent themes. 

Initially, I distributed the online survey to all recent African-American high school graduates 

who had subsequently taken the writing placement test at my institution. Inspired by Sohn’s 

(1998) approach, I crafted the following writing prompt: 

Please share a few stories about your experiences with writing before you started college. 

Think of the writing you did when you were in elementary school, middle school, and 

high school. What was it like? What did you think or feel about it? When did you succeed 

at writing? When did you struggle with writing? What events, places, people influenced 

your writing and your attitude about writing? You may type as much as you like in the 

box below. Remember that all good stories have a plot, characters, time, and place. 

Certainly, within the context of a writing class, this prompt is appropriate. In a writing class, the 

researcher has the benefit of a captive audience, and if the class is taught in a computer lab, the 

students can generate responses in a familiar yet controlled environment. However, as an 

academic administrator, I do not teach, and my writing faculty may have felt undue pressure to 
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administer my survey in their own classes. Consequently, I received no responses to my survey. 

In revision, I composed more directed questions. Although these items may have facilitated a 

higher response rate, they did not encourage students to share as much as they would in a 

traditional literacy narrative. Also, participants had the option of completing the online survey 

on- or off-campus. By making the survey more accessible, I relaxed control over its 

administration. Unlike a writing class, participants may not have felt the same obligation to 

respond thoroughly. They could take the survey at their leisure in the location of their choice. 

Moreover, absent any incentive or previous acquaintance with the researcher, students who 

received the invitation were unlikely to complete the survey and likely deleted the e-mail 

message. 

 Of the 16 eligible participants, nine completed the survey. Although I am not one to balk 

at a 62% response rate, I should acknowledge the factors that may have influenced participation. 

To encourage participation, I introduced myself to the 2013 cohort as a college administrator in 

pursuit of his doctorate. It is possible that students felt obligated to participate because of my 

position with the college and because they identified with me on some level as an African-

American student. In addition, the program director was present as I introduced the study to the 

cohort. Students may have participated because they believed the study was part of their 

program’s orientation. Social class may have also influenced participation. By virtue of their 

enrollment in the accelerated associate degree program, students likely came from low- or lower-

income backgrounds. When asked, “What category best describes your parents’ income level?” 

those who responded to the question indicated that they were from lower- or lower-middle class 

backgrounds. The sheer opportunity to earn funds for transportation may have motivated them to 

complete the survey, as a gas card worth $10 was available.  
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 It should be noted that a few students chose not to identify their socioeconomic status. 

Although it is possible that some did not know their parents’ income level or simply overlooked 

the question, it is also possible that the students deliberately chose not to share this information. 

They may have felt such disclosure could render them ineligible for the accelerated degree 

program. They may have sought to avoid the stigma attached to terms like lower income and 

lower middle income. Finally, from a cultural perspective, participants may have been reluctant 

to share this type of personal information. African-Americans are often unwilling to participate 

in medical research because they do not trust the information will be kept confidential and may 

be used for sinister purposes (Corbie-Smith, Thomas, Williams, & Moody-Ayers, 1999; Shavers, 

Lynch, & Burmeister, 2001; V. L. Thompson, Bazile, & Akbar, 2004). Although participation in 

the present study would seem to involve fewer risks than a medical study, participants’ trust in 

me as the researcher—especially, as an academic administrator—may have had its limits.  

 Moreover, the survey required participants to reflect on experiences over ten years old. In 

studies such as these, the researcher relies on the way in which the narrator tells the story and, 

more importantly, remembers the story. Although the authenticity of responses may not be 

questionable, the type and depth of such recollection is important. In their discussion of 

phenomenology and autobiographical memory, Sutin and Robins (2007) identified ten 

phenomenological dimensions of memory: (a) accessibility, (b) coherence, (c) detail, (d) 

distancing, (e) emotional intensity, (e) sharing, (f) time perspective, (g) valence, (h) visual 

perspective, and (i) vividness. In general, the authors would have likely evaluated the 

autobiographical narratives high on accessibility (the degree to which the memories could be 

recalled) because the participants’ age is relatively young in relation to the earliest memories of 

elementary school. On the other hand, responses were not as rich in detail and vividness as they 
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might have been in a synchronous interview. Additionally, participants who chose not to answer 

certain questions may be exhibiting some measure of distancing, especially if the memories were 

painful or negative. Finally, it should be noted that participants of this age group tend to share 

memories that are more socially-oriented and often find meaning in past experiences and learn 

from previous mistakes (Fuentes & Desrocher, 2012; Sutin & Robbins, 2007). Although this type 

of sharing is not a limitation per se, it may explain why the emergent themes focus so heavily on 

relationships with peers, teachers, and family.  

Implications for Further Research 

 As a result of these limitations, a few research questions remain unanswered. Community 

colleges are open-access institutions, and many community college students come from working-

class backgrounds. Hence, any sociocultural discussions related to community college students 

should include some discussion of economic class. In addition, the relationship between African-

American English and writing placement remains a mystery because of the selected 

methodology. Results also provoke additional questions regarding interracial differences, and 

more importantly, resiliency among African-American students. 

Sociolinguistics—(Still) the Missing Link? 

 Although the conceptual framework of this study emphasized sociolinguistics and their 

potential impact on entry-level writing placement, the results of this study provided no insight on 

the relationship between placement and African-American English. Rather than collecting a set 

of transcribed interviews (a preferred methodology when employing an ethnographic approach to 

thematic narrative analysis), I relied on student responses to short-answer questions. Although 

many participants were forthcoming with sentences or sentence fragments, others provided 

monosyllabic responses (“yes,” “no”). Consequently, I did not obtain a clear sense of the 
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students’ preferred vernacular. Furthermore, the literature supporting the conceptual framework 

of this study focused on the impact of African-American English on academic performance 

(Norment, 1995; Smitherman, 1993; C. Thompson et al., 2004) and innovative practices in 

writing instruction (Forell, 2006; McCrary, 2005; Perryman-Clark, 2009; Rustick, 2007); 

however, these previous studies made little or no mention of entry-level assessment or writing 

placement. In a follow-up study, I would conduct face-to-face interviews with the students who 

tested into college writing and compare their linguistic choices to those who tested into remedial 

writing. These results could provide additional insight into the students’ home language, and 

more importantly, the students’ home environment.  

 This limitation does not, in any way, suggest that home language has no impact on 

writing placement. In her comparative analysis of writing proficiency in second language 

learners, di Genarro (2009) advocated for refined methods of writing placement testing based on 

sociocultural differences. Specifically, di Genarro noted that international students with 

advanced degrees in their native country tend to demonstrate proficiency in academic content but 

not in syntactic conventions; conversely, students who graduated from U.S. high schools but 

whose home language was not English tend to demonstrate proficiency in standard American 

English conventions but not in academic content. Could this latter category apply to African-

American high school graduates whose home language was African-American English (AAE)? 

Would researchers find that AAE has little to do with entry-level placement but more to do with 

so-called academic content once students are enrolled in college English courses? Granted, the 

parallels between second language learners and African-American English speakers are tentative 

(and, indeed, controversial); however, diGenarro’s research does encourage further investigation 

of writing placement and its relationship to home language, sociolinguistics, and socialization.  
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Sociocultural Factors 

Because this study focused on intra-racial differences among African-American high 

school students, equity issues involving race are absent from this discussion. The accelerated 

degree program is open to all students, regardless of ethnicity, and according to the program’s 

director, the need for remediation is not limited to one ethnic group. All students in the 2013 

cohort were invited to complete the survey, and, indeed, some students who were not African-

American responded, if only to collect a 10-dollar gas card. As an obvious follow-up to this 

study, I could conduct a thematic narrative analysis of White participants’ literacy narratives and 

compare those results to the results of this study. Because all students in the accelerated degree 

program share the same socioeconomic status, it would be interesting to see whether similar 

themes emerge among non-African-American students. For example, results of a study on 

academic achievement among children aged 3-12 indicated that family wealth did little to narrow 

the achievement gap between Black students and their White counterparts (Yeung & Conley, 

2009). More studies like these could help illuminate the impact of race on entry-level placement.   

African-American Men 

 In discussing the results of her study, Sohn (1998) found no significant differences 

between male and female participants. However, in the present study, results underscore 

concerns that African-American men are more at-risk for placing into developmental writing 

than members of other demographics. Of the seven participants who tested into college 

composition, five were female; two, male. More importantly, only men were represented in the 

remedial writing group. These findings, though not conclusive because of the small number of 

participants in this study, support previous research on literacy development among African-

American men. In his discussion of best instructional practices for African-American male 
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youth, Alfred Tatum (2012) identified three categories of factors that contribute to the 

achievement gap of African-American men in reading and writing courses: (a) instructional 

factors, such as curriculum and teacher expectations; (b) sociocultural factors, such as cultural 

attitudes and home language; and (c) personal factors, such as ethnic group identity and 

behavioral engagement. Noguera (2003) put a finer point on the factors that contribute to low 

achievement among African-American men: 

 For African American males, who are more likely than any  other group to be 

 subjected to negative forms of treatment in school, the message is clear: Individuals of 

 their race and gender may excel in sports, but not in math or history. The location of 

 Black males within school, in remedial classes or waiting for punishment outside the 

 principal’s office, and the roles they perform within school suggest that they are good at 

 playing basketball or rapping, but debating, writing for the school newspaper, or 

 participating in the science club are strictly out of bounds. Such activities are out of 

 bounds not just because Black males may perceive them as being inconsistent with 

 who they think they are but also because there simply are not enough examples of 

 individuals who manage to participate in such activities without compromising their 

 sense of self. Even when there are small numbers of Black males who do engage in 

 activities that violate established norms, their deviation from established patterns often 

 places them under considerable scrutiny from their peers who are likely to regard their 

 transgression of group norms  as a sign of “selling out.” (p. 445) 

In the absence of role models who do not resemble them culturally in race, gender, or class, 

African-American men develop a simple, yet restrictive, paradigm of hyper-masculinity (Czopp, 

Lasane, Sweigard, Bradshaw, & Hammer, 1998; Harris, Palmer, & Struve, 2011; Seaton, 2007).   
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In a future study, I would take a closer look at the attitudinal barriers that may affect 

entry-level writing placement specifically among African-American men. Parental engagement 

appears to be the main thematic difference between the two groups. Clarence and Evan, both 

college-level writers, mentioned the ways in which their parents were involved in their 

education. Even if parents only made sure that their children’s assignments were completed, they 

demonstrated interest in their children’s academic success. Their parents may not have been role 

models in the literal sense, but they did emphasize the importance of literacy. In contrast, 

Harrison and Jude, developmental writers, received little to no guidance from their parents. 

Jude’s narrative, in particular, suggests that appreciating writing was a journey that did not begin 

until the end of his K-12 experience. In reflecting on his high school experience, he wrote that he 

became a “better man” and found writing “easy and not hard to complete.” These results are 

consistent with those of Maton, Hrabowski, and Greif (1998). In their qualitative inquiry of 

academic achievement among African-American men, the authors identified three parenting 

themes that contribute to high achievement: (a) determined and persistent academic engagement; 

(b) strict limit setting and discipline; and (c) love, support, communication, and modeling. With 

respect to college-level placement, perhaps the goal for parents of Black boys is to draw and 

sustain connections between race, masculinity, and literacy while providing enhanced discipline 

and emotional support.  

Family 

 Indeed, results of the present study are consistent with previous research on the impact of 

parenting on academic achievement among African-American youth (Burchinal, Roberts, Zeisel, 

& Rowley, 2008; Smith, 2009). Parental involvement is an elemental component in entry-level 

placement among recent African-American high school graduates. Generally, college-level 
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writers acknowledged that their parents played some role in literacy development during their 

elementary years, but the quantity and quality of such involvement waned during middle school 

and high school. It would be interesting to learn more about the relationship between parental 

involvement, literacy development, and secondary school enrollment among African-American 

students. For example, the survey only included one question related to parental involvement at 

each level:  

1. “Thinking about your elementary school experience, did your parents read to you? If 

so, what kinds of things did they read to you?”  

2. “Thinking about your middle school experience, did your parents help you with your 

homework? If so, what kind of help did they give you?” 

3. “Thinking about your high school experience, did your parents help you with your 

writing assignments? If so, what kind of help did they give you?” 

Each question assumes a specific parental task. However, there may be other behaviors in the 

family that influence literacy development among African-American students. In their 

longitudinal study of predictive variables in literacy development, Dunsmuir and Blatchford 

(2004) found that preschool aged children who engaged in home writing activities were more 

likely to demonstrate writing competencies in elementary school than their peers who did not 

participate in similar activities. Moreover, the term African-American family often includes 

adults in the neighborhood, community leaders, and members of the Black church (Gerstel, 

2011; Ruggles, 1994; Stewart, 2007). In their resiliency study of recent, high-achieving African-

American high school graduates, J.M. Williams and Bryan (2013) asserted that members of the 

extended family play a critical role in academic achievement among African-American high 

school students: “Extended relatives (e.g., grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, neighbors, and 
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church members) .  . . served as important sources of social capital and constituted a critical 

source of expectations, information, and resources” (p. 296).   In deference to this cultural 

construct, researchers should not only consider the various roles of parents but also of those 

significant others who may have equal or even greater influence on literacy development among 

African-American students.  

Participants in both groups communicated explicitly or implicitly that they held higher 

and, in some cases, different expectations of their parents. With respect to placement in college-

level composition, good parenting, as defined by participants in both groups, involves specific 

actions at each stage. At the elementary level, and possibly before, children want their parents to 

read to them—an early and necessary time investment. In middle school, children want their 

parents to do more than discipline them, but also communicate that they still care about their 

children’s academics. In high school, children want their parents to demonstrate an interest in 

their academics that goes beyond completion of assignments. In addition, both college-level and 

remedial writers suggested that their parents failed to meet their expectations. Phrases like “All 

they did was . . .” and “They just . . .” imply that participants may have wanted more from their 

parents, especially during middle school and high school. Additional research, perhaps in the 

form of surveys or interviews, could uncover middle and high school student perceptions of 

parental involvement. These perceptions could have an effect on academic performance and self-

efficacy. For example, what accountabilities do African-American children hold for their 

parents? They may not expect parents to provide academic support in the pedagogical sense, but 

they may expect other forms of parental support and engagement to facilitate their academic 

success.  



79 

 In conclusion, a textual analysis of the literacy narratives suggests that parental 

involvement, academic rigor, and heightened student engagement are critical factors in 

determining writing placement for African-American students who have recently graduated from 

high school. Thematic narrative analysis provides a more complete picture. The real story of 

writing placement among recent African-American high school graduates involves a symbiosis 

of substantive writing experiences, adult support, personal values, and academic self-concept. 

Opportunities for Innovation 

 The authors of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 

1983) implied that American education broke its promise to deliver a quality elementary and 

secondary education that sufficiently prepares students for higher education and the workforce. 

Results of the present study do not lead to a similarly harsh indictment; however, they do 

provoke K-12 and higher education professionals to consider innovations in curriculum, 

instruction, assessment, and institutional policy. As scholars and practitioners acknowledge that 

families of African-American children play a critical role in academic achievement, they should 

also consider institutional practices and policies that could sufficiently prepare African-American 

students for placement and success in college-level writing. 

Curriculum 

 No curriculum can ensure that students will enjoy writing throughout their elementary 

and secondary experience. By middle school, participants in both groups characterized writing as 

“boring.” A curriculum universally free of ennui is unlikely. However, as curricularists shape 

content and learning objectives of K-12 writing curricula, the literature recommends specific 

measures that can lead to higher levels of engagement for African-American students. In their 
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commentary on adolescent literacy, Moje, Young, Readance, and Moore (2000) defined 

marginalized readers as  

 those who are not engaged in the reading and writing done  in school; who have language 

 and cultural practices  different from those valued in school; or who are outsiders  to the 

 dominant group because of their race, class, gender, or sexual orientation. (p. 405) 

The authors contend that course content—specifically, diverse texts that promote critical 

literacy—provoke students to locate themselves in academic writing and challenge previously 

held beliefs about other cultures, including their own. Tatum (2012) echoed these sentiments in 

his seminal work, “Literacy Practices for African-American Male Adolescents.” Tatum 

challenged his audience to “mediate a wide range of texts with African-American male 

adolescents in urban high schools to improve their reading and achievement and nurture their 

multiple identities and resilience” (A. Tatum, 2012, p. 21). Curriculum developers have an 

opportunity to ensure that course content and learning objectives include matters of self-

expression and authorial voice.  

 In addition, results suggest that an effective writing curriculum should sufficiently 

prepare students for successful transitions from one educational level to the next. In reflecting on 

their experiences with writing, only the college-ready participants mentioned essay writing. 

Consistent with recommendations of previous studies (ACT, 2005; Jennings, 2002), curriculum 

developers should remain concerned with the alignment of secondary and postsecondary 

curriculum. From a curricular perspective, textual analysis of student narratives in the present 

study attends to the vertical organization of curriculum, delivered in a spiral configuration 

(Posner, 2004). A curriculum that sufficiently prepares African-American students for college-

level writing should be appropriately rigorous and increasingly complex at each level.   
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 Thematic narrative analysis adds both depth and dimension to curricular concerns. The 

shift in attitudes about writing coincides with a shift in the structure of the academic experience. 

When the structure of elementary education is contrasted with secondary education, this should 

come as no surprise. Throughout elementary school, students experience writing curriculum—

indeed, all curriculum—within something akin to a cohort. Their learning environment provides 

rich opportunities to build relationships with their peers and their teachers. Writing is not 

confined to a single subject taught by a separate instructor, but rather, integrated across multiple 

disciplines. (Imagine a fourth-grade teacher dismissing the importance of literacy within a 

science or history unit.) In contrast, secondary education begins to replicate the structure of 

higher education. Students take classes by discipline, taught by subject-matter experts. 

Consequently, students themselves begin to develop a sense of expertise: “I’m good in English.” 

“She’s good in Math.” “He’s good in History.” Unfortunately, the converse is also true: “I’m not 

a math person.” “English just isn’t my thing.” If the structure of secondary education is to remain 

unchanged, great care should be taken to strengthen its horizontal axis so that critical skills in 

writing (and reading and numeracy) are not only taught but also valued across the curriculum.  

Instruction 

 In addition to innovations in curriculum design, the emergent themes of the present study 

suggest a need for complex, multivalent approaches to classroom instruction. Traditional models 

of instructional design require a thorough analysis and assessment of learner characteristics. The 

familiar ADDIE model, as described by Botturi (2003), is composed of five components: 

1. Analyze learners, learning context, and specific learning activity. 

2. Design instruction by analyzing content, selecting delivery media, and selecting 

learning materials.  
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3. Develop instruction by arranging learning materials and integrating activities into 

learning materials. 

4. Implement instruction into a real educational environment.  

5. Evaluate instruction.  

As instructors seek to design instructional units for writing and writing intensive-courses (e.g., 

essay writing), they would be wise to consider more comprehensive ways to analyze their 

learners. Although a formal thematic narrative analysis may be unrealistic, an abbreviated 

approach that captures data beyond previous grades and subjects could lead to more effective 

instructional design. 

 However, instructional design is only one component of effective instruction. As 

evidenced by the emergent themes of the present study, those who deliver the curriculum hold 

tremendous—indeed, some would say, ultimate—authority over the classroom experience. 

Consider, for example, the words one college-ready participant chooses to describe her teachers’ 

attitudes and behaviors: “love,” “respect,” and “made me want to be the best student ever.”  

Consistent with the previous research of Sohn (1999) and Caniglia and Duranczyk (1999), the 

participant’s words suggest that engaging, supportive environments and positive relationships 

facilitated higher levels of academic achievement in, respectively, writing and mathematics. 

Other college-ready participants defined good teachers as those who exhibited fairness, 

encouragement, and a belief that their students could learn. Such language implies that the 

relationships teachers nurture with their students play as critical a role to college-writing 

placement as the relationships nurtured within families. Indeed, as some have suggested, the 

teacher often assumes a role equivalent to in loco parentis, especially for African-American 

students (Wentzel, 2002). 
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 If an effective writing curriculum for African-American students should be rigorous, 

preparatory, expressive, increasingly complex, and distributed broadly across all subjects in 

secondary education, then what should teachers do to facilitate student success? Current research 

suggests a variety of possibilities. First, and not surprisingly, a nurturing classroom environment 

can have a positive influence on academic success. As Noguera (2008) stated,  

 There is no doubt that if schools were to become more nurturing and supportive, students 

 would be more likely to perceive schools as a source of help and opportunity rather 

 than an inhospitable place that one should seek to escape and actively avoid. (p. 455)  

In their qualitative study on child perceptions of the learning process, Lewis and Kim (2008) 

interviewed African-American children in Grades 1-4. Participants identified the following 

characteristics that they considered best classroom practices: (a) cultivating solidarity, (b) 

minimal social hierarchy, (c) democratization of support and opportunity, and (d) teaching with 

integrity. At that critical point where students transition from elementary to secondary education 

and begin to lose passion for writing, studies on adolescent learning focus on ways secondary 

educators can preserve a sense of community by attending to peer dynamics (Ryan & Shim, 

2012), project-based learning (Moje et al., 2000), and mastery-based learning rather than 

performance-based learning (Shim, Ryan, & Anderson, 2008). For African-American students, 

especially those from home environments where the value of education is not regularly 

communicated, a classroom that emphasizes community, collegiality, and individual mastery 

rather than competition is essential.  

 But nurture and support alone are insufficient for success in writing. As curriculum 

developers work to design more rigorous, preparatory writing curricula, elementary and 

secondary educators must communicate high expectations for African-American students. In 
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their study of middle school student perceptions of teacher expectations, Tyler and Boelter 

(2008) concluded that African-American student perceptions of teacher expectations were 

directly related to student engagement. Accordingly, low expectations for African-American 

students, especially African-American men, can have a deleterious effect on student achievement 

(Hines & Holcomb-McCoy, 2013; Wood, Kaplan, & McLoyd, 2007). To navigate the distance 

between the skills they bring to the classroom and the skills they must master in the classroom, 

students must partner with teachers who hold high expectations for all members of the learning 

community. As Beverly Tatum, President of Spelman College, stated: “Three key messages are 

at the heart of school success: This is important, you can do it, and we will not give up on you” 

(B.D. Tatum, 2010, p. 30).  

Entry-Level Assessment and Placement 

 In the present study, two quantitative factors were common to all participants who tested 

into college-level English: a B average in English classes, and an overall B average in high 

school classes. (It should also be noted that these students graduated from public high schools 

and came from low and lower middle-income households.) When considered alongside the 

themes of parental engagement and positive educational experience, these results may encourage 

higher education institutions to consider more holistic approaches to entry-level placement in 

English rather than a “snapshot” approach based on a single test score. Over 15 years ago, Royer 

and Gilles (1998) recommended an approach to writing placement that all but mirrored the 

methodology of thematic narrative analysis. Rather than standardized testing, the authors 

suggested a method of “directed self-placement,” where incoming first-year students were asked 

a series of questions about their experiences with reading and writing. As students answered 

questions about reading for pleasure, writing essays, their high school grade point averages, and 
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their self-image as writers and readers, a profile emerged that determined whether students 

would be more suited for college-level composition or developmental writing. More recently, 

Matzen and Hoyt (2004) found that students of color performed better on timed essay tests than 

multiple-choice assessments like ACCUPLACER®. Their rationale reflects the conceptual 

framework of the present study: Multiple-choice assessments for college-level writing placement 

assume a previous exposure and deference to academic English. Certainly, any reforms in 

placement testing should be considered judiciously. However, as educators seek to honor the 

complete student, including his or her educational background and his or her experiences with 

literacy outside the classroom, standardized, quantitative models of entry-level assessment may 

need to be abandoned in favor of more hybridized models. 

Policy Change 

 Few innovations in curriculum, instruction, or entry-level assessment can be achieved 

without administrative support. Curriculum developers require funding to conduct research and 

implement pilots that can lead to innovations in content and learning objectives. To achieve 

environments that are challenging, rigorous, and liberating for all students (including those 

marginalized because of race, gender, class, or other demographics), teachers, regardless of 

discipline, require sufficient time, resources, and administrative support to hone their craft, 

experiment with new models of instruction and assessment, and share their expertise with 

colleagues. As public commitments are made to increase rates of college readiness and decrease 

rates of remedial placement, new policies should be considered that support research and 

innovation in K-12 education. 

 Finally, results of this study should provoke further investigation of policies that support 

family engagement. Participants who tested into college-level writing courses stated that their 
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parents were engaged in their academic growth from elementary through high school. Parents are 

ultimately and unquestionably responsible for their children’s well being; however, there are 

institutional and sociopolitical factors that often affect parental responsibility. To what extent do 

employers support or encourage parental involvement? Are there governmental or institutional 

policies that allow for personal leave based on parental responsibility? Could new or revised 

policies narrow the achievement gaps in literacy if employees could safely request time to attend 

parent-teacher conferences, open houses, and other school-related functions without threat of 

unemployment or lost wages? Although these questions extend beyond the scope of the current 

discussion, they warrant further consideration, especially given the recent, national discussions 

on college completion for students of color. 

Epilogue 

 In Chapter 1, I cited a quote from composition professor Glenda Gill to provide textual 

support for this study’s conceptual framework.  Her words issued a tacit challenge to all who 

seek to re-write the narrative for African-American students:  

We, as African-Americans, simply lack an understanding about the power of the written 

word. Our history stressed the oral tradition. The power of the written word needs to be 

stressed at a young age. Otherwise, those of us who teach composition face an uphill 

battle in teaching writing to some students of color. (Gill, 1992, pp. 227-228, emphasis 

added)  

Gill’s use of first-person plural signifies multiples calls: one to the African-American 

community, one to writing instructors, and, I would argue, one specific to African-American 

educators. If we are to re-write the story for our African-American high school graduates, we 

have some work to do. 
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  As a member of the African-American community, I was hardly surprised that the theme 

of parental engagement emerged from participants’ narratives. From my own experience and 

observation, this seems not only authentic, but also accurate. Much like the students who tested 

into college composition, my mother earned a bachelor’s degree and ultimately completed a 

master’s degree; my father chose the Air Force after high school graduation and completed some 

college credits much later in life. My mother and my maternal grandmother read Little Golden 

Books and Dr. Seuss to me until I was able to read them myself. All three of these adults 

maintained an interest in my academics throughout my years in elementary, middle, and high 

school, and like the college-ready participants, the quality of my family’s engagement changed 

as I matured. Notably, when I was in high school, my father, much like Gina’s parents, “just 

yelled at me” to make sure I completed my assignments, and there were consequences if I chose 

otherwise.  

 For us, as African-American parents, grandparents, extended family members, adults in 

the church, and community leaders, we face a difficult challenge. It is unlikely that any of us 

desire our children to complete four years of high school only to spend a semester or two in 

developmental English. At minimum, we have no desire to incur the extra expense in tuition, 

either directly or indirectly as taxpayers. And yet, we are compelled to preserve and honor the 

oral traditions in our culture, our own “raisings,” if you will. We rely on the family histories 

shared at reunions, the exaggerated tales told in barbershops, and the gossip whispered among 

parishioners in church basements. These mythologies are not bound by the conventions of 

academic writing; indeed, few are documented. Like qualitative research itself, the standards are 

not based on positivism or empiricism, but in authenticity.  
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 If we in the Black community wish to re-write, or rather, re-story the literacy narratives 

for our children in the 21st century, we will find ways to communicate the importance of reading 

and writing, specifically, and academic achievement, generally. Historically, we received 

messages from our elders that being just as good (as White people) is not enough; rather, we 

were imbued with a spirit of “better than.” In co-authoring this new story, our role may not be to 

innovate, but to restore—that is, to re-infuse our oral traditions with stories of excellence, 

academic and otherwise.   

 Gill (1992) rightly implied that this co-authorship does not rest solely with the African-

American community. Her words acknowledge the hard word and tireless commitment of 

writing instructors, but they do not exempt them from responsibility. Again, my own experiences 

and observations as a student, and later a writing instructor, department chair, and finally, dean, 

affirm Gill’s contention. Like the participants in my study, I set high standards for my academics 

from elementary through high school, and I rarely got into trouble. However, I doubt that I 

would have achieved the same level of academic success without the support, guidance, and high 

standards of instructors. In elementary school, I had teachers like Miss Leatherman, who taught 

me not to hide my intellect; in middle school, math teachers like Mrs. Gray (my first African-

American teacher), who sustained my self-confidence; and in high school, teachers like Mr. Baer 

who provided the necessary scaffolding for me to master—somewhat—the complexities of 

physics. Like Demetria’s teachers, many of my teachers demonstrated their respect for me and 

their love for teaching and learning.  

 As writing instructors, we regularly teach in diverse classrooms populated with students 

who demonstrate a broad range of rhetorical skills. Frequently, we are mandated to teach 

curriculum that we may have had little to no say in developing. We encounter writing that may 
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be grammatically sound, but voiceless; soulfully realized, but syntactically incomplete. And 

these challenges exist at all levels of education, including higher education. When I served as 

English faculty at Martin University, I saw the breadth of writing in developmental English 

classes, first-year composition courses, sophomore argumentation courses, and senior seminars. I 

submit that in no other discipline do students, African-American and otherwise, reveal their 

traditions, relationships, and biases more prevalently than in the writing classroom. Indeed, it is 

already an “uphill battle” (Gill, 1992, p. 228). 

 If we as writing instructors (whether formally or informally designated as such) wish to 

co-author a new literacy narrative for recent African-American high school graduates, we will 

identify ways to create safe spaces for all students to try, fail, and try again. We will help them 

craft prose that honors their life experiences and captures the complexities of their values and 

ideologies. We will invest efforts in developing our own craft as instructors and situating our 

own philosophies of composition. And we will accept opportunities to participate in discussions 

of curriculum development and institutional policy. Our role as co-authors is not confined to a 

single infinitive (to teach); rather, it expands to affirm, to nurture, to challenge, to demand, and 

ultimately, to transform. 

 Finally, I contend that the antecedent of Gill’s (1992) first-person pronoun extends 

beyond its textual boundaries. The third sentence of this passage—that is, the one that mentions 

“the power of the written word” (p. 227)—cleverly bridges the we of African-Americans with 

the we of composition instructors. In this way, Gill revealed herself an African-American 

educator. In doing so, she tacitly issued a call to her African-American colleagues. Within 

African-American culture, no call exists without a corresponding response. 
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 I pursued this line of inquiry for my study based on my daily experiences as an 

educational administrator. When I visit my developmental writing classes, I frequently witness 

predominantly African-American classes taught by White faculty. In addition, I perceived that 

many of the African-American students in these classes appeared to have graduated from high 

school recently. I wanted to know how such a phenomenon was possible. Why were African-

American college students, especially those of traditional age, dominating my developmental 

writing classes?  

 As an African-American educator, I take this concern seriously and personally. Although 

I am committed to the success of all students at my community college, I am not exempt from 

the values of extended family that define the African-American experience. When a Black 

student tells me that she has finally passed her math class, my heart rejoices, and I feel a certain 

measure of pride. She is my sister, my daughter, my mother, and my grandmother. Conversely, 

when a Black student shares that he has decided to withdraw from his classes, my heart sinks, 

and I feel a certain measure of despair, for he is my brother, my son, my father, and my 

grandfather. And when a Black student who recently graduated from high school fails to 

demonstrate minimum competency in English—the subject foundational to interdisciplinary 

success, and the subject I have been called to teach—my soul stirs, and I am compelled to take 

action. But what action(s) should I take?  

 From this thematic analysis of literacy narratives, it is clear that the African-American 

writing instructors whom Gill (1992) addresses bear a tremendous responsibility. We must 

ensure that our children receive the appropriate instruction, early and often, throughout their 

elementary and secondary education. In practical terms, this means not only creating supportive 

environments in our own classrooms but also advocating for supportive environments in all 
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classrooms where African-American students are taught. It means not only shaping curriculum 

that prepares African-American students in our own schools and districts but also advocating for 

preparatory, rigorous curricula in other schools and districts. It means not only investigating 

policies that facilitate more comprehensive assessment and placement methods in our own 

academic institutions and systems of government but also advocating for similar innovations in 

other institutions and systems of government. 

 As an African-American educator—at once scholar and practitioner—I share this 

responsibility with my African-American colleagues. From a research perspective, the present 

study contributes to educational discourse by addressing critical questions and concerns related 

to instruction, curriculum, parental engagement, assessment, and policy. In addition, by 

interrogating the literacy narratives of recent African-American high school graduates, I was able 

to further the discourse by posing additional questions about class and raising important concerns 

about African-American men and boys (our sons). 

 Because of my chosen methodology for this study, some questions remain unanswered; 

some concerns, unaddressed. It is possible that speakers of African-American English are less 

likely to place into college-level composition, but as Matzen and Hoyt (2004) noted, this may be 

a reflection of culturally biased assessment practices and not the students’ level of competency. 

School type may be a predictor of writing placement, but I fully concede that that this concern 

was perhaps based in my own privilege as an only child of middle class background who 

attended private schools from kindergarten through 12th grade. In future studies, I hope to 

conduct substantive inquiry of African-American English, school type, and other topics related to 

entry-level placement among African-American students. 
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 However, my authorship does not end with educational research but extends to my co-

authorship in the stories of our African-American youth. As a practitioner, and especially as an 

administrator, I should consider the results of this study within the context of my own institution 

specifically and within community colleges generally. What ways can I support our faculty to 

experiment with new models of writing instruction for African-American students? How might I 

provide incentives for faculty in other disciplines to collaborate with writing instructors and 

build learning communities that promote interdisciplinary study and writing across the 

curriculum? What spaces do our faculty need to have safe, honest conversations about the impact 

of race, class, and gender on writing curriculum? What structures exist that allow me to engage 

our college’s K-12 partners? How might I liaise between faculty and senior leadership to shape 

institutional policy? I welcome the challenges that Gill (1992) issued to us and accept them 

wholeheartedly. 

 And I need not accept them singlehandedly. We, as African-Americans, and as writing 

instructors, curriculum developers, instructional designers, and administrators of all races and at 

all levels of education, find ourselves inside and outside the real story of writing placement 

among recent African-American high school graduates. We are not the protagonists, but we need 

not be the antagonists. We are major characters in these narratives, and we are more than 

characters. As storytellers, we create the exposition by determining the time and setting for our 

children's literacy experiences. We introduce the conflict by deciding what texts they will read, 

what schools they will attend, and what teachers they will encounter. We contribute to the rising 

action by setting standards and expectations; the climax is the extent to which they achieve the 

standards; the denouement and final order, the benefits or consequences of mastering or not yet 

mastering a given learning objective. We are, in every sense, co-authors of this story. 
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 So join me in this revision process. Let us engage in heuristics that generate new ideas for 

research and practice. Let us share our works in progress with members of every community that 

we inhabit—our families, ethnicities, academies, and municipalities. Let us write those passages 

that have not yet been written. And let us right those passages that have been wrongly written. 

Yes, this revision process will be, as Gill (1992) described, an uphill battle, but let us also be 

clear: It is a battle Herculean, not Sisyphean.  

 We will craft a new literacy narrative for recent African-American high school graduates. 

Today’s story is but a draft.  
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APPENDIX A: QUALTRICS® SURVEY FOR LITERACY NARRATIVE 

LITERACY NARRATIVES OF COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENTS 

 
Introduction 
This survey asks students to describe their experiences with writing before enrolling in college. 
The information you provide will assist the college in improving its writing courses, its testing 
practices, and its relationships with local elementary, middle, and high schools. The survey will 
take about 30 minutes to complete, depending on how much you choose to share. You are under 
no obligation to participate in this study and may choose to withdraw at any point. This survey is 
anonymous has no relationship to your coursework. The final study will include direct quotations 
from participants, but no names will be used. 
 
Q1 Consent to Participate: I have been informed of the purpose and expectations of this study, 
and I understand the benefits of participating in this study. I understand that my participation is 
optional and that I may decline to participate at any time without any harm to myself or to my 
grade in any course. 
 
The first questions ask you to reflect on your experiences in elementary school (Grades K-5). 
 
Q2 What category best describes your elementary school? 

o Public 
o Private, Non-Religious 
o Private, Religious 
o Charter School 
o Homeschool 
o Other 

 
Q3 In elementary school, how much writing were you required to do? 

o A Lot 
o Some 
o Little 
o None 

 
 
 
 
Q4 In elementary school, how much did you use computers in the classroom? 

o A Lot 
o Sometimes 
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o Not Much 
o Not At All 

 
Q5 Thinking about your elementary school experience, would you describe yourself as a good 
student? Why or why not? 
Q6 Thinking about your elementary school experience, did you enjoy writing? Why or why not? 
 
Q7 Thinking about your elementary school experience, did you write much outside of school? If 
so, what kind of writing did you do? 
 
Q8 Thinking about your elementary school experience, did your parents read to you? If so, what 
kinds of things did they read to you? 

 
The next questions ask you to reflect on your experiences in middle school (Grades 6-8). 
 
Q9 What category best describes your middle school? 

o Public 
o Private, Non-Religious 
o Private, Religious 
o Charter School 
o Homeschool 
o Other 

 
Q10 In middle school, how much writing were you required to do? 

o A Lot 
o Some 
o Little 
o None 

 
Q11 In middle school, how much did you use computers in the classroom? 

o A Lot 
o Sometimes 
o Not Much 
o Not At All 

 
Q12 Thinking about your middle school experience, would you describe yourself as a good 
student? Why or why not? 
 
Q13 Thinking about your middle school experience, what kind of writing did you do in middle 
school? 
 
Q14 Thinking about your middle school experience, did you enjoy writing? Why or why not? 
 
Q15 Thinking about your middle school experience, did you write much outside of school? If so, 
what kind of writing did you do? 
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Q16 Thinking about your middle school experience, did your parents help you with your 
homework? If so, what kind of help did they give you? 
 
The next questions ask you to reflect on your experiences in high school (Grades 9-12). 
 
Q17 What category best describes your high school? 

o Public 
o Private, Non-Religious 
o Private, Religious 
o Charter School 
o Homeschool 
o Other 

 
Q18 In high school, how much writing were you required to do? 

o A Lot 
o Some 
o Little 
o None 

 
Q19 In high school, how much did you use computers in the classroom? 

o A Lot 
o Sometimes 
o Not Much 
o Not At All 

 
Q20 What grades did you earn most frequently in high school English? 

o As 
o Bs 
o Cs 
o Ds 
o Fs 

 
Q21 How many years of English did you complete in high school? 

o 1 
o 2 
o 3 
o 4 

 
Q22 While in high school, did you take any of the following courses? Select all that apply. 

§ AP English 
§ Other AP Courses 
§ College Prep Courses 
§ Foreign Language 
§ I did not take any of the courses listed above 
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Q24 Thinking about your high school experience, did you enjoy writing? Why or why not? 
 
Q25 Thinking about your high school experience, did you write much outside of school? If so, 
what kind of writing did you do? 
 
Q26 Thinking about your high school experience, did your parents help you with your writing 
assignments? If so, what kind of help did they give you? 
 
These final questions will help us understand your background as a writer. 
 
Q27 What is your mother's highest level of education? 

o High School Graduate 
o Some College 
o College Graduate 
o Other 

 
Q28 What is your father's highest level of education?   

o High School Graduate 
o Some College 
o College Graduate 
o Other 

 
Q29 What category best describes your parents' income level?  

o Lower: $0 - $25,000 
o Lower Middle: $25,000 - $50,000 
o Middle: $50,000 - $75,000 
o Upper Middle: $75,000 - $100,000 
o Upper: $100,000+ 
o Other 

 
Q30 What category best describes your gender?  

o Male 
o Female 
o Transgender 

 
 
Q31 What category best describes your ethnicity?  

o American Indian/Native American 
o African-American/Black, Non-Hispanic 
o Hispanic 
o Asian 
o White 
o Other 

 
Q32 Where is your intended major located? 

o School of Applied Science and Engineering Technology 
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o School of Business 
o School of Education 
o School of Fine and Applied Arts 
o School of Health Sciences 
o School of Liberal Arts and Sciences 
o School of Nursing 
o School of Public and Social Services 
o School of Technology 

 
Thank you for participating in this study! Best wishes for a successful semester! 
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APPENDIX B: E-MAIL INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY 

Dear Student: 

This is your official invitation to participate an online research survey that investigates student 
experiences with writing in elementary, middle, and high school. In this survey, you will have an 
opportunity to share your stories about the writing you did before you enrolled in college. It’s 
hoped that the information collected from this study will help improve college writing classes 
and enhance relationships with local school districts. 

The researcher, Rod Brown, is conducting this study as part of his dissertation in pursuit of a 
PhD in Curriculum and Instruction. This research is being conducted under the leadership of his 
dissertation committee, chaired by Dr. Susan Kiger, Ph.D. 

As a reminder, if you choose to participate, do not include your name on any part of the survey. 
No one will be able to identify you or your answers, and no one will know whether or not you 
participated in the study. 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. By completing the survey, you are agreeing to 
participate. If you have any questions, feel free to contact Rod Brown at 
rbrown53@sycamores.indstate.edu, Dr. Kiger at Susan.Kiger@indstate.edu, or Indiana State 
University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) at ISU-IRB@indstate.edu. 

Thanks in advance for your time and consideration. You may access the survey by clicking on 
the following link:  (insert link) 


