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"WHAT PERSON IN their . 
mind is going to sit there and basically analyze a movie, and 
a point out of it?" For Jenn, this was a rhetorical question: 
cording to her, no one in her right mind is going to think 
cally about a film, see meaning in it, and write about it. I supp"''"' 
that Jenn would consider academics (or film critics) to be not 
their right mind," given that the exercise in criticism they 
tinely perform was the one that earned her complete scorn. 
though she otherwise enjoyed Beth's English class and repo ...... ..t 
having learned a lot by taking it, she objected strongly to 
one particular writing task: "When she had us write about 
movie or the CD-oh, I found that so stupid. I found no 
vance in doing it. It was just-I thought it was stupid." 

Not only does Jenn's comment demonstrate the gap hPnvH"n 

her conception of appropriate writing tasks and the 
expectations; it also illustrates a broader difficulty for 
entering higher education. That difficulty is one of adjusting 
the culture of academia. 

Scholars from a range of disciplines have described the 
ture" of academia in different ways but essentially agree that 
involves particular habits of thinking, acting, speaking, and 
ing that are often incomprehensible and alienating to 
outside academia. James Gee, a literacy theorist, has called 
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culture a Discourse (with a capital 'D') and noted that particular 
literacy practices are intertwined with beliefs and ways of think
ing common to any Discourse. Students who are familiar with 
the norms of appropriate conduct and adept at adhering to them 
experience no problem. If a person has not assimilated or other
wise learned the rules, however, then the Discourse-as well as 
the specific literacy practices associated with it-functions as an 
obstacle to participation and success. 1 From years of teaching 
English to college students, Gerald Graff has identified the char
acteristics of academic Discourse that serve as the biggest stum
bling blocks to students' productive engagement. One obstacle, 
he contends, is the dominance of what he calls argument literacy, 
which requires students to take positions and support them with 
persuasive reasoning. Another is the tendency of academics to 
discover or invent problems-thanks to maneuvers that appear 
to students exasperatingly pointless. Still another major impedi
ment is the prevalence of abstruse and mangled language, which 
underscores students' perceptions that the topics under discus
sion are "remote and artificial." 2 Without explicit explanation 
(and translation), the academic conversation can easily remain 
unintelligible, irrelevant, and thoroughly unappealing. Unfortu
nately, explicitness is exceptional; the difficulty for the uniniti
ated of joining the academic conversation is exacerbated when 
professors assume that students understand what is expected. 
Consequently, students who are unfamiliar with the Discourse 
are often left to figure it out for themselves if they are to suc
ceed. 

For decades, scholars who do research on composition and 
literacy have documented the difficulties that college students 
have with argument literacy, or what is often referred to as criti
calliteracy. In the 1980s, for example, Mike Rose examined the 
Writing problems encountered by first-year college students at 
UCLA, finding that students could summarize and paraphrase 
texts, but could not engage in more analytical tasks. Rose clearly 
illustrated the ways in which prior schooling-"an inert trans-
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mtsswn, the delivery and redelivery of segmented and self
contained dates and formulas" shaped their sense of academic 
work as requiring rote memorization rather than problem solv
ing.3 Once these students had entered college courses unprepared 
to do more complex work, faculty assumed that such students 
were simply not able to do it. 

In the studies I have conducted, I have observed the same phe
nomenon among students. At LSCC, it caused confusion for 
students during the research paper assignment when the in
structions directed students (whether implicitly or explicitly) to 
construct an argument-a task that they perceived as writing 
"opinions." This confusion emerged most clearly in Beth's class, 
because her instructions for the research paper explicitly asked 
students to write a "persuasive research paper." To many stu
dents in her class, this posed an impossible task. As Liz ex
plained: "Oh, the class is just stupid. I mean, who wants to write 
a persuasive research paper? I still don't get that. I mean, I've 
talked to my boyfriend, who is an English major at [Flagship 
University], and he even said, 'Your teacher is stupid.' I mean, it's 
research; research is factual." Liz could envision providing facts 
about her research topic, but she was unable to understand how 
to construct an analysis or develop an argument using those 
facts. 

Like Jenn's objection to the film analysis, Liz's complaint 
arose from disconnection from and unfamiliarity with the rules 
of academic discourse. The result, for Jenn, Liz, and others, was 
utter confusion about the purpose or logic of the writing assign
ment and their evaluation of the task as "stupid." 

Similar writing difficulties emerged for students when they 
took tests. Mariella told me that she understood the material in 
her psychology course, but that on tests the teacher "came out 
with brand new things," such as scenarios that required students 
to apply the material they had learned to an unfamiliar situa
tion. This Mariella found both confusing and unfair. Similarly, 
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Yolanda's description of her struggle with U.S. history exams 
suggests that Yolanda was missing an important analytic dimen
sion during class lectures: 

I came in with the best intentions to do good in that class. He gives 
us a sheet of paper with all these names that he's going to talk 
about-George Washington, and la-da-da-da, Lincoln, and every
body-and he just jumbles it all up and when he says a name, you 
just better write. That's all you do throughout the whole class is just 
write. I mean, he's like, "And this is how this one ties in with this 
page, and this is how this ties in with this. And this is how this per
son comes in the whole play and this is how this whole Boston Tea 
Party came about." I mean, that's how he does. He gives what he 
calls a word list, and he just talks. 

And, you know, a lot of people have asked him, "Are you going 
to use the book?" He's like, "Well, if you study the book, and take 
the test, you'll be okay." Well, a lot of people took the test and if it 
wasn't for the thirteen colonies, the extra credit, everybody would 
have flunked. So he doesn't use the book whatsoever. 

To Yolanda, her professor's lectures come across as a jumble of 
names and events. Despite writing everything down and study
ing the textbook, and above all wanting to do well in the course, 
Yolanda failed the first test. In her eyes, the problem was that 
the professor departed from the text ("He doesn't use the book 
whatsoever"), but I suspect that she faced a situation analogous 
to Mariella's, in which the exam required students to do more 
than memorize and regurgitate facts. 

The end-of-semester tally for these three students was not all 
bad: Jenn passed her English course with flying colors, and Mari
ella squeaked by in psychology. Yolanda withdrew from the U.S. 
history course midsemester, however, to avoid failing it. Fur
thermore, by the end of the semester, Mariella was considering 
changing her degree plan from an associate's degree to a certifi
cate program, so that she wouldn't have to take any more useless 
courses like psychology and English. Thus, for Mariella and Yo-
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Ianda, the incomprehensible culture of academia functioned as 
screening device, in essence hindering them from advancing 
ward their goals as originally intended. 

Complicating the situation for the uninitiated is that the 
demic culture of higher education is not monolithic. 
fields of study have developed distinctive modes of inquiry 
as a consequence, different literacy norms. Although the 
mentals of traditional academic discourse may hold true 
different disciplines, there are definite differences in what 
ent fields consider acceptable writing practices. This means 
a firm consensus does not always exist within the same 
about what actually constitutes college-level writing 
Generally, the lack of agreement among faculty members is 
parent only to students, who, in the words of Gerald Graff, 
forced to "psych out" what appears to be "an endless series 
instructors' preferences."4 

At several colleges I have visited, faculty members have 
untarily participated in efforts to improve writing · 
by developing specific criteria for assessing different levels 
student writing performance. Even among instructors from 
same English department, it can take some time and 
to reach consensus on the criteria for different scores. In the 
of a Writing across the Curriculum (WAC) initiative at one 
lege, faculty members from different departments reportedly 
wildly different expectations for the same first-year students. 
one of the participants recounted, "They had us practice 
papers of what they thought was an entry [-level] student's 
and just trying to get the faculty on the right page in terms 
how you assess these beginning students was a huge challenge." 

A psychology professor at a different college illustrated 
implications of this collegewide inconsistency with a short 
gnette. In her interview she recalled, "Last semester, there 
four people in my class that I kept writing and saying, 'You 
ally need to get a writing tutor.' And one of them came up at 
end of the class, and she said, you know, 'I have had Engu:.Uj 
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composition. I got an 'N in it.' But there must be ways to fake 
your way through .... Someone who's passing English lA with 
an A, and they can't write an essay for your class? Somebody's 
lying." Using this specific example, the psychology professor 
made two points: one regarding the kinds of inadequate writing 
that she encounters from her students, and another about a po
tential problem with the English composition course ("There 
must be ways to fake your way through"). 

Of course, without more information about what the instruc
tor meant by "can't write an essay," the source of this student's 
difficulty remains a puzzle; nevertheless, it is possible that the 
student, though capable of writing an adequate essay, did not 
understand the instructor's implicit expectations. It is also possi
ble that the students in question were capable of writing good 
essays in the English composition class but were not yet adept at 
writing an essay on a psychology topic in accordance with the 
conventions in the field of psychology. Certainly, I have wit
nessed students who had been exposed in composition class to 
the style manual of the Modern Language Association (MLA) 
struggle when asked to work with the citation rules of the Amer
ican Psychology Association (APA). The MLA rules are explicitly 
documented, whereas other conventions of essay writing are im
plicit, less straightforward, and learned primarily by exposure to 
the discipline. 

A crucial point here is that many college faculty members, 
who have assimilated the discourse in their particular discipline 
over years of graduate study, take the rules for granted and can 
easily assume that entering students do so as well. This attitude 
presupposes that college-level writing is a straightforward skill 
to acquire, and that students should have attained such skills be
fore entering discipline-specific courses in psychology, history, 
and sociology. Therefore, like the psychology instructor quoted 
earlier, such professors tend to diagnose the problem as a skill 
deficit instead of a result of conflicting disciplinary conventions 
or the inherent obstacles .to acquiring academic literacies. 
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THE FALSE PROMISES OF COMPOSITION 

The very premise for general writing courses such as composi
tion is that students, once they complete their English composi
tion requirements, will be properly schooled in the kind of writ
ing required in the rest of their college courses. Research in 
cognition and learning over the past several decades, however, 
has demonstrated that this premise is highly flawed: skills and 
knowledge that an individual acquires in one context do not au
tomatically transfer to new contexts. Indeed, applying skills in 
new contexts is extraordinarily complicated and is influenced by 
the learning environment in the original context as well as in the 
new context. At bottom it is unreasonable to imagine that a sin
gle writing course can adequately prepare students for all the 
writing tasks they may face in college. 

Whether through familiarity with theories of composition or 
through experience, English teachers are likely to recognize the 
difficulty of transferring skills. Beth, for example, commented on 
the contradictions embedded in the composition requirement at 
her college. "I think Camp 1A is understood to be a preparation 
for further college work. It doesn't seem to me that it really pro
motes that purpose very well. It's hard for students to translate 
skills from an English class into history or philosophy." 

At a college in Washington, a dean expressed this less tradi
tional view, based on her experience with the health sciences. 
"Most college instructors think that if students test into English 
1A, then they are probably ready for college-level classes . . . , 
but there has also been talk that 1A may not be sufficient. For 
example, in our area, we have a lot of medical programs. Some· 
times I think there is a big mismatch there between what English 
101 does and what the medical professions want their students 
to do as far as writing goes." 

David Russell explains the large-scale problem that composi· 
tion requirements engender: "The existence of separate and gen· 
era! writing courses encourages disciplines to mistakenly assume 
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that they do not teach 'writing' but only 'content.' When some 
students cannot 'write' (by the discipline's standards), the fault 
must lie elsewhere: in the students who do not master the 'con
tent' or in the secondary school English or college composition 
teachers who did not properly teach (autonomous) literacy.'' 5 

Paralleling the work in cognitive science, literacy studies have 
demonstrated unequivocally that the premise of generic or uni
versal writing instruction is fundamentally flawed. As the re
searcher Tom Fox puts it, a general writing course, such as Comp 
1A, "makes claims to a privileged place in the general education 
curriculum based on promises that the course cannot keep." 6 

One reason for this discrepancy is that the kinds of writing 
skills required in different academic disciplines vary immensely. 
But even within any given field of study, the standards for 
"good" writing in one context do not necessarily apply to other 
writing tasks. Writing skills-like any other skill-do not consti
tute an autonomous or generic tool, ready for application in any 
writing situation.? Instead, writing skills are integrally linked to 
each activity system in which they are used. A person does not 
simply write; a person writes something for some purpose. Ac
cordingly, learning how to write according to the conventions 
of a particular academic discipline is best accomplished while 
a person is immersed in discipline-specific activities. 8 Similarly, 
studies demonstrate that learning how to write for specific pro
fessional contexts is most effective when it occurs at the work
place.9 

And yet a flawed understanding of writing competence is 
thoroughly institutionalized-it pervades the entire structure of 
higher education. English composition, a firmly established re
quirement across most of higher education, constitutes the 
course with the highest enrollment of the undergraduate curricu
lum. Composition courses offered by two-year colleges are usu
ally coordinated with those offered at the four-year colleges and 
universities. Consequently, community colleges are obligated to 
offer the course in a form that matches the four-year college ver-



148 

sian and are unlikely to adopt any approach that is si~;;uuH.;anrrtl 
different from that used at the four-year colleges they feed. Yet 
the absence of any other explicit and formally mandated 
instruction, English professors and composition classes become 
the sole guarantors for collegewide literacy and writing comoe4 
tence. In a telling example of the strength of tradition, the 
dard organizational approach to writing instruction had 
altered at only one of the fifteen colleges in the national 
study. That one college had recently instituted a Writing 
the Curriculum initiative, in an effort to infuse discipline-s 
writing instruction into a good number of courses. Signifi~..auuy; 
this was also the only college that had examined the levels 
learning attained by its graduates. Specifically, the college 
undergone a campuswide assessment of students' progress 
matriculation to program completion, which revealed d' 
aging results for literacy scores. As the respondent explained, 
fore instituting the WAC reform, "What we found was that 
had students coming in as freshmen reading above the norm 
public colleges around the country. But after being with us 
two years, the reading scores slipped. I suspected all along 
there wasn't enough emphasis on reading. We have a lot of 
pie here who are very fond of scantrons and multiple-choice 
ams. In my own class, I get students who say, 'There's so 
writing here and reading. I didn't do that in my other classes. 
Thus this college was unusual on two counts: its efforts to 
tify what students gained by completing courses, rather 
simply trying to identify the level of skill of its incoming 
dents, and its experiment with WAC after administrators saw 
results of the student learning assessment. 

Administrators and faculty at all of the other colleges 
concern about students' literacy skills and had made efforts 
improve the situation. The changes adopted, however, did 
target classroom-levellearning. Following conventional pattern£: 
the most frequent evaluation strategy was an examination of 
cutoff scores on the entrance assessments for reading and 
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ing, in order to determine whether the cutoff point should be 
raised or lowered. The second-most-common approach involved 
creating exit exams for writing courses. Some of the colleges in
stituted exit exams for the basic writing classes (at the precol
lege level), and others instituted exit exams for the composition 
course. Less frequently, additional support services might be sup
plied, most often in the form of extracurricular assistance (tu
tors, writing center improvements, and so forth). 

In the end, to preserve the traditional way of doing things in 
this case means leaving an organizational problem for teachers 
to work out in their individual classrooms. A professor of his
tory was one of many instructors who spoke of that challenge. 
She noted, "I have given whole lectures on how to write an es
say to my class. And I'm a history teacher. But I say, 'Okay, this 
is how you write a history research p~per. Or this is how you 
write an essay for my class. And this is how you write an essay 
for an exam.' So instructors just take it upon themselves to start 
teaching English in their classes, even though they're not English 
teachers. Because for one reason or another [the students] are 
not prepared." For this instructor, the burden of "teaching En
glish" was wearying. She continued, "But I'm increasingly get
ting to the point where I feel like if you can't write an essay, you 
shouldn't be in my class." This presents a tough dilemma. On the 
one hand, this professor recognizes that students require further 
writing instruction to succeed in her class. On the other hand, 
offering the instruction herself calls for added time and energy 
on a level that is difficult-if not impossible-to sustain. In the 
absence of an organizational resolution, the default response is 
often to exclude students who lack preparation. 

In fact, qualitative studies of community college classrooms 
reveal that the problem is one that college professors have been 
forced to address without organizational support for the past 
four decades. The typical faculty response has also been consis
tent over that period: teachers persist in lamenting the conflict 
they experience between accommodating "unprepared" students 
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and maintaining rigorous standards. Community college · 
tors interviewed in the early 1980s, for instance, mentioned 
ceiving mixed messages from college administrators: · 
were expected to teach "college-level" courses, yet to retain 
dents who were only nominally prepared for college work.1o 

Faculty members generally interpreted the message as 
sure to dilute standards in order for the college to enroll 
students and thus receive more funding. Not only did tearh....; 
speak of the tension between open access and standards; 
also revealed the lack of organizational support for dealing 
that dichotomy. The administration suggested that faculty 
maintain high standards while at the same time retaining 
dents, but teachers did not know how to do both. 

The concern with maintaining standards has not been 
fined to community college faculty. The demographic shifts 
the college-going population that began four decades ago 
sified the student population-both academically and 
for all of higher education. Whereas traditional students 
tended to graduate in the top third of their high school 
increased access enabled individuals who ranked lower in 
school to enter higher education. That these students would 
pear "less prepared" than their traditional peers was· 
That professors would struggle in their efforts to educate 
new students was perhaps also inevitable. In his observations 
City College during the early 1990s, Traub proclaimed the 
ure of the City University of New York's open-admissions 
"The academic handicaps that students were bringing with 
to school were very, very stubborn. That was why ... it was 
matter of 'despair' for serious, dedicated teachers ... that 
could not solve the problems of students who had had so 
experience of academic life." 12 

HIGH SCHOOL PREPARATION 

It is easy to attribute students' difficulties to inadequate 
tion at the high school level. Certainly, faculty members at 

ACADEMIC LITERACIES 151 

college I have studied have identified poor high school prep
aration as a huge problem. Providing an example of the discon
nect between high school and college, one professor pointed 
out, "Eighty percent of our students place below college level in 
rnath-and are unhappy about it, especially because a number of 
them are transferring from a high school where 'I've had all this 
stuff.' But they don't know it. I don't fault the high schools, nec
essarily. It's hard to teach people when they're more interested in 
other things.'' Whether or not the high school is to blame for 
students' inadequate skills, the students are viewed as deficient 
once they arrive at college without having attained the expected 
level of knowledge. 

The reports students gave of their high school experiences re
vealed several kinds of problems. Some students, like Liz-who 
contended that her high school was "really shitty"-had at
tended schools judged "low-performing" according to the state's 
ranking system. Describing the characteristics of such schools, 
students related tales of constant substitute teachers and regular 
teachers who didn't care-who were only there "for the pay
check." For some students, recognition of their school's poor 
reputation made them less inclined to work hard. 

But even for students who did not think of their high school 
experiences as uniformly substandard, graduating did not pre
suppose a particular level of literacy competence. As noted ear
lier, Sebastian had been able to pass his English courses without 
reading a single book. During senior year, Sarah was able to 
avoid writing any papers for English. More than half the recent 
high school graduates in Mr. Dobbs's composition course ex
plained their understanding of a "research paper" as something 
copied directly from an encyclopedia. Students offered exam
ple after example of inadequate opportunities to write in high 
school. In addition, it is clear that many students simply do not 
Possess the kinds of critical literacy skills that college professors 
expect. 

From a different perspective, though, one could ask whether 
students should be expected to produce college-level written 
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work before they have engaged in college coursework. This re
orientation of the discussion moves us away from thinking about 
what colleges believe high schools should be accomplishing and 
toward understanding what high schools are accomplishing. 

A crucial element of the general context nowadays is rise of 
high-stakes standardized testing throughout the K-12 system 
over the past decade. The testing regime has shaped recent high 
school graduates' notions of appropriate writing in several 
ways. 13 For students in schools that have been labeled low
performing, the general trend in instruction has been driven by 
prepackaged curriculum kits and basic-skills exercises of dubi
ous educational value. The kind of reading and writing incorpo
rated into the tests has taken center stage in many schools, and 
preparing for the tests has displaced other aspects of the cur
riculum. 

When interviewed for the national field study, faculty mem
bers at colleges in many different states lamented the effects of 
standardized testing on students' writing. English teachers in 
particular complained that the high school testing seemed to fos
ter formulaic writing, in which students are more concerned with 
right or wrong answers than with developing an understanding 
of the text. 14 An instructor in Texas explained, "In high school
it's all about passing the high school exit exam, or whatever it is 
they're doing these days. And teachers come in and teach formu
las for how to pass the test. There's a sense of condescension in 
saying, 'Okay, a real writer wouldn't do it like that, but if you 
follow this fake little framework, [use] this little crutch, then 
you'll be able to pass the test."' 15 Another English professor 
noted, "They get so dependent on that structure. The structure 
seems to do everything it can to shut down thinking." Across the 
country, at a California college, an instructor reiterated the same 
observation about the crippling effect on students' thinking. 
"What's happening now in the K-12 system is that we have be
gun teaching to the state tests. And it totally destroys the whole 
critical thinking process. I know when I taught at Lincoln High 
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School, people would often tell me, 'Oh, it must be so wonderful 
to teach there because the students test so high and it's such an 
excellent school system.' Test scores were high because the stu
dents were prepared for a test. But as far as overall class perfor
mance, students would sit there for an hour while I talked. And 
if I asked questions, they would all just sort of stare at me. They 
had no idea how to actually think things out." In these ways, 
current policies governing the K-12 system may be increasing 
the gap between high school- and college-level academic expec
tations. 

Instructors were not the only critics of the standardized test
ing regime. Jenn's critique of high school centered on teachers' 
use of time during class, which seemed to her to be overly fo
cused on the testing standards: "Most of the teachers are so into 
the standardized tests and now they have all these benchmarks. 
We have to go about [meeting] benchmarks. We have to cover 
those for the benchmark, and it shouldn't be about that.'' 

GATE KEEPING 

Regardless of the policy climate in the K-12 system, the conven
tional solution in higher education to students without the de
sired academic competence involves gatekeeping. The most obvi
ous gate is the external one: the admissions process. But no 
matter their level of selectivity in admitting students, all colleges 
possess gatekeeping mechanisms. Formal gatekeeping might take 
the form of entrance tests in math and English that prevent stu
dents from taking college-level courses until they complete some 
remedial work. Less-formal filtering occurs in introductory sur
vey courses, which prevent a certain percentage of students from 
advancing to upper-division courses in the given field of study. 
General chemistry, college algebra, U.S. history, introduction to 
psychology: these lower-division courses frequently fulfill col
leges' general distribution requirements, enroll large numbers of 
first-year students, and occasion the highest percentages of Fs 



!54 THE COLLEGE FEAR FACTOR 

and withdrawals. The amount of this kind of internal filtering is 
related to the accessibility of the college and is most pronounced 
at two-year colleges. 

An English professor expressed one common stance toward 
such filtering: "The filtering process says to some of the students, 
'You don't have the skills to do sophomore English courses, so 
go get the skills, or else do some other line of work.' And so we 
tend to get a better clientele in those upper levels .... [First
semester composition] really should be where you fish or cut 
bait." In this professor's view, the composition course affords 
students the chance to experience "college English." Students 
without the requisite skills might not attain them during the 
composition course, in which case they should "go get the skills" 
before moving on to more advanced English classes. 

Describing himself as one of the "old farts" who has main
tained rigorous standards over a long career in teaching, he said, 
"I haven't changed my standards. If a student is having trouble 
because of a job, early on, I'll say, 'Well maybe you could switch 
to somebody else's class.'" With this comment, Mr. Burke sug
gested that there are other faculty members (presumably the 
younger instructors) who are willing to compromise academic 
standards, and that the administration itself exerts pressure on 
faculty to lower expectations for students. In mentioning several 
speeches made by the president of his college, he interpreted the 
president's exhortations to boost enrollment and decrease attri
tion as indications that the administration wants the faculty to 
"lower the bar." Mr. Burke envisioned the kind of future driven 
by this attitude as a dystopia in which everyone who enrolled 
at Hillside would be coddled and passed along, so that enroll
ment numbers increased and thereby generated greater revenue 
for the "cash-starved administrators"-to the detriment of the 
academic programs. From Mr. Burke's perspective, if a commu
nity college is to offer a high-quality education, student attrition 
is a necessity. "Of course you get a group of kids who have no 
conception of what college is all about, who are interested in 
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partying, the opposite sex, and their job; and who[m] we lose-
1 mean, we lose over half of the students; the administration 
wants us to keep them. They want us to keep everybody-they 
want us to give degrees to everybody, and screw that-l'm 
sorry.'' 

One of the most pervasive strands in Mr. Burke's implicit 
comparisons was his perception of "college" standards: stan
dards constantly at risk of being undermined by those who ar
rive at college unprepared to meet them. Faculty members repre
senting every discipline expressed similar sentiments. At another 
college, a math professor put it this way: "Some of us are-I 
hesitate to say-more 'rigorous' than others. Some of us are 
more demanding in our problems. I give really hard problems in 
my classes. As far as I'm concerned, this is college. It's time you 
learned to think on your own. And there are students who will 
not take classes from me because I have a reputation as one of 
the harder instructors on campus. On the other hand, we do 
have a couple that they will take classes from because they're 
more willing to slow down for the students, which I'm not.'' 

Since the late 1800s, when Harvard instituted its entry-level 
writing assessment and established its first-year writing course, 
the traditional approach to ensuring students' writing compe
tence has focused on regulating students' entrances and exits. 
The easiest strategy is to exclude students before they enter cer
tain courses, without restructuring the learning environment in
side those courses. Over the past decade, as colleges have exam
ined the results of their writing requirements and remediation 
policies, the most common strategies for improvement have in
volved (a) changing the entry-level assessment tools, (b) adjust
ing the cutoff scores for placement in remedial courses, and (c) 
developing exit tests for writing courses. 

Monitoring admissions to the course and administering exit 
tests are exercises in maintaining standards. These strategies cer
tify that students who complete the course have gained the writ-
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ing skills necessary for continued college coursework. When the 
same students do not complete future courses successfully, the 
English department can justify its instructional program with 
objective evidence that the students have met the required level 
of writing competence. College personnel can therefore account 
for students' failure by attributing it to students' own deficien
cies (such as lack of effort, lack of motivation). 

These strategies, however, fail to address the effectiveness of 
the classroom instruction, by neglecting, for example, to assess 
the extent to which the curriculum and pedagogy address stu
dents' "underpreparation," the growth in students' learning from 
the start of the course to the exit test, classroom-level dynamics 
that facilitate student success, or the specific reasons for stu
dents' withdrawals and failures. In itself, the failure to delve into 
these issues perpetuates the preexisting inconsistencies, which 
emerge as mismatched expectations on the part of students and 
instructors as students negotiate each transition-the transition 
into college, into college composition, and into the different 
fields of study. 

CHAPTER 8 
REIMAGINING COLLEGE FROM THE INSIDE OUT 

SINCE THE 196os, postsecond
ary study has become available to previously excluded groups 
of students. As we have seen, increased access has expanded the 
sheer numbers of students enrolling in college courses and broad
ened the range of students who attend. And yet, despite the tre
mendous changes in the demographics of students who have ac
cess to higher education, a huge gap remains between the number 
of students who aspire to college degrees and those who receive 
degrees. It is extremely significant that at the very schools where 
higher education is the most accessible, graduation rates are the 
most dismal. 

The vast majority of high school students plan to attend col
lege; indeed, it has become a stage in the transition to adulthood. 
At the same time, the growing importance of college as a gate
way to occupational opportunity has increased the pressure to 
attend and the stakes of success or failure. Although many stu
dents are certain that college will differ dramatically from high 
school, they are not clear about specifically how it will differ. 
This is particularly true of those who represent the first genera
tion in their family to attend college. 

The studies I have conducted suggest that tacit, and in some 
cases very subtle, exclusionary dynamics are at work inside even 
the most accessible colleges. Students' conceptions-of college, 
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