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One of the paradoxes of the community college has been its origins as, to use Patrick Sullivan’s words, a “grand and ongoing democratic enterprise, [which] may well prove to be the public institution best situated to liberate citizens from the privations of poverty and class” (142). Viewed in a certain light, this democratic vision can be seen as accurate: the open admissions policy appears to offer anyone an opportunity for an education and possible social and economic mobility—a perspective that seems to parallel President Obama’s expectations for the nation’s two-year schools. But viewed in another light, one might see the community college as an attempt to fortify the American caste system. Conceived of as early as the 1850s, the first “junior” college was founded in Joliet, Illinois, in 1901, after several prestigious university presidents urged its establishment. Ira Shor asks about their motives: “Would a society dominated by white, male, and corporate supremacy build 1,200 new community colleges to disturb its old hierarchies of race, gender, and class? Would an unequal system dismantle itself by distributing so many instruments for equality?” (135). Between these two points of view, the community college WPA must operate. Ever mindful of both visions, she must always put the students first and weigh the sociopolitical and possibly economic consequences of what her institution’s writing program will mean for the students who enroll.


Since English instruction at this level historically has been shaped by student needs—long abandoning lecture formats and embracing collaborative learning techniques, technology, and media—the students are central to the discussion of class and WPA work. Another reason to place them center, though, is to dispel common misconceptions, such as these students are the “bottom of the barrel” or “only” capable of vocational training—both class-based assumptions long held by many unfamiliar with community college work—including those within the English discipline, as well as even some community college faculty. Thus the WPA in a two-year college finds herself in a necessary balancing act in order to enable students to reap the benefits from an academic system that may not always be on their side.

Since the early twentieth century, the establishment of the community college has been one of the greatest democratic initiatives in American history. It has also been one of the most socially, politically, and economically complex initiatives. Still, the community college continues to thrive into the twenty-first century, especially as the Obama administration and the recent economic crisis have made attending—and working at—a public two-year institution more appealing. But even before the downturn of the economy, community college students offered their instructors a special attraction. Because they come from a wide range of backgrounds and bring an equally wide range of abilities and skills, the students require their instructors to be responsive to their multiplicity of cultures, literacies, and knowledges. In other words, we—as their teachers and WPAs—are continually offered opportunities to learn about teaching.

The nearly 1,200 community colleges across the United States enroll almost half of all American undergraduates, including 46% of all Black students, 55% of all Native American students, and 55% of all Latino students (Am. Assoc. Comm. Coll.).  Many of these students are employed full time or part time; many have children; and many are the first in their families to receive a college education. The WPA in the community college is charged with creating or sustaining a writing program—or writing courses—that meets the literacy needs of every student who walks through the college’s doors.

But because of open admissions policies, the community college has long struggled with its academic identity and the perception of it as a lesser institution. For the students, though, for whom this may be not the last resort but the only resort, these assumptions are part of a larger class issue, one which threatens to contain these students and prevent them from the social mobility many of their counterparts who first enroll in four-year institutions already enjoy. Mark Reynolds points out that “open-door admissions institutions have often been viewed erroneously as having no standards” (2). But this perception is inaccurate. Instead, Glen Gabert offers this perspective, “It is more accurate to say that community colleges admit anyone who demonstrates reasonable potential for success in the program to which they seek admission” (qtd. in Reynolds 4). Only institutions themselves can define what “reasonable potential” means, but for many, this potential is evidenced in the minimum requirement of a high school diploma or GED equivalency certificate. 

Still, from within the two-year college, an open admissions policy challenges the WPA’s efforts to standardize how writing is taught. As Daphne Desser argues, “Open-admissions policies make it more difficult to create regularized, effective, and suitable curricula. The community college is attempting to cover too many bases right now; it offers vocational education, a cheaper, easier alternative to the university and a catch-all support system for minorities, the disabled, working adults, and other nontraditional students” (110). Further, assumptions about what a nontraditional student is complicate the work of a community college WPA. The bias in academia favors the traditional student, which is misleading since this student is not the norm or the majority anywhere. The picture of the traditional student is that of the individual who enrolls full-time in a four-year college directly after high school. He or she does not work, does not support other people, is not married, and is between the ages of 18 and 22. However, a closer look at the fallacy of the traditional student quickly gives way to a more complex picture of American college students, of whom, according to the 2006 NCES Digest, 43% start off their postsecondary education at a community college (Cohen and Brawer 50). And in fact, nearly 75% of all American college students identify as “nontraditional,” claiming at minimum one category, such as work status (for instance, employment of at least 35 hours a week or more while attending school), educational background (holding a GED and not a high school diploma), responsibility for dependents, part time enrollment, single parenthood, delayed enrollment (for instance, not enrolling right after high school), and eligibility for financial aid (Choy 2-3 ).  These statistics urge us to broaden the notion of the “traditional” college student and reconsider community college students as closer representatives of most US college students.

If class-based assumptions are linked with community college students, then that puts 43% of American students at a disadvantage, especially because class very often relates directly to academic potential. For students who self-identified their intentions to enroll in a two-year degree program in 2004-5, the average SAT score was 841 (Verbal, 420; Math, 421), which was lower than their counterparts who self-identified their intentions to enroll in a four-year degree program, for whom 968 (Verbal, 481; Math, 487) was the combined average SAT score. These scores are one of the indicators of the generally lower preparation of community college students, but they are also indicators of the social and financial situations for these students, since, as we know, SAT scores still reflect socioeconomic class status (Cohen and Brawer 51). 


Not only does the WPA need to be mindful of the educational disadvantages students struggle with, she also must be mindful of the majority of community college students negotiating work and school, as well as other obligations, such as family and religion. Many work to prioritize the needs of a job against the needs of college work, and very often the job will win out, especially when the choice is between paying the rent or getting to class on time.
 The challenge for the WPA, then, is to consider the possible commitments facing working students, but doing so within a program or set of courses that maintains an appropriate standard. Even though a student may have to juggle thirty or forty hours of work in addition to her schoolwork, that student also has a reasonable expectation to an adequate education, one that does not compromise quality and preparedness for convenience. In light of this challenge, the WPA may need to engage the writing faculty in understanding the needs of working students, particularly insofar as student work may be late or come intermittently.


Related to the issue of working students is the prevalence of first generation students. The American Association of Community Colleges reports that 39% of community college students are the first generation in their families to enroll in college. With working-class backgrounds, many of these students find themselves at odds at first—and sometimes always—within the college environment. With a powerful work ethos at home, they can feel like imposters at school and betrayers at home, even as their own families may want them to go to school and find employment outside of the working class. So these students often find themselves negotiating identities, at home and at school, sometimes with little support from either environment.

And certainly many community college students understand the consequences of the American caste system, even if they are not always able to articulate them. For such students, Sullivan makes the point that even the notion of hard work is a complex idea, since so often these students have seen the poor results of hard work. He argues that middle-class community college instructors may need to rethink their use of the term “hard work” and the cultural assumptions of the “eventual ‘reward’” that are associated with it, for working class or poor students already know that this “reward” is not always attainable for the hardest of workers, as many have seen family members working two or three jobs with little gratification or advancement (146).


These class-based issues extend to related issues pertaining to composition as a marginalized discipline with many of its instructors similarly marginalized and disempowered. In four-year institutions, WPAs often grapple with their colleagues’ low regard for the writing program and composition courses, and teaching composition has been relegated to TAs, graduate students, and adjunct faculty. This is in part due to the long history of the development of composition as a discipline—something there is not time to go into here today, but in summary, composition studies has long struggled for legitimacy and struggled to shed the perception of teaching writing as “drudge work.” 

At the two-year college, though, composition courses often make up the bulk of a full-time instructor’s teaching load. The bias that exists in other institutions does not exist in the two-year college, even as it is often directed at the community college from outside. 

Still, the perception of composition as a lesser discipline—or not a discipline at all—has extended to the hiring practices within it, where the vast majority of instructors are part-time. Overuse of part-time teaching labor has been with two-year and four-year institutions for several decades now. Since 1953, the percentage ratio of full-time instructors to part-time instructors has shifted considerably at the two-year college. In 1953, the percentage of full-time to part-time instructors was 52% to 48%. In 2003, the percentage of full-time to part-time instructors was 37% to 63% (Cohen and Brawer 95). One reason for this shift is the enormous amount of money such instructors save an institution. With more part-time instructors than full-time instructors, colleges spend less on salaries and benefits then they did in the past. But as a result, the majority of community college faculty are rendered powerless. Unprotected by tenure, contingent faculty enjoy no job security, no benefits, and no retirement pensions. Helena Worthen points out that the dangers of hiring a mostly part-time faculty prevents open dialogue about pedagogy “because the conditions of contingent teaching silence debate about disciplinary concerns: to disagree fundamentally about how to do your job with someone who has power over your job is to risk losing your job” (45). 

As in four-year institutions, the prevalence of women teaching composition is as great in community colleges, and this in itself is a class-related and political issue that has consequences for the students at these colleges. Worthen argues:

The politics of writing instruction is embedded in the politics of the community college as workplace, which is in turn embedded in the politics of being disadvantaged—minority, female, a single parent, a part-time worker, low-income, or disabled—in the United States. (58)

At the community college level, the graduate assistants are absent; however, the lecturers and part-time instructors proliferate. Thus, a colossal number of faculty—most of whom are female—without job security or reasonable incomes are responsible for teaching reading and writing in two-year institutions, and thus, in the United States.
 What does it mean to staff the majority of composition classes with instructors to whom the institution does not commit? What message does this send when public institutions offer disempowered or marginalized instructors to teach disempowered or marginalized students? I say the hiring practices at the community college have direct bearing on the students. What I see is an academic system reinforcing a caste system—educating these students and simultaneously reinforcing their “place” in society. With the majority of composition instructors lacking job security and a reasonable annual income, the students have few models for acquiring these things, in addition to an education limited by teacher availability and minimal faculty development. 

Since students generally have little choice about taking composition courses, including developmental writing courses, the community college WPA is essentially charged as a gatekeeper. The good news is that this charge offers the WPA an opportunity to contribute to a more just society. As Desser points out:

Who community colleges admit and how administrators and faculty define our criteria for admittance are inextricable from our perceptions and beliefs about the role of education. Our admission policies can either further the cause of social justice or preserve standards that are assumed necessary by those of us who can meet them. (107)

I suggest the WPA must be especially cognizant of the forces of a caste system at work on multiple levels at the community college: in particular, she must be mindful of what the impact such forces—and biases and assumptions—can mean for the students and for the faculty, both full time and part time. The WPA, though, has a unique opportunity to re-envision how composition is taught and regarded by other WPAs and compositionists, within and outside of her own institution. In fact, I would go so far as to say that community college WPAs have the opportunity to reframe the discussion of intelligence, particularly how it is linked to class-based assumptions, such as how western standards of intelligence have prioritized intellectual pursuits over mechanical or technical pursuits. WPAs have the experience through working with students in the two-year institution to contribute to discussions about how educators view and prioritize knowledge—I’m thinking here about the kinds of dialogues adult educators (who are likewise marginalized in academic circles) have been engaging in for years. To do this would be to subvert traditional distinctions, which enforce class lines and align intelligence with the kind of work one does. Mike Rose articulates these distinctions:

For a very long time in the West, there has been a tendency among intellectual elites to distinguish between physical work and technical skill—labor, the mechanical arts, crafts, and trades—and deliberative and philosophical activity, which emerges from leisure, or, at least, from a degree of distance from the world of work and commerce. This distinction is related to another: between pursuits that are ends in themselves and pursuits that are means to other ends, “pure” activity and knowledge versus the instrumental, applied, and practical, which possess less merit. These distinctions find early articulation in Classical Greece where they were part of a comprehensive philosophical system that celebrated the capacity of the human mind but that developed in a society reliant on slavery and servile labor. (100)

Given this history, the notion of challenging and reframing standards of intelligence, including different kinds of knowledge and learning styles, makes writing program administration at the community college work that is weighted with social, political, and economic responsibility. To honor our students and the intelligence they bring to their studies could redefine what many of us were trained in graduate school and reinforced in our professional careers to consider as intelligence. Therein lies one of the opportunities our students provide us: to think for ourselves, “outside the box,” as they say, about traditional notions of knowledge. Our students thus challenge us to meet them where they are intellectually in a program or in a classroom, not to maintain the status quo of class hierarchy, but to enable them to achieve the goals—the dreams—they bring to community college, or start to develop once they get there. That may mean for many of us rejecting traditional notions of what intelligence or valued knowledge is. It may mean engaging more with our four-year college counterparts and persuading them to further rethink notions of the traditional student and to reconsider the centrality of the community college to the discipline of composition and their own work. And it may mean finding more creative ways to build on the knowledges students bring to the college so that they can find their way to academic discourse. It may mean one or more of these things, but all of it centers on the students themselves and our awareness of how much they have to teach us as WPAs and instructors.
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� Time management presents formidable challenges to working students. Of course, the skill set a student enters college with can determine her success with time management, or the enrollment in a college ‘success’ course, which teaches students basic college skills, such as time management, note taking, and organization, may also help.


� Often, they are educators with diverse teaching experience and degrees—not unlike the diversity among the full-time faculty—and very often they have had or currently have teaching careers in secondary education. In many ways, this scenario is ideal, for high school instructors are often versed in current teaching methodologies and have a sense for where first-year students are intellectually, emotionally, and most important, educationally.





