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Abstract of Dissertation 

 
The Adult Learner’s Story: An Exploratory Narrative of Experiencing an 

Introductory English Composition Classroom 
 

With the growth in the adult student population over the past few decades, better 

serving this student population has become a focus of many institutions (Altbach, 1999; 

Witt, Wattenbarger, Gollattscheck, & Suppiger, 1994; Cohen & Brawer, 1996).  In 

addition, studies show that introductory English courses function as gatekeepers to 

persistence towards a degree (e.g., Sommers & Saltz, 2004; Michaud, 2011).  Given the 

importance of English composition to adult learners’ success, the purpose of this study 

was to explore and understand how adult learners in an introductory English composition 

course experience and understand the classroom.  The study was designed under the 

conceptual framework of andragogy, which upholds a model of adult learning (Knowles, 

1984; Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005), as a lens through which to examine data.  A 

hermeneutic phenomenological methodology, in keeping with a constructivist stance, 

allowed for a deep exploration of the phenomenon as a lived experience that adhered to 

the tenets of van Manen’s (1990) research approach.  A community college campus site 

served as the site of data collection, and one course, ENG 111, English Composition I, 

figured as the course considered the shared phenomenon.  Nine adult learners, defined as 

those students aged 25 and above, participated in two semi-structured interviews, one at 

the start of each term and one at its completion.  The interviews solicited their individual 

understandings of their experience, allowing for a rich collection of narratives.  Using 

thematic coding in keeping with van Manen’s (1990) methodological approach of 

interpreting of spoken narratives as text, the narratives yielded individual themes, which 
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were then compared across cases to generate larger themes that represented the shared 

understandings of all participants.  These overarching themes were: (1) Applying 

background experiences to learning attitudes and approaches, (2) Navigating outside 

responsibility conflicts, (3) Appreciating supportive and equitable interpersonal 

relationships, and (4) Experiencing greater confidence in academic writing.  While the 

study design sought to elicit deeper understandings of a particular phenomenon and so 

cannot be generalizable (Creswell, 2007), the findings nevertheless suggest conclusions 

and recommendations that provide useful direction and insight to this student population 

and future research, which close this study. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Research Overview 

To give a larger context for the problem my study seeks to address, a compelling 

number of social issues have coincided with the increases in adult students pursuing 

various forms of higher education.  Historically, trends for adult students to return to or 

begin higher education began after WWII, and their interest in vocational, academic, and 

developmental programs have resulted in both institutional and programmatic efforts to 

meet their specific needs (Altbach, 1999; Witt, Wattenbarger, Gollattscheck, & Suppiger, 

1994).  These trends stemmed from new social and economic pressures that demanded a 

more educated workforce, and the more recent effects of globalization and advancing 

technology have further driven up the demand for higher education (Altbach, 1999; 

Grubb & Lazerson, 2005).  New demands to serve this population of students spurred 

various institutions to establish vocational programs tailored to contemporary industry 

aims as well as to accept these older students into their more traditional liberal and 

general education programs (Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Thelin, 2004).  Moreover, a more 

consumerist outlook has evolved, whereby educational programs are often tailored and 

advertised to adult students as consumers with specific educational goals (Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2005; Levin, 2001).  In light of the large numbers of adult students demanding 

higher education to achieve their life goals, understanding this population becomes 

imperative for the development and expansion of higher education.  

The personal challenges that this student group must address include balancing 

various professional, family and social responsibilities against efforts to attain their 

educational goals (Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; Sogunro, 2015; Kasworm & 
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Pike, 1994).  In addition, the professional identities and expertise that adults bring to the 

classroom often work against traditional forms of pedagogy that treat students as 

receivers of knowledge (Knowles, 1984).  Faced with new expectations and challenged 

by an environment that might not recognize the important knowledge base that they bring 

to the classroom, adult learners often struggle to achieve academic success or even meet 

academic standards (Knowles, 1984; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Pearson, 2019).  

Merriam and Caffarella (1999) review the many theories of adult learning created over 

the past few decades but allow that verifying the utility of such theories and generalizing 

them to the total adult student population remains problematic.  Thus, the relevance of 

examining adult students’ experiences becomes apparent.  This is especially the case if, 

as Kasworm et al. (2002) hold, effective adult education demands that higher education 

adjusts to the specific, yet diverse, qualities and objectives of adult learners.   

In addition, educators and researchers have recently upheld the idea that students 

and teachers construct knowledge in a social context (Alfred, 2002; Hansman, 2001).  

Rather than viewing meaning making as the internalized and individual cognitive process 

espoused by earlier psychology and education researchers, explorations of individuals as 

socially situated and contextually influenced have reshaped conceptions of cognitive, and 

in turn, educational theories (Carter, 1990; Fallon, 1995; Flower, 1989).  This shift 

indicates the importance of recognizing and incorporating the rich backgrounds, 

expertise, and values that adult students in particular bring into the classroom (Hansman, 

2001; Kasworm et al., 2002; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Pearson, 2019).  The adult 

student population group, then, presents a complex set of issues that cannot be ignored, 
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yet examining them may also yield unanticipated potentials in constructing new ways to 

conceive higher education. 

Statement of the Problem 

The scholarship surrounding the field of adult learners is rich and incorporates the 

voices of researchers across many disciplines.  However, my research interest lay in the 

intersection of this scholarship and that on English composition studies, which as a whole 

largely falls within the humanities field.  Because humanities scholars act as key shapers 

of the academic discussion on composition studies and provide the bulk of the literature 

on the subject, it was imperative to explore humanities-based composition scholarship.  

The character of the discussion varies from that of the social sciences in that its 

participants hold positions of responsibility for the teaching and learning that takes place 

in the classroom.  Thus, they reveal themselves to be more concerned with the 

effectiveness of their strategies and contributions to the critical discourse surrounding the 

field as well as less motivated to conduct empirically oriented studies (Standards for 

Reporting, 2009).  Instead, authors express their views through narrative and textual or 

theory-based discussion, eschewing much adherence to empirical, measurable social 

science research (e.g., Houp, 2009; Lillis, 2003; Rodgers, 2011; Sullivan, 2011).   

This disciplinary prioritization and culture, then, presents colorful portraits and 

compelling arguments, but it does not advance findings more in keeping with rigorous 

social science research.  The presuppositions expressed within this distinct, yet related 

body of literature underscored the need to further question the broader intersections of 

research and practice regarding adult learner perceptions within higher education, a need 

composition scholars call attention to as well (Fallon, 1995; Keller, 2011; Lillis, 2003).  
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My research design reflected my recognition of this need and provides a more in depth 

understanding of this as yet relatively unexplored problem in higher education for adult 

learners. 

In addition to this call for more rigorous research, the ongoing discussion 

regarding adult student instruction supplied further rationale for research in this field.   

Adult education scholars have turned to Malcolm Knowles’ (1984) concept of andragogy 

as a seminal outlook, if not theory, by which to frame conceptions and practices related to 

how adults learn (e.g., Cercone, 2008; Bigatel, Stockdale, & Hoewe, 2018; Rabourn, 

Brckalorenz, & Shoup, 2018; Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002).  In this, they adhere 

to the notion that adults share certain traits reflective of how they learn and situate 

themselves in the academic setting.  Major tenets that Knowles originally proposed 

included that adults carried background knowledge that influenced their learning, were 

more self-directed, and valued practical, problem-based instruction, traits that might not 

necessarily appear among traditional-aged students (Knowles, 1984; Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 2005).  Later, educational researchers expanded on this work to incorporate the 

recognition of the varieties of adult student backgrounds and goals that colored these 

generalizations, while the fact that traditional-aged students also were found to respond 

well to adult education techniques led even Knowles to broaden his conception of 

andragogy to soften the perceived differences between adults and traditional-aged 

students (Cercone, 2008; Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; Knowles, Holton, & 

Swanson, 2005; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  Scholars now acknowledge the 

individuality of each adult student and couch the discussion of adult education theory 

within the recognition that no one theory, model, or practice will affect this diverse 
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student population in the same way (Cercone, 2008; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  

Nevertheless, Knowles’ foundational work in adult learning theory and the evolution of 

the model of andragogy contextualizes and substantiates the call for increased attention to 

adult student behaviors and attitudes in conjunction with learning.   

That this call to research resonates within the field of English composition 

underlines the relevance of this particular area of educational research to the need for 

more contributive studies in adult education.  Two benchmark studies illustrate the gap in 

research surrounding the intersection of adult education, adult students and academic 

writing, and English composition.  On one side, Sommers and Saltz (2004) present a 

telling study detailing the experiences of first-year students at Harvard University in 

relation to their growth as academic writers.  Their article weaves together the account of 

65 undergraduates and reports the unexpected finding that these students valued 

academic writing despite the initial struggles of grasping unfamiliar composition forms 

and addressing various audiences across disciplines (Sommers & Saltz, 2004).  Sommers 

and Saltz (2004) concluded that the students’ apparent ability to find and express their 

own voices from among the other scholars contributing to the related literature indicated 

the importance of the potential for writing instruction to empower and inspire.  That said, 

their analysis of academic writing inadvertently privileges traditional academic forms of 

argumentation and incorporating research, an approach to composition in keeping with 

forms of acceptability largely upheld today (Flower, 1989; Howard, 1995; Klages & 

Clark, 2009).  Their omission of considering less common approaches and expectations 

of academic writing, coupled with the fact that their research did not explicitly address 
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the potential complications adult students would add to their findings, pointed to these 

less common approaches to composition instruction as worthy of extended discussion. 

Touching on this notion, Michaud (2011) advances a study that goes some way to 

indicate how adult students and academic writing expectations may interact.  He 

conducted a case study involving seven adult students at a public state college to discover 

how students may carry the discursive knowledge learned in the workplace to a 

classroom setting, what he labels as “the reverse commute.”  He focused on one student 

to support his argument that adult learners incorporate their current, professionally 

oriented understandings of genre and composition strategies into their academic writing, 

with both positive and negative impacts on their academic performance and grasp of 

academic writing (Michaud, 2011).  Ultimately, Michaud (2011) acknowledges the 

potential efficacy of inviting adult students to apply their prior knowledge to their 

academic writing, stating: 

frequent engagement with a diverse range of genres of writing that encourage the 

invention and arrangement of extended original prose, combined with the 

development of deep metacognitive awareness about the differences between 

discursive spheres (like school and work) may go a long way toward helping adult 

students develop the flexibility and big-picture understanding needed to navigate 

not just the reverse commute but also the myriad composing situations they are 

likely to encounter in their professional lives. (p. 255) 

While Michaud’s (2011) research underlines the potential different approaches and 

outlooks adult and traditional-aged students may apply towards their academic writing, 

he does not go into introductory English composition courses and adult learners, nor does 
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he consider adults who may not have professional discursive modes as their literacy 

backgrounds.  Thus, the interest exhibited in the area of writing instruction and adult 

students became apparent, underscoring both the continuing importance of this area of 

study as well as the relevance of my focus on the more nuanced, and as yet rarely 

explored, areas of adult students in introductory English composition classrooms.  

Research Purpose and Questions 

 With my research study, I aimed to better understand the concerning obstacles 

that adult students contend with in relation to their many obligations, academic 

unpreparedness, and difficulty integrating into traditional forms of higher education.  

Many researchers have delineated the general trends and traits of adult learners (i.e., 

Kasworm & Pike, 1994; Kasworm et al., 2002; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999), but 

elucidating the experiences of individual adult students offered an opportunity to 

complement these studies and further an understanding of a specific sub set of the adult 

student population.  That is, the study focused on adult student experiences and 

understandings of an introductory English composition class.  Choosing this setting as a 

site of research incorporated a key component of any undergraduate curriculum and 

addressed the general need for clear written communication skills in the workplace 

(Grubb & Lazerson, 2005) and for larger social empowerment and action (Fallon, 1995; 

Sealey-Ruiz, 2007; Rodgers, 2011).  As already discussed, my research also sought to 

contribute more rigorous social science findings to complement the rich body of 

humanities-based scholarship surrounding the field of English composition studies and 

adult learners.  Following this research purpose, my main research question was: How do 
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adult learners experience and understand an introductory, undergraduate English 

composition course? 

My subset of analytic questions included:  

How do adult learner backgrounds inflect their experiences in an English 

composition course?   

How does the classroom environment affect adult students’ experiences of an 

English composition course?   

How do interpersonal relationships between classmates and instructors influence 

adult students’ experiences of an English composition course?   

How did students’ self-identification as adult learners become reflected in their 

experiences of an English composition classroom? 

Potential Significance 

 In seeking answers to my research questions through my specific research 

approach, I not only satisfied the purpose of my research but extended its applicability to 

larger trends and issues in higher education.  My study offered a particularized 

understanding of the adult student population that can be used to develop the theories and 

practices already addressing this diverse student group, aligning with the larger aims 

implied by a hermeneutic phenomenological approach (Dukes, 1984; van Manen, 1990).  

The qualitative and exploratory study by its definition did not yield findings generalizable 

to the whole population of adult learners, but as methodological researchers note, such 

aims do not preclude such studies’ valuable meaning (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; 

van Manen, 1990).  So, while my study may not have promoted discrete solutions to the 

general problems facing adult learners in higher education and composition classrooms 



 
 

9 
 

specifically, it does further our understanding of this phenomenon in such a way as to 

inspire future changes to policies and practices employed.  Moreover, the fact that I 

designed my research to forge a link between social science and humanities 

methodologies lent a unique opportunity to develop the theories surrounding this student 

population and composition studies.  In both ways, then, my research supported and 

indicated directions for future research and changes in the perception of higher 

education’s relationship to and duty towards adult learners. 

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework I adopted for my study grew out of my increasing 

awareness of the nuances involved in adult education theory and instructional practices.  

In her own assessment of various adult education theories and models, adult educational 

researcher Cercone (2008) candidly allows that “there is no one theory that explains how 

adults learn, just as there is no one theory that explains all human learning.  Existing 

theories provide frameworks or models” that add to the general shared awareness of how 

adults learn and act as learners (p. 142).  A variety of theories and models for adult 

education based on psychology and philosophical research exist, including but not limited 

to self-directed learning, experiential learning, and transformative learning theory 

(Cercone, 2008; Merriam & Cafferella, 1999; Bigatel, Stockdale, & Hoewe, 2018).  

Given this, I opted to view my study through the lens of Knowles’ foundational concept 

of andragogy in its most general form, which Knowles and critics allow is more a 

conceptual framework or model of adult learning than a formal theory (Knowles et al., 

2005; Cercone, 2008; Vann, 2017).  Based in humanist learning theory that is learner-

centered, andragogy in its largest sense takes into account adult learner characteristics in 
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approaching how to shape educational theories practices around them (Cercone, 2008; 

Merriam & Cafferella, 1999; Todd, Ravi, Akoh, & Gray, 2016; Rabourn, BrckaLorenz, 

& Shoup, 2018).  In this, all of the models and strategies attendant to adult learners fall 

under the umbrella of andragogy.  

 By adopting andragogy as my conceptual framework, I was able to fulfill the 

exploratory aims of my research study given its broad and overarching scope.  Moreover, 

the concept of andragogy overshadowed all of the elements involved in my study, as I 

examined adult student learning experiences which included the social interactions within 

the classroom, the relevance of relationships outside the classroom to composition 

learning, interpretations of instructional practices, and the actual creation of new 

knowledge within the larger context of the participants’ backgrounds.  Finally, my 

singular attention to English composition posed no conflict with this larger conceptual 

framework as andragogy relates to adult educational approaches as a whole and not any 

specific field of study or type of instruction (Knowles, 1984; Knowles et al., 2005).  

Overall, then, the conceptual framework of andragogy lent focus to my investigation of 

adult students experiencing an English composition classroom while it also allowed me to 

regard this phenomenon from various angles that relate to adult education, my primary 

research interest. 

Methodology 

In a reflection of my interest in gaining insight into the perceptions of adult 

learners’ lived experiences in an English composition classroom, I adopted a hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach.  This approach complemented my exploratory aim and my 

conceptual framework of andragogy in its broader sense as the lens through which I 
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interpreted my data.  In general, the methodology facilitated deeper understandings of a 

phenomenon, or lived experience, that yielded an enriched perspective and informed 

future research (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990).  Moreover, this methodology 

acknowledges the multiple ways of meaning making through perception of knowledge 

and choice, and the recursive quality of interpreting these meanings as a dialogue 

between researcher and participant (Koch, 1996; Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990).  The 

exploratory nature of my research study design demanded such a qualitative framework.  

Specifically, I adhered to the tenets of van Manen’s (1990) interpretation of hermeneutic 

phenomenology, by which he advocates certain practices applicable to the aims of my 

research study.  Namely, he holds that hermeneutics, a term he uses interchangeably with 

phenomenology and hermeneutic phenomenology, enables researchers to investigate 

lived experiences through the interpretation of spoken and written narrative as text.  This 

viewpoint follows the development of hermeneutic phenomenology from theorists 

Husserl and Heidegger, who advocated lived experience as a phenomenon imbued with 

structural elements that could be understood by outside interpreters (Koch, 1996; Dukes, 

1984).  Going further, though, van Manen (1990) incorporates the more recent approach 

advanced by Gadamer, holding that all lived experience as conveyed by language can be 

construed as a text, a text that is interpretable through an ongoing cycle of meaning 

making between participant and researcher (Koch, 1996; Laverty, 2003).  This overall 

stance answered my desire to explore the related experiences of adult learners in depth 

and with attention to the many meanings and themes that their narrations generated.   

Given that this research study investigated individual perspectives generated 

within a social context, I also incorporated socio-constructivism into my theoretical 
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framework as my interpretive lens.  Uncovering the experiences of the adult student 

population required sensitivity to cultural backgrounds, social contexts, and personal 

meaning making that a constructivist approach can lend (Creswell, 2007; Crotty, 1998).  

Crotty (1998) states that the constructivist paradigm “suggests that each one’s way of 

making sense of the world is valid and worthy of respect as any other” (p. 58).  Eliciting 

individual conceptions of adult learners’ experiences thus enabled this project to benefit 

from the wealth of relevant, particular perceptions of their experiences.  Moreover, the 

fact that the research study explored the notion that learning involves social and 

contextualized knowledge construction further established the applicability of 

constructivism. 

In keeping with the hermeneutic and constructivist approach, I adopted qualitative 

methods to answer my research question.  I ultimately interviewed nine adult students, 

loosely defined as those aged above 25, and who were enrolled in the required English 

composition core course, ENG 111, offered at the Northern Virginia Community College 

for a full semester or twelve-week summer session.  Because hermeneutic 

phenomenology focuses on the individual experiences of each participant to gain a broad 

understanding of the phenomenon under study (Dukes, 1980; van Manen, 1990), I did not 

need to narrow my selection to adult students pursuing the course for a specific purpose, 

such as a degree or professional development.  To solicit participants, I contacted 

professors at a single NOVA campus who were willing to share my research interests 

with their students and help me gain volunteers.  Following this, I visited those 

classrooms whose professors permitted so that I could actively solicit participants and 

followed up with emails or phone calls to confirm participants and share any other 
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pertinent information.  While two participants did not complete the second set of 

interviews and so could not be included in addition to the nine who did, this attrition is a 

common challenge in social science research (Frankel & Wallen, 2003; Maxwell, 2005) 

and did not deter the productivity of the study.  I was also forced to exclude data I 

collected from two online adult students, as ultimately focusing on the shared lived 

experience of ENG 111 as an on campus course represented a more discreet 

phenomenon, important in designing valid and trustworthy hermeneutic 

phenomenological research (van Manen, 1990; Laverty, 2003). 

In regard to data collection, I interviewed each participant twice to gain two 

distinctive sets of information that took into account changed perceptions over time.  In 

the beginning of the semester and summer terms during which I collected data, I 

conducted an interview to elicit their understandings and experiences of English 

Composition I course up to that point and to learn of their backgrounds.  At the end of the 

semester or summer term, I interviewed to gain insight as to how they perceive their 

experiences after having navigated the course.  Interviews were semi-structured to allow 

for both direction and the ability of the participant to express elements of their 

experiences that could better inform the overall research aim.  Interviewing in this 

manner adhered to the hermeneutic qualitative methodology, as did my efforts to 

complement interviews with analytic and reflective memos that generated further sources 

of data to triangulate with interview transcripts (Maxwell, 2005; van Manen, 1990).  

Conducting member checks with participants after the first interview through having 

them review their transcripts and provide feedback as well as constantly engaging in 

reinterpreting the developing data set all worked to establish the validity and 
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trustworthiness of my approach (Maxwell, 2005; van Manen, 1990) and more firmly 

situate it within the hermeneutic and constructivist methodological framework. 

Assumptions  

 I am aware that in mounting any rigorous research study, certain assumptions or 

limitations become evident and must be addressed.  My study specifically assumed that 

facility with academic writing, whether in an introductory English composition course or 

courses in a discipline, is a valuable skill for future professional or public roles.  As 

research holds, academic writing instructs students as to how to assess their purpose and 

adapt their writing conventions and style to the audience, an ability that can be applied in 

various professional fields and civic engagements (Benedict, 2018; Dodge, 1980; Flower, 

1989; Sommers & Saltz, 2004).  Moreover, this ability implies that students gain analytic 

and critical thinking skills that help them reexamine and problematize their own world 

views and those of others (Carter, 1990; Lea & Street, 1998; Sommers & Saltz, 2004).  

This sensitivity, again, carries over beyond the academic writing experience to larger 

social and personal contexts and enables individuals to better assess their own position 

within any situation and effectively act to meet their own goals and needs.  The 

assumption of the importance of academic writing mastery, then, instilled meaning and 

justification to my study’s focus on elucidating the experience of English Composition I, 

a required course charged with instilling foundational academic writing skills to degree-

seeking students. 

 Building off this assumption, I also held that as multiple bodies of literature 

discuss academic writing and adult learners, all were relevant to my study and could be 

included.  As already mentioned, composition scholars from humanities fields have 
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largely shaped the debate and investigations into the notions of how composition is 

conceived and how academic writing should be instructed both in an introductory course 

as well as throughout a student’s college career (e.g., Brauer, 2009; Carter, 1990; Flower, 

1989).  The ideas and moves evinced through these writings have thus shaped and 

contextualized the social science research surrounding this field of interest.  Hansman 

and Wilson (1998), for instance, include in their literature review the careful examination 

of various streams of thought concerning composition studies as a context for mounting 

their particular study of adult learners using technology in an introductory English 

composition course.  Moreover, humanities-oriented scholars themselves offer more 

anecdotal or narrative reports (e.g., Cleary, 2011; Lillis, 2003; Benedict, 2018) that 

nevertheless can be considered empirical research and relevant to social science standards 

given the different disciplinary strictures and purposes (Standards for Reporting, 2009).  

This collection of disparate literature illustrates that this field is varied, and the value of 

each piece of this collection to the overarching discourse supported my assumption that 

all were relevant to my study, provided I addressed each area with careful consideration 

of the piece’s disciplinary background and purpose within the context of my area of 

research interest.  In this way, I remained faithful to standards of social science credibility 

while still taking into account all potentially useful contributions to the field. 

 As a last major assumption affecting my approach to this study, I assumed that 

given my attention to standards of social science research, the methodology I chose 

would yield valuable research.  Specifically, my more interdisciplinary approach to 

framing my research study and analyzing data may seem to have potentially clouded the 

rigor of the study or allowed it to lose focus.  Yet I advance that this very inclusion of 
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approaches yielded the most comprehensive means of addressing my research interest 

and answering to a current problem in higher education, the importance of which is 

reflected by the numerous areas of scholarship involved in the discussion.  In so doing, 

my research design thus carried contributions to all relevant scholarship, regardless of 

discipline. 

Definitions and Key Terms 

 Academic Writing: based on a synthesis of the literature regarding English 

composition, this is writing composed by students in response to an assignment for a 

course in any discipline that is expected to adhere to common composition conventions 

regarding rhetoric, style, and mechanics 

 Adult Learner or Student: persons aged 25 and above of any experiential or ethnic 

background 

 Andragogy: a field of practice and theoretical basis in which professional 

educators consider how the adult learner is situated in the process of knowledge 

construction to develop modes of instruction 

 Humanities-Oriented Scholarship: research conducted through the perspective and 

expectations of a humanities discipline that typically tends to question assumptions 

regarding various human experiences and life-situations and poses provocative depictions 

of such in a manner that does not strictly ascribe to social science research standards 

Inquiry-Based Learning: an instructional approach often associated with adult 

education which structures learning around relevant and practical social problems so as to 

make instruction more learner centered and self-motivated 



 
 

17 
 

Hermeneutic Phenomenology: a research methodology in which a lived 

experience or phenomenon is examined for essential meanings through analyzing 

participant narratives as texts that can be reinterpreted through a dialectic form of 

investigation, one that takes into account the social and personal contexts that influence 

the continual shaping and reshaping of meaning making regarding the lived experience 

Subjectivity Statement 

 Initially, my career background just after graduating college led me to work with 

adult students and gain an understanding of the various challenges adult students face.  

Working at a community college as a composition tutor, I came in close contact with 

numerous adults who were trying to balance their family and work-related 

responsibilities with their desire to earn an advanced degree.  As I came from a traditional 

educational background, I had had little exposure to this student population group, and 

their struggles and immense efforts impressed me deeply.  I slowly became aware of how 

their own educational backgrounds often put them at a distinct disadvantage in terms of 

academic preparedness, to the point where many of these students barely had a notion of 

what college-level expectations were, let alone have the capacity to meet them.  Yet I 

also sensed their incredible determination and conviction in the opportunities that a 

higher education degree would open up to them, spurring me to devote myself to their 

success in whatever way I could.  My own investment in and respect for these adult 

learners, then, influenced how I strove to better understand the adult student experience. 

 This investment carried over into my later work in various higher education 

institutions regardless of my formal role.  As a student support coordinator at a for-profit 

institution, I became aware of the many working adults in need of further certifications or 
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higher education degrees to attain both their personal and professional goals.  I witnessed 

firsthand how the for-profit administration operated, and while I supported the 

educational services it provided, I struggled with the business orientation of the 

organization as well as its inability to meet these students’ educational needs consistently.  

Also, I witnessed instances in which the institution often acceded to adult student 

demands to waive out of needed developmental courses or pursue degree programs that 

they were unsuited for, a practice that ultimately did these students a disservice even if it 

temporarily supported profit-making aims.  This troubling experience only furthered my 

interest in this adult population and how it navigated the various opportunities and 

potential pitfalls that higher education presented them.  My concurrent, if brief, position 

as a community college composition instructor gave me hands on exposure to my 

students’ efforts and to the difficulties of imparting the skill set that they had never 

mastered.  Now a student academic advisor at a non-profit research university, I am 

struck by the stark contrast of working with a traditional-aged student population as 

opposed to the often, though not without exception, complex adult population of differing 

needs with which I was familiar.  Having worked at three types of institutions enriched 

my perceptions as a researcher, yet I also acknowledge that at times it could have led to 

interpretations that prioritized issues I saw as most problematic or salient to the 

experiences of adult students.  

 Beyond simply informing my research interest and aims, my educational 

background also slanted the approach I took in analyzing and interpreting my data.  

Having always been passionate about literature and raised in a family that encouraged 

higher education, I carried those values with me as I moved forward in my research.  
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Earning a Master’s in English literature broadened my conception of the language and the 

advantages that learning about composition and literature brings to students of all ages.  

This conviction drove me to apply for a teaching position in English composition 

specifically, and my consistent work as a writing tutor at my undergraduate, graduate, 

for-profit, and two-year institutions underscored the unique educational needs that adult 

learners hold.  In fact, these very experiences led me to pursue a doctoral degree in 

Higher Education Administration, a pursuit that has contributed to my greater 

understanding of the problems and trends of adult education and my potential capacity to 

address them.   

My career and educational histories have developed in tandem, creating a nuanced 

life story that has both inspired and circumscribed my outlook on the issues that higher 

education research can explore.  Considering my story’s particular theme of adult 

learners’ experiences and understandings, especially as they relate to developing 

academic writing skills, I worked to determine how much of my own educational values 

and desires to help this student population crossed into the data I solicited.  Since my 

personal worldview and intent colored my interpretations, I tried to constantly reflect on 

the processes and potential impact of my research through my reflective written memos 

and during the coding process.  The context of my educational experience invariably 

shaped my understandings of and interactions with the participants in my study, which I 

respected through my adoption of a hermeneutic phenomenological conceptual 

framework and research methodology.  Overall, I do believe that my close investment 

and immersion in the field and with this student population informed my research study 
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with a sensitivity that makes it a unique contribution to the scholarship on adult 

education.  

Conclusion 

 With this chapter, I demonstrated the context of my research study in regard to 

related literature as well as asserted the relevant new understandings it can yield to build 

out the existing body of knowledge and generate future research.  Pulling from related 

research across various disciplines, I found that my research interest in adult learners and 

English composition was couched in an interdisciplinary scholarly debate surrounding the 

widespread problem of how to best instruct the varied population of adult learners in 

English composition courses at the college level.  This debate, as well as an analysis of 

research done thus far, informed my research design in both its purpose and 

methodology.  Through applying hermeneutic phenomenology to a qualitative study of 

adult learners in an introductory English composition course, I addressed the lived 

experience of adult learners in a way that gleaned particularized understandings of that 

experience which in turn suggested its essential elements or themes.  In so doing, the 

study provided a new and in depth understanding of this lived experience for adult 

learners that thus far has not been attempted with such an approach.  Thus, my research 

findings furthered the research aimed to better understand this population’s ways of 

meaning making and personal and educational needs.  As a researcher and educator, I 

recognize that I have personal stake in this study, yet I hold that it met its potential to 

generate more effective means of serving the growing population of adult learners in 

English composition instruction and in higher education as a whole. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

 Much attention has focused on the growing adult participation in higher 

education, yet my literature review specifically explores how adult students experience 

higher education, and more specifically, academic writing, though an introductory 

composition course.  Despite the growing body of research on adult students, which I 

consider to mean those aged over 25 years, serving this population of students remains a 

perplexing task faced by higher educational institutions.  The problem lies in the 

difficulty of understanding the diverse blend of educational goals, socioeconomic 

backgrounds, ethnicities, and experiences that this population represents.  Focusing my 

review on the area of adult perceptions of English composition classes reveals a wealth of 

scholarship that signals the importance of composition studies and adult students to 

higher education research and practice.  For the sake of clarity, it is important to note, 

here, too, that my conception of English composition adhered to the more traditional 

western practice of four and two year institutions that upholds the first year college-level 

writing course as a general introduction to scholarly forms argumentation, analysis, and 

research based writing (Flower, 1989; Brauer, 2009; Carter, 1990; Norton, 1990). 

  The various approaches to investigating composition and adult learners, as I 

define them, often treat the two separately or without the explicit consideration of how 

adult conceptions of academic expectations reflect back on their characteristics and 

needs.  For instance, seminal composition scholars such as Carter (1990) and Flower 

(1989) examine the experience of first year writing to unpack students’ introduction to 

academic writing and experiences as novice writers.  Yet they focus only on traditional-
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aged students, leaving out the nuanced differences or commonalities adult learners may 

exhibit.  Similarly problematic, Houp (2009) analyzes the literacy development of one 

adult student in an anecdotal case study whose narrow focus limits the extent to which 

findings can translate to the broader student population at hand, a disconnection evident 

across the literature (e.g., Benedict, 2018; Mesh, 2010; Michaud, 2011).  That research 

has not linked undergraduate composition studies with adult education theory and 

experiences to a comprehensive extent underscores the relevance of my research interest 

to the broader collection of pertinent scholarship in higher education across disciplines.  

Gaining a better understanding of how the literature portrays adult students’ perception of 

higher education in relation to their lives offers not only a means of analyzing current 

scholarly conceptions but of discovering as yet unexamined areas.   

My literature review explores the recent research surrounding adult learners with 

sensitivity to how adult students’ mindsets both react to and shape educational practices 

and theory.  In this way, the review yields potentials for fruitful research on 

understanding adult learners and so more effectively addresses this student population as 

a whole.  Concentrating on this one area of the adult student learning experience solicits 

more in depth knowledge pertaining to a higher education experience common to all 

undergraduate students, regardless of age.  Moreover, isolating academic writing as an 

area of interest figures as particularly valuable given the general consensus that strong 

writing abilities promote success in higher education and outside the norms of academia 

(e.g. Sommers & Saltz, 2004; Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Kennedy, 1998). 
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Review Methodology 

In searching for relevant literature, I aimed to incorporate articles from as varied 

disciplinary and methodological backgrounds as seemed pertinent to the research 

question at hand.  Much of the research in higher education borrows from multiple fields, 

setting a precedent for my strategy that legitimates my inquiries into how a range of 

disciplinary scholars studied the adult student population, composition, and the 

overlapping of the two.  After a brief exploration of a multitude of tangentially related 

areas of research that yielded no purposeful framework, I consulted with a university 

research librarian to help narrow my scope of fields to those reflective of my area of 

interest in higher education, composition, and adult learning theories and practices. Thus, 

I included articles from research in higher education, psychology, composition and 

rhetoric, English studies, and teaching and learning oriented journals.  In this sweeping 

approach I could have drawn from other broad fields of inquiry that examined this area 

through the lens of legal, scientific, or even historical perspectives.  However, my 

research interest in adult learners’ English composition classroom experiences sits within 

the crossing of the different disciplinary areas of scholarship I chose.  Thus, this 

collection of literature’s pertinence to my interests in adult educational theory, adults and 

composition, and English composition studies, indicates the appropriateness of Malcolm 

Knowles’ (1984) model andragogy as the conceptual framework for my review despite 

the literature’s different purposes and disciplinary origins.  That is, the general concept of 

andragogy upholds all theories and practices attendant to adult learners and education, 

and as all areas of literature I include relate to adult education in some sense, I use this as 

the conceptual lens through which I analyze it.  With careful attention to how these forms 
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of literature speak to and against each other, they provide a rich array of sources and 

viewpoints even as they informed my own research purpose.  

I began my search of such literature with a general database search in ERIC, 

through which I located a number of peer reviewed articles using such keywords as 

“adult learner and higher education,” “adult student and composition,” “adult education 

and academic writing,” and various combinations of these terms, in addition to some 

others.  I then conducted a similar search through a Psychology oriented database, 

PSYCHINFO, from which I pulled articles that either seemed to answer my research 

question directly, or more frequently, which addressed some aspect of adult learning, 

adult student characteristics, and undergraduate composition instruction.  From those 

articles, I gleaned yet more relevant material through combing through their 

bibliographies and in scanning table of contents pages for journal titles frequently cited.  

Additionally, I turned my attention to the MLA database to peruse the humanities-based 

scholarship associated with the most current and invested discussions surrounding 

composition theory and practice in higher education.  As with my previous searches, I 

selected articles that treated theories and practices of academic writing in general and as 

they related to adult learners.  Finally, reviewing these articles’ bibliographies and 

frequently mentioned journals yielded much material that directly or tangentially 

informed my research question.  

My choice to select literature from both social science and humanities-based 

fields, which uphold different standards for peer review, caused complications in how I 

interpreted and used the humanities approach within my own social science framework.  

Rather than view this as a setback to my own research aims, I treated this as an 
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opportunity to explore more articles that did not necessarily incorporate empirical 

research and used narrative, discussion, or argumentation as a presentation style, often 

interweaving these approaches.  Of these styles, I was particularly struck by how these 

authors used narration to validate their views and present their findings, as it exposed me 

to a new way to conceive of developing my own research methodology.  That is, I 

realized that I could incorporate a narrative style of presenting and discussing my 

findings rather than restrict myself to methodologies more typical of empirical social 

science research, which include reporting results and their significance in a more direct 

and less interpretive way that can typically be generalized to a larger population 

(Creswell, 2007; Hughes, Pennington, & Makris, 2012; Standards for Reporting, 2009).  

Moreover, the more textualized and narratively situated presentation allowed me to locate 

myself as a participant in the study as a co-creator of participant narratives and 

understandings.  While I discuss the justification of this approach more fully in the next 

chapter, I found that current social science reviewing practices are shifting to allow for 

such deviations from post positive tradition that relies on justified data analysis (Hughes, 

Pennington, & Makris, 2012; Standards for Reporting, 2009).  My interdisciplinary 

approach, then, enables me to go beyond reporting and discussing findings to explore the 

nuances of knowledge construction and experiential understandings as a co-participant 

and narrator, which lends my research a greater depth and different angle that still figures 

as contributive rigorous social science literature. 

As my sources included research conducted across disciplines and methodologies, 

I chose to consolidate my literature according to the major themes and issues discussed 

rather than their singular approach.  This way, I avoided simply repeating ideas and 
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findings expressed among all types of studies and humanities-based articles.  I 

categorized the articles according to their association with each other to discover major 

trends in the research that could lend shape to my literature review.  Afterwards, I 

examined the general categories to determine how they best applied to my research 

question and afforded a means of exploring the related concerns of adult learners and 

composition studies.  The final structure to my review provides a general context of the 

adult education field in higher education.  In addition, it offers a particularized 

examination of the relationship between adult students, academic writing, and 

composition class experiences as perceived by scholars utilizing various approaches and 

with different aims.  Regarding academic writing specifically, much of the relevant 

research concerning the theories and practices of English composition at the 

undergraduate level is through a humanities-oriented perspective.  Though this research 

does not directly answer my research question given its non-empirical approach, it does 

offer the disciplinary understanding required for developing a study that addressed and 

incorporated composition studies as practiced and perceived in undergraduate 

composition classrooms. 

Organizational Structure 

According to this organizational rationale, I structured this review of the pertinent 

literature into components that contribute in part to the major research question.  First, the 

review describes the larger conceptions that researchers advance concerning the shared 

characteristics, needs, and experiences of adult learners in higher education.  Drawing 

from this broader context, I then examine the research related to academic writing 

especially in relation to adult students, again given that it is a key component of any 

undergraduate student experience.  The first section addresses the apparent reliance on 
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certain assumptions concerning adult learners to drive research aims and interests.  This 

commonality presents areas of critique within the existing field of literature and research 

explored in this discussion of how practitioners and scholars perceive the adult learner.  

The examination of academic writing instruction in the second section outlines specific 

areas within this larger concern that scholars are called to address through their research 

studies.  In this, the literature indicates possibilities for new research that can contribute 

particularized knowledge to the body of literature taking shape on teaching and learning 

academic writing in the composition classroom.  

The Adult Learner: A Context 

 Any study oriented toward understanding adult students’ experience must take 

into consideration the many research studies and articles that explore and attempt to 

define this student population.  To simplify my own approach, I adopted the broad 

definition of viewing adult learners as any student from any experiential or ethnic 

background aged 25 and above.  Deviations from this definition do exist, largely specific 

to each of the multiple studies of adult learners that exist, as each aims to generate a 

specific contribution to the field of higher education research that may necessitate 

sampling only a subset of my more comprehensive conception of the adult learner.  

However, commonalities in their findings yield some sense of how best to characterize 

adult students in general.  As mentioned before, the widely read and early researcher on 

adult education, Malcolm Knowles, presented the concept of andragogy as a means to 

loosely categorize adult student needs and expectations as opposed to the traditional-aged 

student of higher education.  His early work, however, was critiqued for seeming to 

essentialize adult learners as discrete from traditional-aged or other types of non-
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traditional students.   That is, the potential commonalities between traditional-aged 

students’ learning styles and goals were not considered, nor was there sensitivity towards 

how adult learners from different ethnic, linguistic, or economic backgrounds may differ 

in their conception and experience of higher education (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  

This critique spurred a larger investigation into adult learners and adult learning theory, 

eventually leading Knowles to consider the overlapping characteristics of adult and 

traditional-aged students in his revised later work.  Regardless of this development, his 

work summarily posits that “as individuals mature, their need and capacity to be self-

directing, to use their experience in learning, to identify their own readiness to learn, and 

to organize their learning around life problems increases steadily” (Knowles et al., 2005, 

p. 62).  This general characterization has been upheld as a foundational conception from 

which to launch research studies aimed at better understanding how this characterization 

fits or goes against actual findings (Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; Merriam & 

Cafferella, 1999; Rabourn & BrckaLorenz, 2018).  It has, in part, informed my own 

interest in and view towards adult learners in that I formulated my own research purpose 

to discover how adult learners actually experience an English composition classroom. 

Though Knowles himself admitted that his generalizations could not stand alone 

as a definitive theory, his conceptual model of andragogy builds on earlier adult 

education researchers, such as Eduard Lindeman, who wrote one of the earliest accounts 

of the differences of adult learners in 1926.  It remains a concept that scholars continue to 

utilize as a framework for their own explications of the adult learner identity and 

experience.  Other researchers have also compiled studies and ideas relating to adult 

learners that paint a comprehensive backdrop of their characteristics and student needs 
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(Kasworm et al., 2002; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Merriam & Brockett, 1999).  

Together, these larger works suggest and reflect a handful of salient features attributed to 

adult learners that current researchers have also explored, namely the outside 

responsibilities that adult students must contend with, their different set of educational 

goals as opposed to the traditional-aged learner, and the influences that their backgrounds 

and experiences have on their educational experiences. 

 Throughout the literature, there is a trend of recognizing that the family, 

professional, and financial responsibilities that adult students bear distinguish them from 

traditional-aged students of higher education.  Cercone (2008) presents a model for 

designing online courses that takes into account the different expectations that adult 

students have given their potentially, if not always, more complicated life situations.  

Basing her model off Knowles’ concept of andragogy, Cercone nevertheless extends this 

to consider the social and environmental context which distinguishes each individual 

learner.  Crossan, Gallacher, and Merrill’s (2003) portrayal of the adult learning career 

also addresses the various life situations that complicate adult participation in higher 

education.  They found that learning careers are multifaceted and volatile, unique to 

every individual’s background, experiences, and attitude.  Similarly, Owusu-Agyman and 

Fourie-Malherbe (2019) discovered that adult engineering students value a co-ownership 

of their learning practices based on their background experiences and as it relates to their 

motivation to learn.  They also conclude that “in the absence of co-ownership, the 

benefits of exploring the course to the advantage of adult learners using mechanisms such 

as sharing experiences, discussing emerging technologies and building hypotheses cannot 

be realized” (Owusu-Agyman & Fourie-Malherbe, 2019).  Here, the researchers 
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underscore the connections between teaching and learning approaches appropriate for 

adult learners’ particular perspectives.  Moreover, that Crossan, Gallacher, and Merrill’s 

(2003) study focuses on adult students in the UK and Owusu-Agyman and Fourie-

Malherbe’s (2019) examines students in Ghana rather than the US, speaks to the shared 

conception that adult learners balance a complex array of responsibilities and motivations 

that impact their participation in higher education regardless of location (Kasworm, 2010; 

Kasworm & Pike, 1994; Spellman, 2007).   

Even across learning environments, studies attest to the benefits of 

acknowledging adult learner characteristics and needs.  Todd, Ravi, Akoh, and Gray 

(2016) conducted a study of adult student satisfaction regarding an online course program 

designed around the assumptions of andragogy.  They found that the adult students 

enrolled appreciated that the course design and instructor flexibility took into account 

their application of past experiences to learning and outside responsibilities.  Similarly, 

McDonald (2018) discusses an institution’s effort to address the needs of working adults 

through adopting a competency-based degree program that allows for self-directed 

learning that promotes professional advancement.  Though ultimately the degree program 

was disbanded, competency-based courses were embedded in existing, more traditional 

curriculum, which attests to the utility of such an approach for adult learners.  Again, a 

study of adult learners in a lifelong learning center taking a qualifying gatekeeper 

mathematics course experienced greater resilience and overcame barriers to success with 

the individualized teaching and learning approaches instructors developed (Cousins, 

Brindley, Baker, & Johnston-Wilder, 2019).  In another direct representation of adult 

participation in higher education, this time regarding students in Australia, Milheim 
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(2005) writes of the poor job market’s role in driving adults back to school and higher 

education’s role to serve their collective needs.  She advocates for support systems, 

instructional flexibility, and financial assistance to ensure that students with various 

outside roles can attain their educational goals. Such research demonstrates not only the 

complex life roles associated with adult learners, but also the institutional and 

instructional practices that may need to be developed or changed to support them.  

 In a related vein, relevant literature focuses on the very differences between 

traditional college student goals and those of adult learners, who are motivated to return 

or begin higher education for a variety of reasons.  A large part of the scholarship 

underlines the professional benefits that adults perceive as associated with higher 

education (Kasworm, 2003; Kasworm, 2010; Kistler, 2011; Milheim, 2005; Osman & 

Castle, 2006; McDonald, 2018; Stone, 2008).  Yet other research revealed personal 

enrichment as the major factor driving students to pursue further education, a motivation 

that often existed alongside more career-oriented rationales (Crossan et al., 2003; 

Rabourn, BrckaLorenz, & Shoup, 2019; Williams, 1985).  A study focusing on the 

motivating factors of adult students in various graduate programs demonstrated that the 

quality of the instructor, the curriculum, and the relevance and pragmatism of the course 

to their outside roles inspired them to persist through demotivating factors (Sogunro, 

2015).   

Tangentially, in their study regarding adult learner engagement, Rabourn, 

BrckaLorenz, & Shoup, 2019 determined that adult students were more engaged with 

academics and goal oriented than traditional-aged students, underscoring the possibilities 

for adult learners to have external and internal motivators.  Another exploration of 
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motivation occurs in a qualitative study that considered the relationship between adult 

students’ fear of failure and academic success.  With this study, Cox (2009) discovered 

the dynamics at play between student motivation and goal setting.  Cox aimed to explore 

how students mitigated their academic failures, finding that students rationalized their 

lack of success so that they could either persist or drop out while maintaining a sense of 

personal integrity.  Nonetheless, the fact that many of the community college students he 

interviewed were adults pursuing personal and professional goals through higher 

education testifies to their strong convictions in education despite the potential fears of 

failure or lack of self-confidence that Cox and others note as prevalent among adult 

students (Askham, 2008; Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; Cousins, Brindley, Baker, 

& Johnston-Wilder, 2019; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007). 

Studies concerning adult student goals range from considering adult ESL, 

vocational, undergraduate, and graduate student populations, making assumptions about 

such goals impossible to generalize.  Adding to this complication is the consideration of 

student minority or socioeconomic class status that certain researchers privilege in their 

research purpose (e.g., Fallon, 1995; Kim, 2005; Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).  Others focus on the 

experiences of first-generation students and the world views and experiences that might 

color their own interpretation of higher education and reflect back on the barriers and 

stigmatizations inherent in the higher education system (Askham, 2008; Kasworm, 2010; 

Langer, 2009; Michaud, 2011).  However, parsing the whole of adult students down to 

specific categories precludes examining the variety of educational experiences and 

outlooks that such a rich population bears.  Moreover, across the literature, professional, 

immediate, or personal goals are claimed to distinguish adult students from the traditional 
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undergraduate population and set the tone for further research into their distinct, if 

multifaceted, experiences and needs as a whole.  Thus, my research sought to encapsulate 

the broadest representation of this population to better understand the similarities and 

differences of adult learners across all types and backgrounds. 

 The variety of adult students’ backgrounds and aims not only colors any 

illustration of this student population; it also incites research into how prior experiences 

and current goals shape their understanding of and participation in higher education.  

Kasworm (2003) identified no less than five “belief structures” exhibited among 90 adult 

student interviewees demonstrating different ways that adult students constructed and 

interpreted their learning as undergraduates.  These belief structures ranged from 

conceiving higher education as a necessary obstacle to overcome in the pursuit of a 

tangible goal, such as a job promotion or career change, to an understanding of academic 

learning as intrinsically connected to their outside roles and interactions with the 

community (Kasworm, 2003).  Merrill (2015) presented a biographical study that 

illustrates the experiences of two adult learners in a nontraditional oriented undergraduate 

program, which demonstrates the individualized interpretation of the program according 

to background experiences, personal attitudes, and life goals.  These different experiences 

led one student to complete the program and one to leave, both decisions resting on 

personalized rationales and felt as empowering by each participant (Merrill, 2015).  

Recognition of the various ways that adult students make meaning of their educational 

experiences finds similar support in research that demonstrates the transformative 

learning adults experience in courses aimed to generate reflection and engage students in 

relevant tasks and communities (Askham, 2008; Fallon, 1995; Kim & Merriam, 2010; 
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Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).  The indication that adult students in higher education experience 

meaningful and deep learning though different means implies the complexities of adult 

learners in that their various backgrounds, outlooks, and goals influence their processes 

of knowledge construction.  

Following this recognition is the conception first popularized by Lave and 

Wagner (1991) of adult learning as positioned within a context, setting, and tools and 

always co-constructed between learners.  Their theory of situated cognition informs much 

research on adult learning aimed to explore adults’ multiple ways of experiencing new 

knowledge given their social backgrounds and educational orientations.  For instance, 

Hansman and Wilson (1998) applied the situated learning theory to explore how using 

computers in an academic writing class affects the social interactions and activities 

whereby learning occurs.  The researchers found that using computers aided adult 

students in constructing their own knowledge of writing and allowed them to learn 

through collaborating with their peers.  This conclusion echoes claims that for adults 

especially, learning is a social process that always interweaves student experiences and 

classroom cultures with explicit learning aims, often resulting in altering such aims to 

match student expectations and goals (Cercone, 2008; Owusu-Agyeman & Fourie-

Malherbe, 2019; Fallon, 1995; Hansman, 2001; Kim, 2005).  As Sealey-Ruiz (2007) 

notes, “adults in the teaching-learning exchange bring a variety of experiences and their 

culture with them into the classroom” (p. 58).  In this, she refers to the many professional, 

family, and financial roles adults play as well as how the experiences associated with 

these roles are inflected with the expectations of being raised or part of a cultural 

community with specific behavioral norms and values.  However, key here is that the 
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larger notion of knowledge construction as socially situated rather than as an individual 

process conveys the importance of understanding adult students as engaged in multiple 

forms of meaning making based on their individual backgrounds and learning 

communities. 

While research supports certain traits as associated with adult learners, though, 

the research to date often generalizes findings without taking into account the nuances 

among adult student populations or that the broader application of adult learning theories 

may assume particular differences between adults and traditional-aged students, as 

Knowles acknowledged.  That is, despite assertions that adult students represent a 

distinctive population with specific needs, (Kasworm, 2010; Kasworm, Polson, & 

Fishback, 2002; Kistler, 2011; Pearson, 2019; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Michaud, 

2011; Milheim, 2005; Stone, 2008) other researchers have found this student population 

to deviate from conceptions of andragogy.  In their study to test whether online adult 

learners exhibit preferences for teaching methods associated with andragogy, Bigatel, 

Stockdale, and Hoewe (2018) found that only one, the desire to understand the reason for 

learning certain material, related to the general tenets of andragogy.  As well, they found 

that adult learners did not all value the ability to direct their own learning, which is not in 

keeping with Knowles’ model of andragogy (Bigatel, Stockdale, & Hoewe, 2018; 

Knowles et al., 2005; Merriam & Brockett, 1999).  This study did not assess for on 

campus classrooms, where adult learners may feel more confident and therefore 

demonstrate more characteristics attributed to adult learners.  Nevertheless, it troubles the 

easy circumscription of adult learners under one model or set of characteristics, inviting 

further investigation. 
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In a related vein, yet more researchers have found adult learning theories 

applicable to traditional-aged students as well.  Ausburn (2010) compared survey results 

from traditional-aged and adult students following a self-directed online community 

college technology course and found that both groups valued the learning method and 

reported academic success, though self-directed learning is considered more of an adult 

oriented technique (Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; Knowles et al., 2005; LeNoue, 

Hall, & Eighmy, 2011).  She specified that despite some traditional-aged students 

reporting challenges in time management and motivation that adult students did not, 

“both adults and younger learners find the freedom aspects of customized self-directed 

learning appealing and positive” (Ausburn, 2010, p. 232, original emphasis).  With this, 

Ausburn’s study findings complicate the strict division of adult versus traditional-aged 

oriented instruction. 

In a similar approach, Zeek (2011) shifted the promotion of inquiry-based 

learning for adults to her traditional-aged undergraduate composition.  She posited that 

incorporating real world problems and a service-learning component into her course 

design for a composition course for traditional-aged college students would be more 

effective than classroom-based instruction, as proponed by other scholars (Largent & 

Horinek, 2008; Smith, 2008).  Tellingly, Zeek (2011) reported that students felt a greater 

sense of engagement and ownership over their learning and writing, a finding mirrored 

among adult students involved in similar learning environments.  Zeek’s empirical 

evidence rested on the observations of her own students and could thus yield slanted 

interpretations that privilege her own value for adult education practices.  That is, other 

researchers espousing different educational techniques that do not foreground popular 
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conceptions of adult education as self-directed and grounded in practical experience may 

have attributed other reasons for her findings.  Nevertheless, the fact that others (e.g., 

Klages & Clark, 2009; Mesh, 2010; Mikolchak, 2006; Ryan, 2011) found that employing 

practices associated with adult learning models, such as reflection, relevant tasks, 

collaboration, and facilitative instruction, to be effective among traditional students 

signals the potentially reductive definitions of the adult learner as fully distinct from 

other student population.  

Considering the generalized and sometimes contradictory portrayal of adult 

learners, the importance of conducting more precise and informative studies becomes 

more apparent.  Specifically, my study explored the experiences of students in a dialectic 

interpretation of narrative, an approach that as of yet rarely appears in scholarship of if 

so, not in a rigorous social science study.  The multiple understandings and iterations of 

interpretation thus stood to contribute a valuable new layer of perceiving adult learners.  

The importance of this enriching approach is especially salient given the relatively minor 

attention adult learners command in more general higher education scholarship 

(Donaldson & Townsend, 2007).  It seems that while there is a consensus in recognizing 

adults as a growing population in higher education (e.g., Kasworm, 1993; Merriam & 

Caffarella, 1999; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Rabourn, BrckraLorenz, & Shoup, 2018), 

there remains much uncertainty surrounding how to treat and best serve this student 

population.  Journal articles relying on anecdotal reports of student experiences or small 

sample sizes do contribute valuable ideas to the discussion of adult learning (e.g., Fallon, 

1995; Mesh, 2010; Michaud, 2011; Warriner, 2010; Merrill, 2015).  However, their 

limited scope or lack of transferability underscores the potential benefits of extending 
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their research and employing more rigorous methods.  This is not to say that studies 

devoted to exploring micro-populations do not have merit, quite the contrary, they often 

draw out specific understandings that can alter the perception of the whole population or 

how to treat the micro-population in question.  I merely mean to state that the small scale 

studies surrounding adult students do not always answer social science purposes of 

exhibiting rigorous research that can generate informed future studies.  Engaging in such 

a move towards credible social science approaches lends my study merit, at once 

expanding and enriching the context of the adult learner by moving away from the 

various presuppositions about adults that inflect so much of the current research and 

literature. 

Adult Students and Composition 

Defining the English Composition Class 

 Much of the research concerning the characteristics and experiences of adult 

students as a whole carries over into that focusing more exclusively on adult learners and 

composition instruction.  In this, scholarly interest may reflect the pervasiveness of adult 

student issues and concerns across all disciplinary fields and classrooms in which they 

participate.  Moreover, introductory academic writing courses remain key gatekeepers for 

those seeking a college degree (Bauer; 2009; Brown, 2002; Dodge, 1980).  Evidence 

holds that students of any age who succeed in a first year writing course are more likely 

to continue on with higher education and have a better chance of graduating with a 

degree (Cleary, 2011; Cohen & Brawer, 1996).  This is in part because an introductory 

composition class is largely presented as a means to indoctrinate students in the 

conventions of academic literacy and instill an understanding of audience and purpose 
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that students can transfer to work in other disciplinary-oriented courses (Lea & Street, 

1998; Michaud, 2011; Sommers & Saltz, 2004).  Underlining this conception, “The 

Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing,” which was developed by the Council 

of Writing Program Administrators, the National Council of Teachers of English, and the 

National Writing Project, poses that success in various academic fields and disciplines 

depends upon “ways of approaching learning that are both intellectual and practical” 

(2011, p. 1).  These groups of faculty experts further hold that the development of these 

approaches occurs through writing instruction in introductory composition courses that 

focus on rhetorical knowledge, critical thinking and analysis, flexible writing processes, 

knowledge of conventions, and composing in multiple environments or media (WPA, 

NCTE, & NWP, 2011).  Though this project was designed to ascertain the means for 

student success in their college careers, it also implies that these elements of writing 

instruction will engender a more literate population equipped with the skillset needed to 

navigate complicated social, political, and professional contexts.  This implication speaks 

to the prominent role academic writing plays not only in higher education but in the 

outside world, further supporting those researchers insistence on the centrality of 

composition classes, in whatever form, to eventual academic, professional, and social 

success (e.g., Cleary, 2011; Dodge, 1980; Flower, 1989; Lea & Street, 1998).  

The dynamic debate as to what composition instruction entails in the field of 

composition studies makes adhering to any definition problematic.  Arguments for the 

incorporation of service-learning and inquiry-based or practically oriented, or relevant, 

writing (Micolchak, 2006; Zeek, 2011) exist alongside literature supporting the 

incorporation of discipline-oriented content and writing styles to better equip students 
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with the tools needed to move forward in higher education (Boland, 2007; Brauer, 2009).  

Woven throughout this discourse is the rising awareness of the greater diversity of 

backgrounds and languages represented in the classroom, an awareness that calls into 

question the practices employed and their purposes.  Chanock (2010) for instance, 

critiques the privileging of Anglo-Western writing practices over Confucian-heritage 

conceptions of what constitutes good academic writing.  She argues for instructors to 

appreciate and include these non-Western assumptions of what encapsulates knowledge 

construction through power and teach students how to access all “codes of power” 

inherent in different forms of power.  Similarly, Accardi and Davila (2007) observe the 

increasingly “multicultural and multilingual” makeup of composition classrooms and that 

students should “be encouraged to negotiate difference critically as a means of 

repositioning themselves in the classroom” (p. 58).  In so doing, they argue, students 

could voice their own ways of meaning making through writing as well as hold them up 

to critique against others in dialogue that could promote greater facility in writing with 

strategic purpose inside an academic, if also socially situated, context (Accardi & Davila, 

2007).  Though these articles subscribe to a humanities-oriented discourse, the views they 

uphold are echoed in the findings of social science researchers exploring the shifting 

dynamics and functions of the composition classroom (Brown, 2002; Fallon, 1995; 

Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).  The fact that the same concerns and questions regarding 

composition instruction cross over multiple disciplinary fields and research attests again 

to the impossibility of circumscribing the multifaceted concept and implementation of 

English composition within finite tenets. 

The Intersection of Adult Learners and Academic Writing   
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As demonstrated here, then, the perceived importance of academic writing to the 

eventual success of all degree-seeking students has generated many studies and 

descriptive literature aimed at establishing theories, models, and practices that better 

address the expectations and capacities of specific student populations.  Much of the 

literature focuses on mixed-age classrooms or traditional-aged college students (e.g., 

Ausburn, 2002; Howard, James, & Taylor, 2002; Jessen & Elander, 2009).  However, this 

section of my review details the findings of research that has delved into the intersections 

of academic writing requirements and the particular set of challenges that adult students 

potentially bring to the classroom.  Existing research largely shows that adult student 

writers can exhibit unfamiliarity with academic standards, a mismatch of perceived 

ability in writing with institutional standards, potential conflicts between academic and 

outside writing demands, and writing colored by the influences of their rich background 

experiences (Michaud, 2011; Quarshie Smith, 2004; Stone, 2008; Sullivan, 2011).  This 

brief portrait of adult students in relation to academic writing demonstrates the multiple 

areas of inquiry necessary to explore when seeking a better understanding of adult beliefs 

about writing in a composition classroom.  Teasing out the issues related here as 

represented in the literature reveals both the salience of these issues as well as the 

conceptions in need of further development and investigation. 

 Research on adult students returning to higher education or beginning a higher 

education program notes adults’ reported unfamiliarity with college expectations in 

general (Askham, 2008; Langer, 2010; Merriam & Cafferella, 1999).  Speaking to this, 

Donaldson and Graham (1999) compiled a literature review on adult undergraduate 

experiences to inform their construction of adult undergraduate college outcomes.  While 
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tangential to their own research aim, Donaldson and Graham’s survey of empirical and 

descriptive literature revealed multiple iterations of the hesitancy and apprehension that 

adult students experience when stepping into any classroom.  And, in regard to 

composition coursework specifically, there is evidence to suggest similar feelings of 

insecurity and poor understanding of academic writing standards.  In their study of basic 

writers, for instance, Klages and Clark (2009) relate adult students’ relative lack of 

composition and critical thinking skills required to succeed academically.  They 

developed an ePortfolio assignment geared toward ameliorating this relative unfamiliarity 

with academic writing through utilizing more familiar online and digital media, such as 

blogs or video.   Results led the authors to conclude that through tying in everyday digital 

communication forms with academic writing demands, students gained mastery as well 

as the comprehensive grasp of digital literacy necessary given the prevalence of media 

and its new forms of literacy.  Klages and Clark did not focus specifically on 

undergraduate adult students, as basic writers include traditional-aged as well as non-

traditional students who may or may not be pursuing an undergraduate degree.  Yet, their 

acknowledgement of the difficulties for new and returning students to ascertain writing 

standards remains a telling point when considering adult students’ perceptions of an 

English composition class. 

 In a related study explicitly focused on adult students, Michaud (2011) developed 

research out of theories positing that as adults bring understandings of writing from their 

professional and prior education to the classroom, teaching adult students becomes a 

different process than with traditional-aged students.  Specifically, Michaud argues that 

students bring in their own writing experience to their academic writing such that a 
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student’s academic writing becomes “a moment when the genres he reads outside of 

school, the genre he writes most frequently on the job, and his own discursive goal … 

come into contact” (2011, p. 251).  In this way, Michaud’s case study of one adult 

student’s writing experience potentially transfers to other adult students’ muddied 

perceptions of academic expectations as distinct from expectations demanded of them in 

different writing contexts.  This potential application to the larger adult student 

population lends insight into how better to assess and understand this population in 

further studies.  Though small in scale, Michaud’s study, and those like them (e.g., 

Cleary, 2011; Fallon, 1995; Houp, 2009), only add nuance to the general findings and 

overarching assumptions that adults enter the composition classroom or face academic 

writing tasks without a full sense of what and how institutions define good academic 

writing (Boscolo, Arfé, & Quarisa, 2007; Quarshie Smith, 2004; Rodgers, 2011; 

Woodward-Kron, 2007).  This notion, then, points to the relevance of my study’s 

continuation of research in the area of adult student conceptions associated with 

undergraduate composition. 

 Perhaps stemming from or connected to adults’ commonly reported unfamiliarity 

with college-level expectations is the apparent mismatch between self-assessments of 

writing performance and professors’ evaluations across all student ages.  In research 

concerning adult graduate students studying psychology at a university in Italy, Boscolo, 

Arfé, and Quarisa (2007) detail their study of a lecture and workshop-based intervention 

strategy aimed at impressing students with the importance of academic writing to make 

conceptual connections across the published literature to pose evaluations and transform 

knowledge.  Boscolo et al. cite the need for such an intervention on the reported inability 
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of students to effectively analyze and integrate research, and they contend that students in 

psychology specifically tend to hold a view of academic writing that elides the 

transactional knowledge making necessary in the discipline.  Their study yielded mixed 

results as to the effectiveness of the intervention and is focused on graduate students 

rather than adult undergraduate students.  Yet, the importance of the article to my 

research purpose lies in its indication of the disconnection between student and academy-

oriented perceptions of performance. This, in turn, informs the potential interpretations of 

adults experiencing an English composition class and so provides a valuable area of focus 

to consider in light of the larger research aims.   

Most first year students demonstrate an unfamiliarity with scholarly conventions 

owing to their singular exposure to formulaic high school composition standards or the 

different aims and modes of professional writing (Cox, 2009; Norton, 1990; Sommers & 

Saltz, 2004;).  Adult learners prove no exception to this rule, reporting in various studies 

feelings of false expectations, lack of confidence, and a reliance on familiar forms of 

discourse, written or otherwise, that deviate from the conventions of academic writing 

(Hansman & Wilson, 1998; Michaud, 2011; Quarshie Smith, 2004).  Complicating this 

disconnection, too, is the recognition that academic writing crosses disciplines, thus 

leaving students confused at the various expectations demanded of them from different 

courses outside of a composition course (Brauer, 2009; Carter, 1990; Sommers & Saltz, 

2004).  Extending this conception, studies of higher education and further education 

students in the UK determined significant levels of difference between what tutors and 

students upheld as good academic writing regardless of disciplinary approach (Jessen & 

Elander, 2009; Norton, 1990).  In a US-based content analysis on evidences of plagiarism 
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among undergraduates, Howard (1995) similarly reveals incongruent writing 

performance beliefs between students and the academy.  She contends that the frequent 

occurrence of borrowing from others’ work, or “patchworking,” figures as an attempt to 

understand and incorporate new knowledge into a student’s preexisting knowledge rather 

than as a blatant act of dishonesty.  Howard (1995) attributes this in large part to the time 

and indoctrination it takes to gain familiarity and expertise in academic conventions, a 

sentiment upheld by other composition scholars as well (e.g., Carter, 1990; Flower, 1989; 

Sommers & Saltz, 2004).  Yet, the troubling truth remains that across studies and 

composition studies scholarship, students submit written material presumed to be of 

academic caliber without understanding the conventions of scholarly composition.   

This notion matches the claim advanced by Michaud (2011), who does in fact 

limit his study to adult learners and academic literacy as opposed to a mixed-age 

population.  He also observes the importance of addressing adult learners’ different 

perceptions of what constitutes good writing, echoing research findings that demonstrate 

the need and interest to teach adults English composition expectations.  Scholars such as 

Benedict (2018), Quarshie Smith (2004), Penrose (2002), Ryan (2011), and Rodgers 

(2011) all conducted research studies dedicated to uncovering adult student experiences 

with writing as a means to engender academic literacy.  Benedict (2018) specifically 

focuses on how a Writing About Writing curriculum, with its purpose to engender 

declarative and procedural understandings of academic writing, “can play a meaningful 

role in prison classrooms because they run counter to key aspects of prison culture, 

thereby opening new possibilities and experiences for student writers” (p.225).  She 

describes the positive effect that this form of composition pedagogy impresses on the 
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inmate students she teaches in that it provides flexibility in choosing modes of writing, 

authority in expressing voice and identity, and gaining acumen with academic writing.  

This narrow but insightful exploration underscores the interest in curricular decisions and 

student experiences with academic writing.   

Along a similar line of reasoning, Quarshie Smith (2004) holds that adult learners 

in higher education “often lack confidence about their school-based literacy abilities” and 

that “entrenched notions of what counts as writing often leads to the marginalization of 

so-called ‘basic’ writers and their teachers” (p. 77).  This notion grounds her exploration 

of how students constructed their identities as writers through writing a literacy 

autobiography in a computer-mediated classroom environment.  Documenting participant 

interview responses, Quarshie Smith describes how such an endeavor allowed adult 

students in particular to negotiate their own identities, as the consideration and use of 

technology forced students to rethink how their experiences of literacy shaped their lives 

and self-perceptions.  This piece of scholarship slants the concept of adult students’ 

relationship with academic writing, yet nevertheless suggests the prevalent gap between 

institutional and adult students’ conception of what constitutes academic writing 

(Rodgers, 2011; Ryan, 2011).  

This gap, in turn, informs the interpretations of adults experiencing an English 

composition course and so provided a valuable area of focus to consider in light of my 

larger research aims.  As a potential cause for such a divide in understandings, the 

various modes of discourse that adults must engage often conflict with the aims and 

expectations for academic writing.  A number of studies address the varied forms of 

writing that adult students bring to bear on their classroom experience with an attempt to 



 
 

47 
 

better understand how such forms relate to their experience of academic writing (Blair & 

Hoy, 2006; Houp, 2009; Michaud, 2011: Stevens, 2010).  Blair and Hoy (2006) 

acknowledged this reality by designing a case study around an online intermediate 

composition course that utilized an ePortfolio assignment to encapsulate the different 

modes of writing that their adult students had already experienced.  They hold that the 

context of a writing course offers “an academic space in which students can benefit from 

having their drafts of biographies, resumes, and proposals for course credit reviewed” by 

both instructors and peers (Blair & Hoy, 2006, p. 34).  While their study explored the 

online learning environment in conjunction with adult learner needs, its framework also 

reveals and promotes the integration of real-world writing tasks with academic ways of 

writing.  Similarly, in their researched piece on the utility of collaborative writing 

between adult students and adult education practitioners, Jones, Jones, and Murk (2012) 

report the utility of soliciting the writing talents that adult learners possess as a result of 

their professional and personal backgrounds.  Thus, while the competing demands for or 

exposures to different forms of writing can conflict with adult performance in 

composition courses, this is not always seen as a problem to confront but an opportunity 

to reshape and develop accepted forms of academic writing. 

Jones, Jones, and Murk’s (2012) study reflects the general awareness of scholars 

and practitioners towards the shortcomings of English composition classes to meet the 

varied disciplinary modes of meaning-making or address the resistance of many students, 

regardless of age, who hold other conceptions of appropriate forms of writing, whether 

they be based on formulaic high school papers or professional modes of discourse.  To 

address this issue, Sommers and Saltz (2004) present a study aiming to uncover how 
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academic writing influences the experiences of first year students.  After conducting a 

longitudinal study involving interviews and surveys of 65 Harvard undergraduates across 

their four years at the university, the researchers, to their surprise, found that students 

who engaged in academic writing, regardless of performance, asserted an enthusiasm for 

writing that Sommers and Saltz (2004) attribute less to the act of writing itself “than for 

the way it helps to locate them in the academic culture, giving them a sense of academic 

belonging” (p. 131).  Following this, they argue that it is in writing themselves into a 

more expert role as academics, the students are garnering the sense of understanding 

audience and purpose according to disciplinary demands.  These very demands are those 

that other composition scholars such as Carter (1990), Brauer (2009), and Michaud 

(2011) advocate as essential components of a composition course if it is to alleviate the 

uncertainties of the novice academic writer, adult and traditional aged alike, and ensure 

growing mastery later in the college career.  Sommers and Saltz’s (2004) study is of key 

importance, then, as it reflects the importance of the ongoing debate to pinpoint the best 

means of addressing students’ confusion and resistance through constructing an effective 

model of composition instruction.  That there have been no definitive or successful 

solutions simply justifies the continued calls for further research into understanding the 

role that academic writing plays and should play in the lives of students new to academic 

conventions as opposed to more basic academic forms, professional styles, or media 

driven modes.   

Focusing on adult learners, beyond the writing experiences that may affect 

approaches to academic writing in a composition classroom, personal and cultural 

backgrounds have been shown to play a role as well.  Through qualitative research on 
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adult students utilizing dialogue journals or personal narratives in their academic writing 

assignments, researchers ascertained adult students’ ability to construct academic prose 

through accessing these personally relevant and empowering forms of meaning making 

(Brown, 2002; Benedict, 2018; Fallon, 1995; Kim, 2005).  Houp (2009) argues that adult 

students “are discovering altogether new educational ground, new uses for literacy, for 

language, and for writing as learning” (p. 702) to contextualize and legitimate her case 

study, which described one adult student’s efforts to link her personal history to a 

developing sense of academic literacy.  Though her study is narrow in scope, Houp’s 

presentation of the student’s power over her own academic prose mirrors similar 

empirical studies that advance the conception that student backgrounds invariably have 

on their academic prose and must be addressed by practitioners (Michaud, 2011; 

Quarshie Smith, 2004; Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).  Sealey-Ruiz (2007) presents a telling study 

that utilized the framework of culturally relevant curriculum with African-American 

female adult learners to address the question of how accessing socio-cultural 

backgrounds in teaching inflects student learning.  This practitioner-scholar observed and 

interviewed 15 African American adult women in her own required first year 

composition course, which she designed to include black feminist thought in its 

curriculum.  Sealey-Ruiz (2007) concludes that such a curricular practice empowers 

students to refashion and gain new knowledge of their cultural identities and has the 

ability to “validate students’ language … and increases the potential for them to do well” 

(p. 59).  The author’s personal investment in the research as the course’s instructor may 

have inflected her interpretations of the study, as her attributing the successes of her 

students’ growth to her curriculum design may indicate.  Nonetheless, its evidence 
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underscores the necessity of acknowledging adult students’ backgrounds as affecting 

their approaches to academic writing and their experiences in the classroom. 

Inferences for Forthcoming Study and Conclusion 

The research highlighted here illustrates the multiple ways that researchers treat 

and interpret adult students in relation to academic writing in higher education, lending 

relevance to my efforts at further inquiry.  From investigating their potential unfamiliarity 

with the academic discourse to celebrating the different voices and approaches that adult 

learners infuse into their writing, the literature reveals the widespread conceptions of 

what adult learners are as a student population.  Key, here, is the important role that 

researchers attribute to adult students in the shaping of composition courses simply by 

dint of their focus on this student population.  This attribution suggested the utility of 

addressing inconsistencies in research findings and expanding on the particularized 

understandings offered by small scale studies on adult learners doing academic writing – 

despite the related and growing body of literature explored here – through further 

research.  My investigation of the literature demonstrated the relative dearth of consistent 

findings regarding adult characteristics and experiences in English composition 

classrooms.  That many studies were small in scale and lacking firm conceptual 

frameworks or empirically credible methodologies (e.g., Cleary, 2011; Fallon, 1995; 

Houp, 2009) implies the difficulties, if not impossibilities, of applying their insights to 

the larger adult learner population.  Moreover, relevant scholarship stemmed from 

various disciplines, including the humanities, wherein approaches to research differ.  Yet 

this bulk of varied research only underscored the need for a study designed to bridge 
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these approaches in a way that adheres to credible empirical research standards while also 

incorporating the insights offered by humanities-oriented work.   

My recognition of this need for extended research led me to refine my own research 

purpose and methodology to better understand adult learners experiencing an 

introductory English composition class.  Utilizing the lens of andragogy as my 

conceptual framework, I specifically aimed to generate a richer depiction of adult 

students’ experiences with academic writing and the composition classroom that at once 

attends to the contributions of their personal narratives as well as follows the strictures of 

acceptable qualitative research in the social science field.  This decision stemmed from 

my recognition that the bodies of literature that I discuss, adult education theory, adult 

students and academic writing, and English composition studies respectively, all 

contribute to my area of research interest.  While each demonstrates particular models 

and assumptions, the fact that they offer different perspectives is a strength in light of my 

research goals.  That is, with careful intent, I applied these perspectives to narrow my 

larger conceptual framework to better focus my own research purpose and analyze my 

research data.  I saw this approach as especially useful as my participants at times offered 

responses I did not expect given that the research across all fields does not offer a 

comprehensive sense of what adult learners experience in introductory English 

composition classrooms.  Developing my study to answer the academic interest in the 

implications of adult students and composition thus reflected the existing scholarship and 

uncovered slight deviations in adult learner characteristics or beliefs about their academic 

writing classroom experiences.  Moreover, its place within the established collection of 

social science studies provided a firmer foundation of scholarship to generate yet more 
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directions to consider how adult learners experience, conceive, and practice academic 

writing within the evolving notions of what constitutes composition, and composition 

instruction, in higher education. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

 This chapter presents methodology that I employed in conducting my research 

and reporting my findings and interpretations.  I developed my study with the attention to 

how exploring the lived experience of adult students in an English composition classroom 

contributes new understandings of these experiences to the larger field of related research 

(e.g., Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005; Kasworm 2003, 2010; Merriam & Brockett, 

1999; Merriam & Cafarella, 1999).  Perhaps more importantly, my study promotes a 

means of working with adult students that considers their ways of being in the world, that 

is, their individual perspectives, attitudes, and behaviors, thus reflecting my own 

commitment to the world.  The study was qualitative and organized around two sets of 

interviews with adult student volunteer participants who were at the time enrolled in the 

introductory English composition course offered through the Northern Virginia 

Community College.  The interview, observational, and memo generated data was coded 

and analyzed to generate themes that represent larger findings, in keeping with general 

interpretative qualitative research designs (Creswell, 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

As my overarching qualitative research methodology, I adopted a hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach that designates a specific, if not prescriptive, design strategy. 

Hermeneutic phenomenological research does not typically fall within established 

paradigms of methodological frameworks or research designs, whereby certain methods 

or practices of conducting research and reporting data are upheld as necessary to establish 

the credibility of the research study (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990).  Instead, as Koch 

(1995) holds, “hermeneutics invites participants into an ongoing conversation, but does 

not provide a set methodology.  Understanding occurs through a fusion of horizons, 
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which is a dialectic between the pre-understandings of the research process, the 

interpretive framework and the sources of information” (p. 835).  For my study, this 

meant that I and my participants could build meaningful new understandings through 

sharing and reinterpreting our own perspectives through the research process.  Viewed in 

this light, the credibility and trustworthiness of hermeneutic phenomenological projects 

rests with the faithful report of the different stages in the interpretive process and how the 

development of patterns and data analysis arose (Koch, 1995; Laverty, 2003).   

In this chapter, then, I follow the tenets of the hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach by first outlining the development of hermeneutic phenomenology as a research 

methodology as opposed to a set system of distinct methods by which data is collected 

and analyzed.  Next, I present my own position within the methodology as aligned with 

the hermeneutic phenomenological approach advanced by the human science researcher 

and educator, van Manen (1990).  Following this, I describe my particular interpretive 

framework as social constructivism, which reflects the larger exploration of adult learners 

and composition studies advanced through the fields of social science research and 

humanities-based composition scholars.  Sections detailing my specific sampling 

strategies, data collection process, data analysis approach, and ethical considerations 

follow to ensure the dependability and trustworthiness of my research design. 

Paradigm and Methodological Framework 

Phenomenology and Hermeneutics: An Overview 

 I came to hermeneutic phenomenology out of my long-standing interest in the 

textuality of our lifeworlds and narratives of lived experiences.  This methodology speaks 

to my dedication to faithfully render the understandings of others as interpretable text that 
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could transfer particular experiences.  In doing so, I can present additional understandings 

that in turn contributes to a broader, shared understanding of these experiential 

interpretations among readers.  Here, I will outline the general tenets of hermeneutic 

phenomenology and then advance a specific approach to the larger methodology of 

hermeneutic phenomenology.  In so doing, I answer the need for researchers to be 

transparent and thoughtful in depicting their research purpose and stance so as to achieve 

credibility and trustworthiness with their audience (Creswell, 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 

1994; Maxwell, 2005). 

 Rather than deliver any lengthy treatment of the philosophical underpinnings and 

development of hermeneutics and phenomenology, I will focus on the elements of these 

epistemologies as they relate to my research stance and purpose.  I do this to honor the 

injunctions of phenomenological researchers who advocate for the larger credibility 

achieved by situating the researcher’s own position within the overarching methodology 

(Hultgren, 1993; van Manen, 1990).  In brief, then, the beginnings of phenomenological 

research in the social sciences stemmed from the work of Edmund Husserl, a scholar 

invested in the notion that the lived experiences of others could be understood by others 

if faithfully depicted (Dukes, 1984; Laverty, 2003).  Dukes (1984) synthesizes the two 

main insights of phenomenology as “first, human experience is intelligible – it makes 

sense – to those who live it, prior to all interpretation and theorizing.  Second, the sense 

or logic of human experience is an inherent structural property of the experience itself, 

not something constructed by an outside observer” (p. 198).  Thus, phenomenological 

research aims to systematically convey the structural elements of lived experience.  From 

this, researchers can share more nuanced and comprehensive understandings of how 
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meaning making occurs in conjunction with everyday experiences (Dukes, 1984; Laverty, 

2003).  Perhaps Husserl’s most significant movement was to link an individual’s 

consciousness with outside objects through experience, thereby disrupting the traditional 

dualism of mind and the outside world (Giorgi, 1997, 2005; Laverty, 2003).  This 

ontological re-conception of how realities come into being directly relates to my own 

interest in grasping and sharing the realities of adult students in relation to their 

experiences in an English composition classroom. 

 Husserlian phenomenology as a distinct methodology and philosophical stance 

comes under critiques for its potential to leave depictions of lived experience unexamined 

(Koch, 1995; Laverty, 2003).  For Husserl, the process of doing phenomenological 

research involved the practice of “bracketing,” by which any pre-understandings or biases 

could be put aside in order to more objectively grasp the essences or invariable structures 

of the experience, the phenomenon under study (Georgi, 2005; Laverty, 2003).  However, 

this practice soon begged the question of whether it was in fact possible to actually divest 

oneself of all pre-conception so as to convey the realities of a phenomenon (Koch, 1995; 

Laverty, 2003; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1991).  Heidegger, a contemporary of Husserl, is 

largely attributed for proposing a response to this critique by asserting that consciousness 

cannot be divested of preconceived notions and that realities are in fact interpretations.  

Laverty (2003) points out that for Heidegger: 

historicality, a person’s history or background, includes what a culture gives a 

person from birth and is handed down, presenting ways of understanding the 

world.  Through this understanding, one determines what is ‘real’, yet Heidegger 

also believed that one’s background cannot be made completely explicit. (p. 8)   
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Building upon this notion, Heidegger developed his philosophy of hermeneutics, whereby 

interpretation figures as intrinsic to generating understanding and which treats human 

cultural activity as text that can be interpreted to find certain meanings (Laverty, 2003).  

This philosophical shift from Husserlian phenomenology entailed abandoning the idea 

that pre-conceived notions or orientations could be bracketed away, as one is always 

constructing and reconstructing understanding in a historical context (Laverty, 2003; 

Wilson & Hutchinson, 1991).   

Later, the German philosopher Gadamer advanced Heideggerrian hermeneutics 

and imbued it with the potentials for practical research use.  Gadamer privileged the role 

of language as the means through which meaning is constructed, and held all language 

can be considered text, linguistic constructions (Koch, 1996).  Furthermore, as texts 

involve interpretations inflected by past histories and preconceptions, both researcher and 

interviewee are involved in a dialogue of co-constructed understandings in a hermeneutic 

circle (Koch, 1996; Laverty, 2003).  Gadamer called this creation of new understandings 

a fusion of horizons, whereby each participant’s former understandings came together to 

form a new interpretation, always and inevitably incorporating pre-understandings and 

prejudices (Koch, 1996; Laverty, 2003).  More recently, critics of this epistemology hold 

that it often privileges research that does not answer to current social issues by providing 

indications for positive social change, thus limiting the potential utility of the research for 

the larger society (Barnacle, 2004; Sammel, 2003).  Nevertheless, as a researcher, I value 

and share the Heideggarrian-Gadamerian epistemology that understanding is a mode of 

being, reflected in my endeavor to explore the meanings and ways of being that adult 
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learners produce through how they compose their socially and historically situated 

narratives. 

Van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenology. 

  Building off the work and philosophies of Husserl and Heidegger, among other 

phenomenological and hermeneutic scholars, van Manen (1990) presents an accessible 

and comprehensive methodology for conducting and presenting hermeneutic 

phenomenological research.  As an education researcher, van Manen’s (1990) tailored 

approach to hermeneutic phenomenology best aligns with my own epistemology and 

educational interests in conducting human science research.  Thus, I adopted the major 

tenets of his methodology to frame my research study. 

 Van Manen (1990) uses the terms hermeneutics and phenomenology 

interchangeably to refer to the hermeneutic phenomenological methodology he espouses, 

which I emulated for the sake of consistency.  Specifically, van Manen organizes his 

approach to performing hermeneutic phenomenology along six research activities that 

direct the research process without falling under prescriptive methods.  He presents these 

activities or methodological themes as: 

(1.) Turning to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the 

world; 

(2.) Investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it; 

(3.) Reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon; 

(4.) Describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting; 

(5.) Maintaining a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon; 

(6.) Balancing the research context by considering parts and whole. (1990, pp. 30-31) 
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Addressing each them in turn, first, my own history as an educator of adults in 

composition and my long-standing interest in the creation of interpretative texts and the 

analysis of them firmly establishes my investment in the phenomenon.  Van Manen 

(1990) holds that researchers cannot be disassociated with their projects but must rather 

thoughtfully embark on “a deep questioning of something that restores an original sense 

of what it means to be a thinker, a researcher, a theorist” (p. 31).  Honoring this 

conception, I drew on my personal investment in the academic and personal development 

of the adult students I interacted with to generate my study.  My deep commitment to 

their learning and sense of success in light of the many challenges facing them in higher 

education imbues my research with a personal connection.  In fact, as I conducted 

interviews, I often felt myself desiring to interject my own interpretations of my 

participants’ views on their education.  I wanted to discuss the academic articles or 

research topics they referred to or contest their dismissal of a certain academic writing 

practice.  However, I resisted such urges in the interest of privileging the participants’ 

understanding, while keeping my awareness of my engagement at the forefront as we 

explored the meanings of the experience.  Thus, this interpretative stance incited the deep 

thinking and theorizing imperative to this mode of research.  

Van Manen’s (1990) second methodological theme involves “establishing a 

renewed contact with original experience,” (p. 32) which my research design takes into 

account.  Namely, I attempted to generate multiple explications of adult students’ lived 

experience that reflect the variety of realities inherent in any given phenomenon.  Yet in 

so doing I was also sensitive to the major hermeneutical tenet that prior experiences color 

my own engagement with my participants and the co-construction of understandings it 
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produced (Koch, 1995; Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990).  Van Manen (1990) is quick to 

address how this intersects with the aim to discover the nature of the lived experience by 

urging researchers to:  

make explicit our understandings, beliefs, biases, assumptions, presuppositions, 

and theories.  We try to come to terms with our assumptions, not in order to forget 

them again, but rather to hold them deliberately at bay and even to turn this 

knowledge against itself, as it were, thereby exposing its shallow or concealing 

character. (p. 47)   

In conducting my research, then, I gathered information pertaining to the phenomenon 

and reflected on its meaning with attention to historical context and the fact that I and my 

participants are always situated in a social and historical context that shapes our 

interpretations and may not always be able to overcome our assumptions.  Just as my 

orientation to the research project as an educator affected my interpretive stance, I also 

found it important to hold an awareness of potential pre-conceptions regarding some of 

my participants in light of their characteristics, such as their professions, gender, or 

attitudes.  While impossible to divest myself of these pre-conceptions, which van Manen 

(1990) notes is not possible or even desirable, I reflected on these pre-conceptions and 

how they were inflecting my participation in creating shared understandings with my 

participants.  In so doing, I honored van Manen’s injunction in regard to making our 

assumptions explicit as intentionally as possible. 

The awareness that investigating lived experience is inflected by personal and 

interpersonal pre-constructed meanings relates to the activity of reflecting on essential 

themes.  This is because such reflection addresses the totality of how a phenomenon is 
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experienced and its meaningful connection to those experiencing it, which serves the 

purposes of my study.  As van Manen (1990) suggests, “a true reflection on lived 

experience is a thoughtful, reflective grasping of what it is that renders this or that 

particular experience its special significance” (p. 32).  He goes on to specify that 

investigating lived experience brings into fullness the nature of something that had been 

unclear or obscured through this reflection.  My research, then, focused on teasing out the 

meanings and significances of the lived experiences my participants expressed in a 

constant, intentional cycle of reflective meaning making. 

Perhaps most in tune with my deep dedication to meaning through words, 

language, and literature is van Manen’s (1990) conviction in writing as a method of doing 

phenomenological research.  Van Manen (1990) openly states that “to do research in a 

phenomenological sense is already and immediately and always bringing to speech of 

something.  And this thoughtfully bringing to speech is most commonly a writing 

activity” (p. 32, original emphasis).  Thus, the writing activity becomes a means of 

creating a space for reflection on the lived experiences gathered through research, 

reflection that at once renders the lived experience more abstract yet also allows for a 

more concrete understanding and thoughtful action regarding new life experiences (Koch, 

1995; van Manen, 1990; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1991).  Van Manen (1990) continues by 

noting that human science research often presents in the form of narrative as opposed to 

abstract or quantitative concepts, which aligns again with my own belief in the need for 

and value of sharing the stories of adult students with readers.  By writing the 

participants’ stories in as much fullness as I am able, I invite readers to reflect more 

empathetically and positively, without feeling circumscribed by preconceived argument.  
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In so doing, I can personally involve readers to potentially change their way of thinking 

about and interpreting the way these adult students are in the world in relation to 

academic writing (van Manen, 1990; Wiklund, Lindholm, & Lindtrom, 2002). 

Throughout the research process, van Manen (1990) stresses the need to maintain 

a strong orientation to the research question or notion, a need that underlines the high 

demands of performing phenomenological research.  To explain the meaning of being 

oriented to the research, van Manen (1990) claims that “to be oriented to an object means 

that we are animated by the object in a full and human sense.  To be strong in our 

orientation means that we will not settle for superficialities and falsities” (p. 33).  In my 

own research then, I demonstrate my strong orientation to my object of study through my 

long association with adult learners, composition instruction, and my general outlook as 

an educator.  In teaching, I strive to assert individual student needs through empathy and 

establishing mutual understandings, requiring me to be self-conscious and reflective in 

my orientation.  To avoid losing the purpose of my research in tangential topics, 

speculations, preconceived notions, and abstractions, I constantly examined the narratives 

I and my participants elicited and interpreted against these dangers.  In this way as well, I 

adhered to the tenet of human science research as personally and thoughtfully engaged 

with rather than disinterested in the research subject and so more firmly assert the 

credibility of my study and approach (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 

1990; Wiklund, Lindholm, & Lindstrom, 2002). 

Lastly, and in a related vein, van Manen (1990) warns that conducting 

phenomenological research demands a constant awareness of how the specifics relate to 

the larger purpose.  That is, the methods implemented must serve the overall aims of the 
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research project to explicate meaning from the examined experience.  Without such 

attention, “there is the danger that one loses sight of the end of phenomenological 

research: to construct a text which in its dialogical structure and argumentative 

organization aims at a certain effect” (van Manen, 1990, p. 33).  Following this, I 

attempted to avoid the pitfalls of becoming lost in the narratives and findings by 

critiquing my approach to be sure that it always contributed to the overlying purpose of 

the study.  That van Manen’s (1990) injunction mirrors the advice of other qualitative 

research methodologists who stress the importance of remaining faithful to and focused 

on the research question and approach (e.g., Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994), only emphasizes the contribution of van Manen’s (1990) final 

methodological theme towards legitimate and robust research. 

Through heeding the methodological themes that van Manen (1990) presents as 

intrinsic to hermeneutic phenomenology human science research, I both lent 

trustworthiness and rigor to my study.  Other elements of van Manen’s (1990) approach 

also appeal to my conviction in developing new understandings, and I refer to my 

application of them in the explication of my research design and specific methods. 

Social Constructivist Interpretive Framework 

To refine my research paradigm and better assert my own position as a researcher, 

I incorporated the social constructivist stance into my hermeneutic phenomenological 

research approach.  In this way, I went beyond simply describing the lived experiences of 

others, problematizing the interpretations I elicited through examination in an attempt to 

answer the critiques of hermeneutical phenomenology to be ineffective at more practical 

or socially constructive change (Barnacle, 2004; Sammel, 2003).  The larger paradigm of 
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constructivism holds that people construct knowledge though experiences, experiences 

contingent on their social context and personal interactions (Taylor, 2006).  Thus, this 

study’s focus on how students’ experiences affect their perception of their English 

composition classroom is well-suited to this overarching research stance.  Also, Crotty 

(1998) asserts that this paradigm “suggests that each one’s way of making sense of the 

world is as valid and worthy of respect as any other” (p. 58).  In this vein, Merriam and 

Caffarella (1999) stress the particular affiliation of constructivism and adult learning, as 

adults carry more experiences into the classroom environment and construct knowledge 

through interpersonal negotiations.  These authors specifically highlight the relevance of 

socially, rather than individually, oriented constructivism.  While the latter approaches 

learning construction as a personal, cognitive development, the former accounts for the 

larger social forces acting on personal knowledge construction (Merriam & Caffarella, 

1999).  

 Reflecting this tension, researchers in composition studies continue to debate the 

validity of holding knowledge construction as largely individually constructed or as 

solely generated though social interactions and collaborative meaning making (Kennedy, 

1998).  Flower and Hayes (1984), for instance, emphasize the personal cognition evident 

in student development from novice to more expert academic writers.  Their 

psychologically based empirical study privileges the view of learning as one taking place 

within one’s mind, and in a related article, Flower herself asserts that “context … does 

not produce a text through immaculate conception” but “is mediated – at all levels of 

awareness – by the cognition of the individual writer” (1989, p. 289).  Here, Flower 

responds to other composition scholars more inclined to favor the view of social 



 
 

65 
 

constructivism, wherein social contexts and influences shape knowledge.  Inspiring these 

scholars were seminal researchers in psychology and cognition such as Vygotsky, 

Scribner, Cole, Heath, and Dyson, who promoted at once the social elements of meaning 

making and the notion of a discourse community wherein all writing takes form and 

reflects the larger rhetorical situation (Kennedy, 1998).  In this, these scholars adopt the 

broader constructivist paradigm through which, as Crotty (1998) states, all meaning is 

socially constructed, for “when we first see the world in a meaningful fashion, we are 

inevitably viewing it through lenses bestowed upon us by our culture” (p. 54). 

 Yet despite the seeming disparity between the two positions, the relevance of 

social contexts and influences to meaning making has been acknowledged by scholars 

who do prioritize individual cognition.  Flower, in her in more recent works, attempts to 

wed constructivism with individually conceptualized knowledge construction (Kennedy, 

1998; Flower, 1984).  Similarly, composition scholars have framed their studies and 

approaches with attention to the criticisms expressed for privileging individual cognition 

as well as to the dangers of only acknowledging a social constructivist stance (Kennedy, 

1989).  That said, neither researcher camp has asserted premier dominance or legitimacy 

over the other, and research remains fairly empirical (Kennedy, 1998).  This continuing 

scholarly debate thus invites more examination in this area and demonstrates the care 

with which researchers must outline their specific epistemologies, a care echoed by many 

seminal social science researchers (Creswell, 2007; Crotty, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; 

Maxwell, 2005). 

 It is in light of this that I openly situated myself in the social constructivist 

interpretive view, chosen based on my own conception of how personal meaning is 
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formed only in relation to social influences and context and because it is in keeping with 

my hermeneutic research aim to elucidate adult students’ understandings of their 

individual meaning making as affected by social interactions.  Thus, the investigation of 

how a new and potentially unfamiliar academic experience in composition influences 

adult learners emphasized the students’ individual interpretations of the overall 

experience.  In accordance with the social constructivist approach, the study examined 

how students’ backgrounds and social context shaped students’ own perspectives of a 

basic undergraduate English composition class.  Specifically, the investigation drew out 

students’ preconceptions of how an academic writing course affected personal and social 

values and stigmas.  For instance, humanities-oriented scholarship points to adult 

learners’ tendency to attribute greater social mobility and professional success to higher 

education and writing skills in general.  However, along with that, students of all ages 

have reported feeling stifled and confused by the expectations associated with traditional 

college level writing (Cox, 2009; Howard, 1995; Sommers & Saltz, 2004).  Adult 

students in particular noted the difficulties of grasping academic writing standards in light 

of their lack of exposure to them or long experience with other types of formal and 

informal communication (Hansman & Wilson, 1998; Michaud, 2011).  Adult learners’ 

testified feelings of marginalization in the classroom as well as empowering personal 

development also yield conflicting findings that speak to the complexity of the values and 

stigmas linked to traditional academic writing.    

 In recognition of the scholarly discourse surrounding social-cognitive theories of 

composition, then, and the layers of adult student experiences of academic writing and 

the classroom as presented through research, I solicited information regarding the 
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cognitive strategies or processes that students used in their writing to further this as yet 

developing research field.  Overall, the purpose was to establish a richer understanding of 

students’ conceptualization and construction of the adult learning experience and their 

perception of their experiences in an English composition classroom.  This understanding 

allowed the study to explicate potential relationships between such socially influenced 

yet personal knowledge construction on adult students’ interpretations of academic 

performance in writing and their participation in the class. 

Research Design 

Research Questions 

 As opposed to other forms of traditional scientific research, phenomenological 

research advances questions for study that directly relate to the researcher’s own 

experiences and interests (Creswell, 2007; Dukes, 1984; Laverty, 2003).  Specifically, 

van Manen (1990) holds that we as researchers must be open to the possibilities the 

question raises, which requires being “deeply interested…in that which makes this 

question possible in the first place” and “to interrogate something from the heart of our 

existence” (p. 43).  My personal experience and investment in adult education through 

my professional roles and writing through my academic pursuits has imbued me with an 

abiding concern for this population of student and the ongoing debate about composition 

studies.  Exploring this problematic area, then, became the focus of my main research 

question: 

How do adult learners experience an introductory undergraduate English 

composition course? 

Underlying this broad interest, analytic questions include:  
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How do the adult learners’ backgrounds inflect their experiences in an English 

composition course?   

How does the classroom environment affect adult students’ experiences of an 

English composition course?    

How do interpersonal relationships between classmates and instructors influence 

adult students’ experiences and constructions of an English composition course? 

Finally, how did students’ self-identification as adult learners become reflected in 

their experiences of the English composition classroom? 

Specific interview questions elicited a rich, complete, and genuine representation 

of participants’ lived experience of this phenomenon.  The first interview session focused 

mainly on eliciting background information and pre-understandings of academic writing 

and the composition classroom experience.  They ranged from forty minutes to close to 

an hour, and questions included: 

How did the idea of returning to college to get your degree arise? 

What led you to enroll in this English composition course this semester? 

What have been your past experiences with writing assignments that you have 

done for academic courses?  Can you relate how you felt about them? 

Can you remember any expectations or goals you had in relation to writing done 

for other classes and this course? 

Considering these expectations and goals, how did you feel about entering the 

class for the first time?  What were your impressions about the classroom space 

and environment? 
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How would you describe your interactions with other classmates?  What kinds of 

writing activities do you do with them? 

How would you describe your interactions with your instructor?  How might this 

be any different from relationships you’ve had with past writing instructors? 

Can you tell me about how you approach writing assignments?  How do you 

complete them? 

What do you consider to be good academic writing, and why do you think it is 

good?  Can you remember any moments when you felt successful at producing 

good academic writing and tell me how that affected you? 

What types of challenges have you faced with your academic writing?  How have 

you tried to cope with or overcome these? 

Can you describe any challenges you faced with the classroom experience in 

general?  How have you tried to cope with or overcome these? 

Do you share anything of your classroom experience or academic writing with 

family, friends, or coworkers?  Can you tell me what led you to share this?  How 

did you feel about sharing your experiences? 

Would you say that learning how to write academically is important to you or in 

general, and how so, or why not? 

Is there anything else that you would like to add at this point that you feel is 

important and hasn’t been addressed yet? 

My second interview with participants occurred in the weeks after the semester or 

summer session ended.  For this interview, I posed more open-ended questions so as to 

focus on the continuing re-construction of understandings that I and my participants 
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shared regarding the academic writing experience in their undergraduate composition 

class.  This stance was in keeping with the notion that hermeneutic interviews progress as 

conversations, where initial interview findings become “objects of reflection in follow-up 

hermeneutic conversations in which both the researcher and the interviewee collaborate” 

(van Manen, 1990, p. 98).  Following this hermeneutic phenomenological approach, the 

researcher and participant become co-constructors of the data that would be analyzed for 

this study in an equitable and dialogic exchange, wherein the partners reflectively 

develop collective new understandings of the phenomenon in relation to the initial 

research question or problem (Hultgren; 1993; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; van Manen, 1990).  

This methodology, then, encourages rather than discredits an interview that weaves 

together participant and researcher experiences and interpretations to generate mutual 

growth and understanding (Hultgren, 1993; van Manen, 1990).  In honoring this element 

of the hermeneutic interview, then, the preliminary follow up questions developed and 

spurred a more open-ended conversation that examined and refashioned the reflections I 

gathered during the first interview.  Preliminary questions include: 

Do you think your views on academic writing or feelings about it have changed 

over the course of this semester and can you describe how?   

What about your actual writing itself, has it changed, and why do you think it may 

have, if so?  

What do you hope to take away from this class experience? 

Now that we’ve revisited your involvement in the English composition class, is 

there anything else about your experience and our reflection on it that you would 

like to add at this point? 
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In generating these questions, I held to the presuppositions for participant 

interviewing that hermeneutic phenomenological research upholds, specifically in 

accordance with van Manen’s (1990) overarching approach.  Van Manen (1990) claims: 

the point of phenomenological research is to ‘borrow’ other people’s experiences 

and their reflections on their experiences in order to better be able to come to an 

understanding of the deeper meaning or significance of an aspect of human 

experience, in the context of the whole of human experience. (p. 62)   

Thus, I aimed to develop questions that allow me to “borrow,” rather than take, their 

experiences of academic writing in the undergraduate composition classroom so as to 

explicate this experience in a deeper, richer, and more representative manner.  Moreover, 

during my second interviews with participants, I engendered a more conversational and 

open-ended session by asking for participant feedback and ideas in addition to responses 

to my follow up questions from the initial interviews.  This approach inculcated a more 

flexible and dialogic exchange that best answers the purpose of hermeneutical interviews 

to elicit new shared understandings through a constant process of reinterpretation 

(Sammel, 2003; van Manen, 1990).  In this way, my interview protocols fulfilled the 

capacity of phenomenological research to allow researchers and readers of such research 

to become experienced in the human phenomenon under study ourselves (van Manen, 

1990). 

More specifically, my research questions addressed the aim of phenomenological 

research to generate a better understanding and depiction of the structure of the lived 

experience (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990).  That is, I centered my questions around 

the four fundamental existential themes that van Manen (1990) associates with the 
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phenomenological study of the lifeworld: lived space, lived body, lived time, and lived 

human relation.  While I did not explicitly or exclusively adopt this existential lens 

through which to analyze and report my findings, I found van Manen’s categorization of 

such themes broadly applicable to generating a more systematic and thorough gathering 

of participant recollections.  Following this, certain clusters of questions address the 

space of the classroom in which learners construct and reconstruct their understandings of 

academic writing, and they also elicit interpretations of how these learners physically 

position and orient themselves to this learning environment and tasks.  Questions 

concerning background, future goals, and time spent on assignments capture adult 

learners’ temporal way of being in the world as associated with their composition 

classroom experience.  And finally, questions that center on the relationships adult 

learners perceive with family members, coworkers, friends, fellow students, and 

instructors provide understandings of how lived, interpersonal connections shape and 

inflect the interpretations of the academic writing experience.  Overall, then, my 

interview protocol attended to the larger lifeworld within which the phenomenon exists, 

and in so doing, generates a comprehensive and foundational collection of interpretations 

that create possibilities for new and deeper understandings of the in class academic 

writing experience for adult learners. 

Population and Sampling Strategy 

 The defined population for this study consists of undergraduate adult students 

who at the time were currently enrolled in one or more credited undergraduate classes, 

including the introductory writing course taught at the site of my research, English (ENG) 

111, Composition I, the Northern Virginia Community College (NOVA).  This course 
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was selected because its curriculum addresses common academic writing strategies and 

practices demanded of college level writing, with the recognition that the course design 

features a unique, skills-driven and practical approach to composition instructional goals 

that might not transfer to other composition courses.  As outlined in the institutional 

course content summary adhered to by all ENG 111 instructors, the course design centers 

around three main objectives: teaching students the process of academic writing, the 

elements of expository and argumentative writing, and critical thinking and research 

skills.  The course fulfills the first goal through teaching students how to generate a topic 

and translate that into a rough draft, which they then learn to revise for improved content 

and edit for final submission.  The aim here is also to help students to transfer their 

readings and own experiences into their writing.  In leading students to produce 

expository and argumentative writing, instructors guide students to effectively convey 

clear ideas with care for detail and a recognition of correct grammar and mechanics.  

Students also understand how to pose their own arguments through developing and 

supporting a thesis that claims a stance against a possible counterargument.  The last 

course objective rests on leading students to comprehend and write responses to texts 

written at the college level.  The ability to consider audience, purpose, and organization 

as elements of rhetoric also further this learning objective.  Finally, instructors facilitate 

the use and evaluation of various sources of information as well as employ it in writing 

projects using clear citations and avoiding plagiarism.  In reaching these learning 

objectives, students produce between 15 to 20 pages of crafted and graded writing. 

 The successful completion of this for credit class is a necessary requirement for 

any degree-seeking student, underscoring its role as an institutional gatekeeper for 
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progress towards a degree and highlighting its relevance to my study.  That said, and 

again, ENG 111 does not represent the introductory composition courses offered by other 

institutions and therefore cannot be considered as representative of those introductory 

courses.  Moreover, the individual instructors tailor their sections of ENG 111 to their 

own teaching and learning perspectives, leading to different student experiences across 

sections.  However, the curriculum’s uniform criteria do support composition instruction 

that enables students to write effectively for academic as well as professional purposes 

through learning composition fundamentals.  In this way, ENG 111 fits the aim of the 

study to elucidate the experiences of adult learners in an introductory English 

composition classroom. 

 Following this delimitation, this research adopted a purposeful sampling 

technique of criterion selection, one which is well-suited to phenomenological studies in 

that it enables me as the researcher to gather participants who have experienced the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2007; Dukes, 1984).  Participants were solicited from a local 

community college system, NOVA, serving the larger state at the start of the spring 2015 

semester and twelve-week summer session.  This institutional type was selected given the 

diversity of the student body of community college students and their tendency to enroll a 

larger proportion of older students, those over the traditional college age of 18 to 22.  The 

particular site through which I conducted research was a campus within a high achieving 

and nationally recognized community college system that serves a population of over 

70,000 students from surrounding areas.  The large size of this system coupled with the 

fact that it is located in a large metropolitan area means that it serves the educational 

needs of students with varied backgrounds, interests, ethnicities, and ages.  In this, I was 
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able to solicit a varied group of participants.  I focused on one age cohort, those men and 

women aged over 25.  I established this range with the understanding that students over 

the age of 25 are more likely, if not always, to exhibit characteristics of older students, 

who are usually financially independent or hold other social roles, such as being a parent 

or spouse (Kasworm et al., 2002; Merriam & Cafferella, 1999).  As this study seeks a 

general understanding of adult learners’ experience with academic writing, I did not place 

an upward limit to the age of participants, select participants according to specific 

degrees sought, or exclude students whose native language may not be English.  Doing so 

would have compromised the study’s purpose. 

 Beyond age range and to address the tenet of hermeneutic phenomenological 

studies to incorporate a sample of participants that most wholly represents the 

phenomenon at hand (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990), I invited students who could 

bring to bear an array of interpretations and perspectives concerning their experiences.  In 

so doing, my study included adult students of various professional, family, cultural, 

ethnic, and financial backgrounds, as well as English as second language students, with 

the acknowledgement that certain communication barriers had to be negotiated to ensure 

that their meanings were clear to me.  Finally, I asked adult students from multiple 

English composition classrooms to participate so as to glean perceptions of different 

teaching styles, classroom environments, and peer relationships that nevertheless 

reflected back on the shared phenomenon under study.  To access these students, I first 

gained institutional permission to conduct research through the community college 

system’s Office of Institutional Research by providing them with all pertinent study 

information required.  Then, I solicited the aid of their instructors as well as engaged in 
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active recruitment through visiting classes at the beginning of the session to explain my 

research intentions and invite them personally to participate in my study.  Once I and the 

instructors passed on potential participant contact information, I responded to the emails 

of those interested to formally confirm their participation, outline my research aims, and 

explain the ethical concerns involved in qualitative research and my attention to protect 

their confidentiality and respect their views.  Then, we arranged for a meeting time and 

place of their convenience.   

 The robust yet purposeful sample group gathered participants whose dynamics 

suggested they would conceive their experiences differently, as proved the case.  This 

lent an enriched overall interpretation of adult student experiences and understandings of 

the academic writing classroom, essential to render research representative of the 

phenomenon to be interpreted (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990).   That said, it is not the 

purpose of hermeneutic phenomenological research to create a representative sample that 

is generalizable to a larger population.  With other qualitative research methodologies, 

such as case studies or ethnographic approaches, the generalizability of participant 

samples establishes the validity and rigor of the scientific research (Frankel & Wallen, 

2003; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Stage & Manning, 2003).  Yet according to Dukes (1984), 

the sample size for a phenomenological study may be small as its aim “is to uncover the 

necessary structural invariants of an experience, and those invariants are fully 

discoverable in any individual case” (p. 200).  Because my methodology also 

incorporates the interpretivist stance of hermeneutics, however, I gathered a small but 

diverse group of thirteen participants.  That said, four of the thirteen participants did not 

yield data that could be used, two because they participated in an online class that was 
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deemed too deviant from the more traditional in person classroom experience my study 

aimed to explore.  The last two students could not be included because they only 

completed the first of the two interviews and never responded to my follow up emails and 

calls.  I was, however, prepared to accept this given the expectation that there may be 

some attrition between the first and second interviews, as commonly occurs in qualitative 

interview-based studies (Frankel & Wallen, 2003; Maxwell, 2005).  In the end, then, I 

worked with the nine participants who committed to both interviews, which was 

supported by my dissertation committee as in keeping with the methodology that I 

adopted.  Overall, this purposeful sampling strategy prioritized eliciting multiple 

interpretations of a lived experience through gathering a small but diverse group, a 

characteristic specific to hermeneutic phenomenology (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990; 

Wilson & Hutchinson, 1991).  

Data Collection 

 As this study proposed to elucidate adult students’ perceptions of the academic 

writing experience, which could change over time, I conducted two sets of student 

interviews.  The first took place in the first third of the English 111 Composition I course 

to gather student social and professional background and current understandings and 

experiences of academic writing.  After the conclusion of the course, interviews elicited 

the students’ current views of academic writing in light of new experiences, learning, and 

meaning making.  In generating my interview questions and throughout the interview 

process, I adhered to the major tenets of the hermeneutical phenomenological 

methodology as put forward by van Manen.  As van Manen (1990) holds, goal of 

hermeneutic research “is to understand how people experience the world pre-reflectively, 
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without taxonomizing, classifying, or abstracting it” (p. 9).  Thus, interviews sought 

details that extended the meaning and understanding of the undergraduate writing 

experience for the participants.  All interviews were recorded using two recording 

devices and transcribed, most by myself and the remaining through a professional 

transcribing company.  Recordings were destroyed after transcription and data analysis to 

protect participant’s confidentiality and support the trustworthiness of my research design 

(Creswell, 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).   

 In their presentation of Heideggarian hermeneutics, Wilson and Hutchinson 

(1991) elaborate that with the interview, the researcher collaborates with the participant 

“to unveil the shared common practices of the experience” (p. 268, original emphasis).  

This aim and approach mirrors van Manen’s (1990) emphasis on embracing a dialogic 

approach to interviewing that invites expressive freedom and developing new 

interpretations of the lived experience.  Moreover, my choice to hold only face-to-face 

interviews allowed me to witness the multiple expressions, what Giorgi (2005) calls the 

“physiognomic expressions,” of the lived experience, which include “the emotional and 

nonverbal communications, the particularities of the situation in which the other finds 

him or herself, as well as the emotional tone of the proximate and remote past and future” 

(p. 80).  Giorgi’s recount of the phenomenological movement in the human sciences 

advances that trustworthy phenomenological research requires that researchers explore 

perceptions of these expressions systematically as part of the interview process to gain a 

richer sense of the lived experience.  While not a separate data collection method in and 

of itself, this observational analysis, then, coupled semi-structured and open-ended 
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interview questions that enabled greater exploration of the phenomenon at hand and a 

shared partnership in elucidating the most complete story.   

 To support my collection of verbal and non-verbal interview data, I generated my 

own reflective memos throughout the data collection and analysis phases of my research.  

Specifically, I wrote a pre and post interview memo for each interview so as to frame my 

outlook as I approached and after I completed them.  This strategy parallels that of 

general phenomenological researchers who emphasize the need for continued reflection 

on participant responses and the researcher’s own position in the ongoing research 

(Dukes, 1984; Giorgi, 2005).  This approach more specifically aligns with my 

hermeneutic stance and van Manen’s model for human science research that I am 

adopting, whereby research is a form of writing that must be constantly re-interpreted as 

the process develops (van Manen, 1990, 1997).  In addition, in writing and reflecting on 

memos, I remained faithful to the epistemology grounding my methodology in that while 

hermeneutical phenomenology need not always employ multiple sources of data, it is 

nevertheless strengthened by corroborating information that may better communicate the 

experience of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1990).  Though van Manen prioritizes the 

written text as such additional data in hermeneutic analysis, other social science 

researchers agree that other sources, such as documents, songs, site observations, and 

memos support research findings and render interpretations more trustworthy (Creswell, 

2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Maxwell, 2005).  However, as Creswell (2007) stresses, 

researchers must always bear their methods and methodology in mind when selecting the 

types of data to collect so as to remain faithful to the overarching research paradigm and 

design.  Because I consciously framed my study as hermeneutical in approach, I limited 
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the scope of my data collection to interview transcripts, observations of non-verbal 

participant expressions, and reflective and analytic memos. 

Data Analysis 

 In his text on hermeneutic phenomenological research, van Manen (1990) is quick 

to assert that data collection and analysis proceed in tandem, making any sharp 

delineation between my data collection and analysis methodology slightly arbitrary.  

Nevertheless, I employed certain accepted standards of qualitative data analysis that bear 

mentioning to better substantiate the trustworthiness of my approach in terms of its 

dependability and transferability.  Namely, to ensure that my findings were transferrable 

between myself and my participants, I incorporated the use of “thick description,” and so 

allowed others to render their own judgments regarding my data and ascertain how I 

arrived at my conclusions (Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This approach in 

fact parallels the aim of hermeneutic phenomenological research, which van Manen 

(1990) posits should portray and analyze the structure of the lived phenomenon through 

constructing “an animating, evocative description (text) of human actions, behaviors, 

intentions, and experiences as we meet them in the lifeworld” (p. 19).  These depictions 

often take on artistic or literary approaches in keeping with the idea of interpretation as 

tied to text and all of its poetic variations (van Manen, 1990, 1997).  Yet rather than 

denigrate this methodology as lacking rigor or validity in the face of more empirical 

natural or even social science research, recent trends in humanistic qualitative research 

approaches support the quality of this approach when it holds to accepted standards of 

credible qualitative research (Creswell, 2007; Hughes, Pennington, & Makris, 2012).  

Thus, in writing and analyzing my findings as text and allowing the voices of my 
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participants to speak their own story, I adhered to both the strictures of transferrable data 

analysis as well as my larger methodology. 

 In keeping with hermeneutic stance in that analysis of experience is ongoing, 

reciprocal, and dialogical (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), I constantly reviewed my data for 

emerging categories and themes.  My analysis for themes specifically followed van 

Manen’s (1990) injunction that “in determining the universal or essential quality of a 

theme our concern is to discover aspects or qualities that make a phenomenon what it is 

and without which the phenomenon could not be what it is” (p. 107, original emphasis).  

He defines a theme in four ways:  

(1) Theme is the experience of focus, of meaning, of point. 

(2) Theme formulation is at best a simplification. 

(3) Themes are not objects one encounters at certain points or moments in a text. 

(4) Theme is the form of capturing the phenomenon one tries to understand (van 

Manen, 1990, p. 87, original emphasis). 

In stating this guiding framework for analysis, I make my own process and stance 

transparent and ensure that my process was faithful to particular tenets of hermeneutic 

phenomenological research, verifying the dependability of my approach (Creswell, 

2007).  While much of this analysis occurred alone, as a part of my second interview, I 

also revisited the initial transcripts with participants to determine their own 

understandings of the texts.  In conducting these member checks, I was able to ensure 

that themes and categories evolved according to our mutually shaped developing 

understandings of the lived experience.  While the actual feedback I received was not 

extensive or contradictory of my initial interpretations, this constant revisiting of data did 
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lead me to tailor my second interview questions more specifically to the individual 

participant’s experience, which I had anticipated.  During both sets of interviews, I was 

tempted to direct my questions to specific interpretations or topics that I wanted to 

explore.  For instance, when Karen took an article she had read out of her backpack, I 

found myself wanting her to ask about her analysis of the article given my orientation as 

an educator.  Similarly, with Lane, I had the urge to confront him on his disbelief that 

learning MLA formatting would be of any use in future coursework.  While recognizing 

one’s role as a co-participant is appropriate to this methodology, it is also imperative to 

relate a phenomenological description which is true to the experience as lived in as 

authentic representation as possible (van Manen, 1997).  This imperative led me to avoid 

inserting myself into the interview in a manner that would lead participants to certain 

interpretations or topics that were not associated with their own understanding of the 

experience.   Rather than weaken the research design, this flexibility is inherent in my 

methodology and my circumspection answers the hermeneutic phenomenological drive to 

arrive at a better and more complete understanding of the lived experience/structure of 

the phenomenon (Laverty, 2003; van Manen, 1990). 

 Once both interviews had been fully transcribed, I returned to the notion of 

analyzing the data to develop themes for each narrative.  Initially, I felt confused at the 

multiplicity of meanings and approaches I could take regarding ascribing codes to 

generate the themes.  I again found myself questioning my role as a co-participant and 

how that might inflect any themes I generated.  Though hermeneutic phenomenology 

allows and in fact invites the co-construction of understanding, I was also sensitive to the 

need to capture meanings that represented the experience in as full an authentic way 
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possible.  To honor van Manen’s (1990) definition of theme and generate themes that, 

while simplifications, were also focused, pointed, and explicative of the phenomenon, I 

used the phrase “English composition means” to begin each narrative theme.  Doing so 

enabled me to stay true to the purpose of generating themes as well as to the shared 

phenomenon we explored together.  As I moved through interpreting the narratives, a 

process that took place over some months, I constantly checked each emerging theme 

against the text as a whole and against the parts to which the theme encompassed, 

heeding van Manen’s (1990) direction to constantly move from part to whole to ensure 

the hermeneutic circle of meaning making comes to a closure.  Once satisfied with my 

code book for individuals and narrative descriptions, I turned to the task of generating 

overarching themes that spoke for all participant narratives.  I approached my cross-case 

analysis in much the same way, viewing the individual narrative themes against the 

overarching themes for all narratives.  In teasing out the interplay between the sets of 

themes, I arrived at a final set of overarching themes that also, while still being 

simplifications of the shared phenomenon’s meanings to my participants, nonetheless 

captured authentic elements of the phenomenon in a focused and pointed manner, per van 

Manen’s (1990) definition of theme. 

Reporting Findings 

 Reflecting my data analysis process, I divided the presentation of my findings into 

two major sections to demonstrate how my data relates back to my research questions and 

to again remain firmly situated within my methodology and social constructivist stance.  

In my results section, I depicted the individual narratives of five of my participants, 

allowing me to better represent how they experience academic writing in the composition 
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classroom.  The narrative profiles of the other participants appear instead in the 

appendices.  I based this decision on the realization that while the overarching themes 

carried across all nine participants to some extent, drawing out how five of them 

demonstrated these themes provided sufficient representation of my findings.  This 

approach also allows for the deeper depiction of the participants’ lived experience, 

following my hermeneutic methodological stance (van Manen, 1990).  As this approach 

adheres to the injunction for social science research to remain oriented towards the 

research question, (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005), it assures the quality of my research 

design.  Following this, my second results section consisted of a cross comparison of 

cases according to the overarching common themes generated by my data.  As 

mentioned, thematic codes for individual participant narratives arose from grouping 

recurring codes into categories that in turn informed larger themes that captured essential 

elements of the experience, per van Manen’s (1990) conception.  Thus, this cross 

comparison lent to the depth of understanding adult students’ experiences and contributed 

to the implications we can draw from an analysis of them.  Moreover, it satisfies van 

Manen’s (1990) insistence that hermeneutic phenomenological research writing conveys 

a purposeful argument in a dialogic manner. 

 Supporting my approach, researchers apart from van Manen also hold that 

research aimed to produce a greater understanding of the person’s lived experience and 

its meaning to him or her benefits from incorporating narrations.  In their practice of 

hermeneutic phenomenological research, Lindseth and Norberg (2004) argue that a 

narrative “tells about our world, about being-in-the-world, about life world.  This is not a 

factual world outside or lying behind the text, but rather a world in front of the text, a 
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world revealed by the text” (p. 148).  Echoing this sentiment, Wilkund, Lindholm, and 

Lindstrom (2002) stress narration as a pivotal means of eliciting a person’s perception of 

his or her lived experience as a story that reflects an individualized way of meaning 

making and identity formation.  These researchers corroborate van Manen’s (1990) 

injunction that hermeneutic phenomenological research achieves a dialogic relationship 

with readers through constructing “an animating, evocative description (text) of human 

actions, behaviors, intentions, and experiences as we meet them in the lifeworld” (p. 19).  

That is, through textualizing lived experience through narratives, a researcher creates a 

means by which readers can orient themselves to the experiences of others through their 

own interpretation, engagement, and reflection on the narration (Geelan & Taylor, 2001).   

 These depictions often take on artistic or literary approaches in keeping with the 

idea of interpretation as tied to text and all of its poetic variations (Geelan & Taylor, 

2001; van Manen, 1990, 1997).  Thus, in writing and analyzing my findings as text I also 

allowed the voices of my participants to speak their own stories according to their own 

artistic or poetic expression with care to uphold recent trends in acceptable standards of 

credible qualitative research as promoted by Hughes, Pennington, and Makris (2012) and 

Creswell (2007).  In doing so, I adhered to the strictures of transferrable data analysis as 

well as my larger methodology and research aims to enable others to engage and interpret 

my findings in such a way as to generate new, richer understandings of the phenomenon. 

 In constructing my individual narratives through explicating themes, it was 

important to deliver as authentic description of the phenomenon as possible.  I wanted to 

use embedded language and artistry to evoke curiosity and questions regarding the 

phenomenon at hand, as van Manon (1997) asserts is an important element of writing 
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research through this research methodology.  However, I also knew that such language 

must also be genuine to the reflection on the lived experience.  To ensure that details 

incorporated reflected the experience, I turned to the notes about visual appearance, 

gesture, and tone that I had compiled in my memos.  I only incorporated those details that 

I had captured in the moment to arrive at a narrative that spoke its own story rather than 

reflect my imposed meanings.  I also continually revisited the transcripts as a whole to 

verify that the quotes I incorporated into my depiction of a theme resonated with that 

theme as opposed to others.  While I recognized that I as researcher cannot be completely 

divested from the phenomenological description, these efforts enabled me to deliver 

robust, genuine, and evocative narrative descriptions of the shared phenomenon. 

 As discussed, van Manen (1990) stresses the importance of reporting stories as 

faithfully as possible to achieve the dialogic aim of hermeneutic phenomenological 

research.  Yet behind this, he underscores the importance of elucidating larger themes to 

such narrations in order to arrive at the meaning of the structure of the lived experience.  

A theme, then, describes an essential element to the experience without which the 

experience would not reflect the lived phenomenon at hand (van Manen, 1990).  In 

answer to this and as mentioned earlier, the second effort to depict my results moved 

beyond the particularized narrations of individuals to describe the shared elements within 

the overarching phenomenon of adult learners experiencing English Composition I.  By 

doing so I also adhered to the major tenets of phenomenological research as practiced by 

others, such as Giorgi (2005) and Dukes (1984), who agree that deriving essential 

meanings from individual perceptions of an experience effectively enables others to 

relate to and learn from these reported perceptions.  Thus, following the thematic 
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approach van Manen (1990) advances as detailed above to present a phenomenological 

description, I held up each case against and alongside each other to generate collective, 

definitive description of the themes that extend the understanding of the experience at 

hand.  The larger implications and reflections that such an approach promotes further 

enriched my study’s contribution and fidelity to its purpose.  

Researcher’s Role and Ethics 

 In a related vein, critical attention to the manner in which researchers collect data 

and transparency in reporting their methods figures as essential to verifying the 

credibility of research in the human sciences as well as its attention to the ethics involved 

(Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005).  Honoring this stipulation, I elaborate here that I 

informed all of my participants as to the general purpose of my research as well as my 

personal motivations and associations with it.  Though Creswell (2007) notes that sharing 

personal connections with the research phenomenon may limit the level to which a 

researcher may bracket off preconceptions, this sharing is actually embedded within the 

hermeneutical research paradigm (van Manen, 1990; Wilson & Hutchinson, 1991).  Guba 

& Lincoln confirm that “the hermeneutical/dialectical methodology itself provides a 

strong safeguard against deception” (1994, p. 115), meaning that the inevitable infusion 

of my preconceptions into my research is acknowledged and examined, thus 

strengthening the viability of my approach.   

 Going further, adopting the hermeneutical stance in my phenomenological study 

necessitated a constant and recursive interpretation process both within the researcher’s 

own frame of reference and those of the participants (Crotty, 1998; van Manen, 1990; 

Stage & Manning, 2003).  This revisiting and reconstructing of shared and personal 
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understandings served as a form of member checks, another means of verification in 

qualitative research (Creswell, 2007).  To employ this method, as I transcribed interviews 

and arrived at initial interpretations of my findings, I solicited the opinions of my 

participants so as to verify that I have authentically represented their words and 

meanings.  In doing so, I also aimed to mitigate the dangers of reflexivity, by which 

researchers convey their own biases or authority over participants, threatening the 

credibility of the data collected (Maxwell, 2005).  Van Manen (1990) touches on this 

problematic tendency too in his discussion of quality human science research, stating that 

in phenomenological research particularly, “the researcher remains true to the object,” 

and thus objective, but in a different sense than in more traditional experimental natural 

or social science research standards (p. 20).  He links this sense of credible objectivity to 

a researcher’s subjectivity, wherein a phenomenological researcher must be oriented 

towards the object of research in a singular and personal way, and “as perceptive, 

insightful, and discerning as one can be in order to show or disclose the object in its full 

richness and in its greatest depth … while avoiding the danger of becoming arbitrary, 

self-indulgent, or of getting captivated and carried away by our unreflected 

preconceptions” (p. 20).  My critical attention to how my own preconceptions and status 

affected my participants aided me in lessening the effects of reflexivity, as did my 

member checks regarding initial interview transcripts.  However, I am also aware that 

researchers always have some effect on those researched which cannot be avoided and 

should be accounted for (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005), especially when following a 

research methodology that encourages interpersonal meaning making and reinterpretation 

that are informed by past experiences.   
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 To further verify the ethics of my research design, I gained participants’ written 

consent to share in my research and then conduct the interviews in a space that was both 

comfortable and convenient to the participant.  To ensure confidentiality and invite more 

genuine self-reports of experiences, I used pseudonyms when describing participants and 

their responses, and clarified that their participation was voluntary and that they could 

refuse to answer any question that makes them uncomfortable.  Though no interview was 

stopped or question refused, in making this statement, I made every effort I knew to make 

the participants as comfortable as possible in relating their experiences and 

understandings, which in phenomenological research can involve very personal 

information and emotional stress (Creswell, 2007; Dukes, 1984; van Manen, 1990).  To 

address this potentiality, I was prepared to refer participants to outside resources such as 

counselors or student support services, though as events unfolded, I did not deem this 

necessary.  Concerning sensitive data, I stored all transcribed interviews, memos, and 

other participant information, including the code key by which I assigned pseudonyms, in 

secure locations such as password protected files and cell phones, and I destroyed all 

voice recordings after transcribing the interviews.  At the conclusion of the study, after 

both interviews and any additional follow up contacts were made, I destroyed the code 

key linking identifying information to participants.  With these methods in place, coupled 

with my sensitivity to the ethical issues at hand, I mitigated any transgressions against my 

participants and so established the trustworthiness of my qualitative research design in 

keeping with the tenet of credibility initially set out by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and 

corroborated by others (Creswell, 2007; Crotty, 1998; Maxwell, 2005).   
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Conclusion 

 The clear and comprehensive detailing of a research study’s design and 

methodology is essential to establishing the valuable implications of such research as 

well as its credibility (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005).  In honor of this essential tenet of 

rigorous social science research, I outlined my hermeneutical phenomenological research 

stance and reviewed the history and major elements of this research methodology.  I then 

situated my research study within the specific human science approach to hermeneutic 

phenomenology research as advanced by van Manen (1990).  Overarching this more 

focused approach, my social constructivist interpretive framework offers an appropriate 

lens through which to view my data as it associates meaning making with a social 

interactions, a conception I also uphold and find suited for the human science research 

with adult learners in a classroom that I conducted.  This discussion couches the 

presentation of my guiding research question to examine how adult learners experience 

academic writing in an introductory undergraduate English composition course.   

 Moving to the more distinct procedural elements of my research design, I detailed 

my data collection, analysis, and ethical role as researcher to add further trustworthiness 

to my design.  I presented two sets of interview protocols for the two semi-structured 

interviews I conducted, developed in keeping with van Manen’s (1990) methodological 

approach interview strategies and protocols to elicit findings that may answer such 

questions.  Here, also, I expanded on how I selected the adult student participants from a 

single community college system as well as how I collected data from them.  In analyzing 

my findings, I carried out two approaches, the first to delve into the individual narratives 

of each participant to honor the hermeneutic phenomenological tenet of respecting and 
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learning from the individual’s lived experience as text (van Manen, 1990).  The second 

section of my results pulled common themes, essential elements of the lived experience, 

from across the narratives to arrive at larger, more transferrable meanings.  Finally, I 

included the steps I took to ensure the confidentiality of my participants’ identifying 

information and transcripts, as well as how I mitigated the effects my own preconceptions 

as an invested participant may have colored my interactions with participants or data 

analysis.  In all, this study’s design illustrates its capacity to provide a credible 

contribution to the social science research on adult learners in higher education.  

Specifically, it illuminates how adult learners experience a major component of 

undergraduate education, an introductory English composition classroom.  In doing so, 

the study provided a foundation for future instructional practices and research that moves 

beyond the particularized, if valuable, focus of my study. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

The following presentation of my research findings appears in two parts, the first 

a relation of each individual participant’s narrative and the second a cross case analysis 

that delivers the overarching themes the research generated.  I decided to adopt this 

approach given its resonance with the major tenets of van Manen’s (1990) conception of 

hermeneutical phenomenology to tell a participant’s story in full to gain a deep and 

reflective understanding of the experience.  With the agreement of my dissertation 

committee and in keeping with hermeneutic phenomenology methodology, which 

supports the deeper exploration of fewer participants’ understanding of a shared 

experience (van Manen, 1990), only five of the full nine individual narratives are 

included here, where the other four appear in Appendix B.  The narratives chosen to 

appear in this chapter most reflect the tenets of andragogy, the larger theoretical 

framework that informed my study design and research questions.  These specific 

narratives best serve the purpose of the study to investigate understandings of English 

Composition I course as experienced by adult learners.  The cross case analysis, however, 

incorporates the thematic codes derived for all nine participants to provide a 

comprehensive perspective on my participants’ lived experiences. 

 In an effort to honor van Manen’s (1990) injunction to elicit a mutual 

understanding with readers through illustrative and engaging narratives, I present these 

narratives as looser stories that cluster around thematic codes ascribed to each participant.  

Though these stories do not contain plot elements typical to literary prose, they 

nonetheless offer more enriched profiles that better represent the meanings of the 

participants’ lived experiences than a more traditional presentation of qualitative research 
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findings might have.  A codebook presenting the thematic codes for each participant 

appears in the appendices as well for reference. 

 These individual narratives were instrumental in that they all informed my cross 

case analysis to generate the most holistic interpretation possible.  From the varied 

thematic codes of each participant, I grouped together larger categories and constructed a 

new theme to reflect those as a whole or adapted those that were similar across individual 

narratives to ensure that the theme resonated with each participant.  The major themes 

that emerged are as follows: 

Applying background experiences to learning attitudes and approaches 

Navigating outside responsibility conflicts 

Appreciating supportive and equitable interpersonal relationships 

Gaining motivation through greater confidence in academic writing 

The overarching themes are analyzed distinctly to explore the potential meanings of these 

shared understandings of the English Composition I experience apart from and against 

each other.  While my study sample is not representative of the adult learner population, 

by performing this cross-case analysis, a deeper understanding of the adult learner 

experience in an English composition classroom emerges.  From this more nuanced 

exploration, particular elements of the participants’ experiences and understandings can 

suggest more direction for more representative studies that incorporate the common 

meanings discovered and shared in this chapter.  

Presentation of Narratives  

Romey 
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A teacup clatters onto a plate off to the left of me, while from behind, the 

incessant whir of the expresso machine carries forward to blend with the pervasive 

chatter of café goers.  Against this noise, Romey clears her throat, tentative, considering 

how best to enter the conversation, how best to speak.  A young woman just in her 

thirties, Romey glances up from me from under thin black glasses, shoulders rolled 

forward.  She does begin, then, sharing her reasons for re-entering college after 

completing her associate’s degree almost over a decade earlier. 

 She glances up to me across the café table, “I just wanted something better, 

something that I really enjoyed, um, something that would,” a pause here, “fulfill me 

more, like, satisfy me more, I guess.  So then, I could go to work, and be like, wow, such 

a good day today, versus, uh, I had such a dreadful day today.  Doing just dumb stuff, 

simple stuff.”  She goes on to relate how her main aim is to transfer to a four-year 

institution to get the degree she feels will enable her to meet this personal goal.  Yet just 

before the start of this semester, she discovered a barrier to this goal, as it turned out that 

she needed to repeat English Composition I, which she did not do well enough in all 

those years ago.  

 Pulling her dark hair back from under her glasses, she explains how this course in 

particular reflects her pursuit of her personal goals.  “I needed a ‘C’ or better.  So that’s 

the main reason why I picked [English 111] – because I wanted to do it as soon as 

possible…. I think I only –  like two classes left to transfer, and then I realized that it 

would be English and then math.”  Her soft, lilting voice carries over the various clinks 

and laughs and dings around us, and she continues in the same vein, revealing how 

English Composition I plays an integral part in her larger goals to succeed.  She 
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considers, sighing, “for this class, I think my goal in writing is to actually do learn how to 

do some of this stuff, how to, how to put a sentence together, or how to put a paragraph 

together.”  She seems to find some resolve here, and finishes: “I have to do that at a four-

year college and I’m going to be doing a whole lot more writing, so I just want to be a 

little more prepared.” 

 Later in this conversation, the point comes up again, that succeeding in ENG 111 

carries the weight of more personal ambitions.  She relates her motivation to continue 

with the course: “I’m in school, and I have to do it, um, it’s a thing of completing my 

degree and making sure that I get there.”  Yet the class isn’t just a burden to bear or a 

chore to get through, as Romey visibly brightens at the notion of writing a successful 

paper, explaining in a rushed voice that it would be exciting “because it’s like, finally I 

wrote something that makes sense, and that people like to read, and something that, you 

know, I could give to my mom, and be like, ‘hey, Mom, read this paper, see what you 

think.’  And maybe it would start up a conversation between us, or something like that.”  

Personal goals, then, for Romey, seem to incorporate the value for strong academic 

writing and indicate English Composition I as central towards meeting them.   

 Watching her toy with her bulky sweatshirt sleeve, I ask her to clarify how she 

sees the importance of academic writing.  She starts, sliding the sleeve back towards her 

elbow in thought, “I think it helps everybody that is in, in academics, uh, at different 

levels.  I think it’s very important to learn how to write a good paper.”  She pauses, 

continues, “I guess ultimately it helps you make the most of your life, I mean if you have 

to write a paper, a journal, an article, if you have to write for work, um, it’s important I 

think.”  Reflecting on her own work experience, she concludes, “I think that I’d feel more 
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confident to write a letter, um, or write an, informative memo, whatever, whatever the 

case may be…. I think it helps with other things in life, to be able to write good.”   The 

initial connection she draws between her academic and professional personal goals and 

her English composition course testifies to the important function English Composition I 

performs in helping her meet those goals. 

 Months later, surrounded by the susurrus of cicada song and the low thrum of 

thunder, we sit at a secluded table on NOVA’s campus and reflect on the continued 

meaning English Composition I has for Romey’s personal goals.  She outlines her hopes 

to carry her new academic writing skills forward: “I’m probably going to have to do a lot 

more research papers, and a lot more writing.  So, I’m hoping that what I experienced 

here in this class will, you know, be applied in future classes.”  Her conviction is clear 

when she reasserts, “it was a good class, cuse it – I think it helped prepare me for the rest 

of the classes.  So, I think it was definitely a beneficial class.”  Considering Romey’s 

ultimate aims to complete her degree and gain useful skills, the notion that ENG 111 

means that she has the tools to move forward makes this an integral part of her classroom 

experience.  

 That Romey continually ties her understanding of the meaning of her English 

composition course to her life goals does not mean that the experience was without its 

challenges.  During our first interview, Romey speaks, stilting, of the very real anxieties 

in facing the daunting task of returning to school as an adult and to writing specifically.  

“I’m actually like, nervous, scared, apprehensive of the whole process because to me 

writing is so big, like – it, I feel overwhelmed, basically, and finding the research and 

doing all of that, that’s easy for me, but it’s putting my thoughts on paper is the hard 
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part.”  Her voice rises in tone, carrying over the continual clatter of cups and wordless 

chatter around us.  “My whole life, I’ve just been cruising by, no grammar, no 

punctuation knowledge, no – nothing.”  She admits, “I have a language barrier cuse when 

I started school I didn’t speak English.  Um, so, to me it was just learning what English 

was, learning how to read and write, and not really learn the mechanics we needed.”  

Writing challenges for Romey stem from anxieties about language abilities and the 

reported lack of support she felt in elementary and high school for her status as an ESL 

learner: “at the time they didn’t have programs to help you learn English.  I was just in 

the classroom, and I’m like, I’m completely lost.”  Her hands gesture, almost furtively, as 

she continues her story of struggles with procrastination, inability to organize her 

thoughts, and fears of failing grades, concluding, “I have a lot of anxiety about writing … 

I hate it, I dread it, and I just dwell over it.”  Compounding her writing anxieties is her 

long standing struggle with mental illness, which she admits has cropped up again 

recently, and her medication’s potential effect on her writing.  Tossing up her hands 

again, she claims, “now that I’m on medication, I feel like I can’t write the same, like, I 

don’t have imagination…. I can’t get my thoughts out, or like even in my head 

sometimes I just draw a blank.”  Facing her ongoing personal issues, then, colors her 

experience of English Composition I and writing with various anxieties and performance 

related fears. 

 On that evening months later, Romey speaks into the rush of storm charged air, 

relating how she navigated the challenges she had shared with me before.  She reflects, “I 

think I’m not afraid to write what I think anymore.  It’s more of whether or not I have the 

data to support my thoughts.”  I ask how she developed this new approach and outlook: 
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“can you walk me through the process of that a little bit?”  Trying to bridge our 

understanding, Romey picks up speed, her voice punctuating her conviction in bright and 

accented tones.  She describes her new conception of academic writing: “writing is more 

of like, where do I want to go with this paper?  So, before I do that I should start writing 

so I can get an idea of where I’m at with the topic.  To see if I need – where I need to go 

to the supporting data of where I’m at with the paper.”  She shares that a lesson in 

freewriting helped her use this approach to overcome the feeling that “it’s like you have 

so much stuff to read that it gets overwhelming at the end, and then you don’t end up 

writing on anything.”  Using freewriting as a space in which she does not have to be 

afraid of voicing her thoughts and exploring ideas, then, she is able to face those 

challenges of anxiety and paralysis to examine her topic, arrive at areas of weakness, and 

address them through focused research.   

 Romey’s experience in navigating her personal challenges may have defined, in 

part, her experience of the ENG 111 classroom, but her similar need to balance outside 

adult responsibilities figures as another prominent facet of her understandings.  During 

our first interview, over the soft hiss of the coffee steamer, she admits to the distractions, 

explaining, “my mom and my brother, and just, family members, cousins and everything 

… they’re like, ‘well why don’t you come out?’  I’m like, ‘I can’t; no.’  ‘But you 

should,’” this last expressed in a pleading mimic of her family members’ tone as they 

tempt her to socialize.  “And then you’re like, you’re torn between that,” she finishes 

with a defeated shrug.  She links her struggle to balance her family role with school to her 

difficulties with procrastination and anxiety as well, underlining the intersections of 

various factors of her English Composition I experience.    
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 Similarly, her role as a full-time employee contributes to her difficulties with 

finding time to get her schoolwork done.  A frustrated edge cuts into her voice as she 

describes, “you want to relax, you want to just take a load off, you have to like say: ‘no, I 

have to go study.’  So, that’s hard…. Most of my studying is done on the weekends, and 

it’s usually like long hours; it’s really tedious and boring.”  Moreover, she feels she can’t 

talk to her coworkers: “it’s inappropriate I guess” and, “I can’t be doing my homework 

while I’m there.”  This division further exacerbates the difficulties of navigating her 

outside responsibilities while in school.  To cope, though, she focuses on her goal to be 

finished and tries not to overload herself because “if I were to do it all at once I would, I 

would be worn out.  So, I just take it day by day, really.”  

 Later, the cicada song still hangs in the air around us as Romey reflects on how 

she continued to balance her various roles while in the classroom.  Quietly, she admits, 

“it was hard, because family, and friends, and whatever.  They all wanted to do stuff, and 

I couldn’t.  So, basically, it was working during the week, reviewing what I can, go to the 

library during the week…. And then the weekends, it was drilling, like, getting it all done 

over the weekend.  So that’s basically my time management…. It was hard.”  The 

repeated phrase hangs in the air as she pauses, and then comes the ready admission of her 

continued anxieties, that she was “scared of not dedicating enough time, like, slacking 

off…. It was the kind of anxiety where, um, I feel like I wasn’t applying enough time to 

what I was doing.”  Forced to navigate the attendant demands of work and family 

alongside her academic goals, Romey relates how she managed to express her concerns 

with her work to have a more flexible schedule to give her more time when she needed it.  

This addressed, she considers how she overcame her fears: “I realized that with the 
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writing I could write about what I feel, and not be scared if it’s the wrong thing to say, or 

if it’s the right thing to say…. That put some ease into my writing.”  Her voice lifts as she 

concludes, “and then the rest is just dealing with thinking, you know, it’s not so bad.  I 

have time.  I have plenty of time to do this.  And just talking to myself into, like, you 

know, relax, and don’t take it so seriously from time to time.”  The lightness of her tone 

carries a ring of satisfaction, and her example shows that while her growing ability to 

navigate her responsibilities and manage her time contributed to her overall academic 

success, it clearly resonates with her approach to her English composition class. 

 Back in the coffee shop that first encounter, we turn to another aspect to her ENG 

111 class experience that Romey continually navigated: her desire for feedback from 

others to face writing anxieties.  Romey speaks over a couple’s laughter behind us, “I 

really don’t interact with my classmates.  Um, I guess that’s my shyness coming 

through…. So, yeah, my relationship with my classmates is just, I’m a student in the 

class, and they are students in the class.”  She elaborates, “I’m so apprehensive of people, 

like, I really don’t like dealing with them too much … it’s just a habit, inside of me.”  

Yet, if she can’t quite find her classroom environment relatable, she does seek the 

opinions of her family, as “it would be nice to be able to sit down with my family and be 

like, ‘hey, I have this topic about … what do you think, or what do you suggest, or 

whatever?’”  Romey voices the problem that “sometimes my topics are like, like over the 

top and it’s like, too much – too much for them.  They’re like, I don’t really want to talk 

about that right now.”  On top of this, Romey allows that at first even the thought of 

asking for feedback “is apprehensive, it’s like, ‘oh my gosh, should I even tell them about 

my topic?  Will they think it’s stupid or anything like that?’”  That said, Romey is quick 



 
 

101 
 

to assert the value she has for writing feedback when it is offered, explaining that it can 

provide a “better concept, better focus … maybe I was thinking this, and maybe because 

of the conversation I had with them, I add another element or it goes a different way, or I 

totally change my topic, so that’s why I like talking to them about it.”  

 This attitude towards family feedback extended throughout her semester in ENG 

111, and as we sit though the din of the surrounding insects at that second interview, 

Romey explains.  “My mom it’s like that she would give me like her personal views….  

And so, I think with that it helped me in was because it gave me another person’s point of 

view…. So, it gave me kind of a new light to what to write about.  Like, maybe write in 

her perspective.”  Thus, while Romey admits that her brother may not have provided the 

feedback she desired, the engagement with her mother “helped me because I’m like, I 

never thought about it that way…. It made me look at things a little bit different, and go 

through my research a little different to find more information on the topic … look 

outside the box basically.”  This exchange of ideas and support came to inflect Romey’s 

conception of academic writing and so her overall attitude towards the composition class. 

 Another development of Romey’s classroom experience in relation to her value 

for feedback from others proved to be her interactions with a writing tutor.  That second 

conversation she reflects that she never shared her work extensively with classmates, and 

“we didn’t really do more interacting in, so far as the reading of the essays and them – 

and them giving you the ideas, or how to improve…. But I did that with the tutor.”  So, 

while she found her classroom environment somewhat isolated or distanced, her value for 

feedback carries through her class experience, which Romey underscores by describing 

her tutoring sessions at the writing center.  “We really knocked out all the stuff that was 
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just like,” she pauses to consider, then details, “not important to the paper, and figured 

out what was important to the paper, where I needed to support more, and where I needed 

to elaborate a little.”  Her voice rings out enthusiastically as she concludes, “so, with the 

tutor it was really cool, um, really needed experience.  I liked that a lot.”  Pushed to share 

more of her impressions, she tilts her head in thought and then breaks tentatively through 

a sudden roll of thunder, “I guess I wanted some kind of clarification, cuse it’s like I 

would have so much stuff in my mind that I’m like I don’t know where to go.  So, 

basically, and my paper reflected that.”  She finishes firmly, “with the tutor he helped me 

narrow down, and focus.”  With this, Romey indicates the importance of feedback from 

those outside of her classroom, which in turn figures as part of her understanding of her 

English composition class as one that includes the mainly external support and input of 

others to address her anxieties towards academic writing. 

 Romey’s desire for feedback from others, it seems, manifests in a specialized way 

in regard to the supportive, personal relationship she builds with her instructor.  “At first, 

I felt like [the instructor] didn’t know who I was,” she admits, folding her dark sweatshirt 

sleeves over the tops of her hands.  “But now we’ve gone through the first research paper 

we’ve done, and she’s done a really good job at, uh, writing notes, and telling me where 

I’m weak, where my strengths are, things like that.”  Romey determines, “now, there’s 

more of a relationship, like a student teacher relationship because we got to talk about it, 

and I feel comfortable with her.”  Even at the outset of the course, Romey feels confident 

that her initial anxiety about being understood by her professor no longer presents as a 

potential hurdle in her classroom experience.  Moreover, she indicates the element of care 

in the relationship, musing, “this is the first instructor that took my essay, reviewed it, 
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and then actually had a mandatory meeting with me to talk about the paper.  And it just 

made it more personal.” 

 My toe scrapes over the loose gravel along the ground, a grating backdrop to 

Romey’s soft voice as she expresses how her supportive relationship with her instructor 

has only grown between our first interview and tonight.  She reflects that “I think towards 

the end of the class she related more to you with your writing.  Um, she saw you more as 

a person, and she kind of got into your writing as an individual versus just a class 

assignment.”  This amount of personal involvement is new to Romey’s experience, and 

she punctuates, “so, I think that was cool about the instructor.”  A warmth infuses her 

voice as she emphasizes the confidence this support gave her: “it made me feel good.  It 

made me feel accomplished.  It made me feel like I did a good job in the class.  That I put 

forth the effort, and my grade showed for it.  So, I liked that.”   Her voice trails off into 

silence, leaving the meaning of her experience with her instructor hanging in the air 

between us.  With the help and personalized care of her instructor, Romey’s experience in 

the classroom becomes a positive period of growth. 

 As I share my thanks and we say our goodbyes over the increasing murmur of 

summer insects, I can’t help but think of the consistent threads of meaning that Romey 

weaves between our conversation at the close, noisy café and tonight under the open 

evening sky.  Her experience in the course only verified its relevance to her personal 

goals to finish college and learn the writing skills that apply not only to future 

coursework but also to other professions she might aspire to.  The personal challenges 

from her background that she faces in navigating her anxiety over writing and outside 

responsibilities shadow her experience, though they do not ultimately prevent her from 
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feeling successful in the course.  And then, too, she recognizes that others help shape her 

experience in ENG 111, as it is infused with the encouragement and feedback of her 

family and instructor, even as her other classmates and coworkers remain at a remove.  

As Romey voiced her understanding of her English classroom experience, I could not 

help but grasp that these multiple facets of meaning, while distinct, all contributed to the 

more holistic sense of accomplishment, confidence, and motivation that Romey exudes as 

she moves forward in constructing and speaking her story beyond the doors of the 

English Composition I classroom.  

Chambers 

Chambers shakes my hand firmly as we greet each other in my local public 

library, the few patrons eddying around us as we move directly to a free table tucked in a 

quiet corner of the large room.  His open, half smiling expression invites engagement, 

and we dive right into how he views ENGL 111 as instrumental to his larger professional 

and personal goals.  Outlining his goals, he asserts that “I felt like I should at some point 

go to college,” yet cites that he only stopped procrastinating when he saw that the job his 

girlfriend had, with her degree, enabled her to have the lifestyle he aspired to.  “I thought, 

I really need to actually get serious and start going to school, and get a job where I can 

telecommute – not get up at five in the morning and not make money.”  He continues to 

explain his path, “I sort of approached it long term: I’d like to graduate with a bachelor’s 

from [a local university].”  Realizing he didn’t have the grades from high school to apply 

directly, he adapted his approach by deciding to transfer from NOVA, and English 

Composition I proved to be necessary to effect his transfer.  Chambers punctuates his 

strategy with a quick hand chop, “I looked into the degree through [the local university’s] 
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website to see what classes they would want to see me having taken from NOVA, what 

classes would get credit,” and ENGL 111 proved to be the one offered over the summer 

that fit his schedule. 

 Yet taking an English composition course did not simply offer a means of 

transferring, for Chambers also allows that his motivation to succeed stems from his 

professional background and goals.  Tying academic writing skills to professional 

expectations, Chambers recognizes, “probably eventually down the road when working at 

a job I’m sure I’ll be expected to write reports that will be similar down the road.  And … 

I’m a vocalist in a band, so they expect me to write lyrics, and I’ve felt like maybe my 

lyrics can use a little dialing up.”  He drives home his point: “by the time I’m finished 

with college I’d like to go into a different field that I expect would require a lot more 

writing, and if I’m well versed in academic writing, I feel like my superiors will more 

positively react to what I have to write for them.”   The link between not only college to 

professional success but English composition to professional and personal success 

underscores how Chambers’ life experiences determine his attitude towards ENGL 111. 

 This connection draws through to our second interview, where his full exposure to 

the class only emphasizes how English Composition I plays into meeting his personal 

goals.  Back in the library again, the low din of adult murmurs punctuated with a child’s 

higher piping, Chambers directs attention to the growth in his skill at writing lyrics for his 

band.  “With the band, before the class started, the songs were kind of I’d get an idea and 

then try to condense it down.”  He continues, “but now, I get the idea for the song, and 

I’ll start at the top of the page, put a title down, give a brief synopsis, then turn the page, 

write a three page narrative, then condense it down, condense it down, condense it 
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down.”  He marches through his process steps measuredly, concluding, “it’s a little bit 

lengthier process, but by the time I’m done, I’m a lot happier with the lyrics that have 

come out of it.”  In this professionally oriented development, Chambers reveals how his 

experience in ENGL 111 affected his overall conception of composition.  In his work, 

too, Chambers applies his analysis skills to running diagnostics for the cars he works on, 

allowing him “to take a step and take a second and figure out what am I dealing with?  

Who might have an idea on how to approach this?... Ok, well they said this, and I’m 

seeing this.  [ENGL 111] has given me a better way of approaching complicated 

diagnostic problems, usually.”  He drives home the point, stating that at first, “I was like, 

ah, it’s an English class that I have to take…. I’ll just get through it, and then I can focus 

on different classes.  And now it’s actually I’ve got a better grip of writing in general, and 

so I actually find it useful.”  The potentials, then, of applying his new writing skills 

outside their academic role push to the forefront and establish the extrinsic motivation for 

applying himself in the course.    

 The utility and professional value Chambers ascribes to writing rises out of his 

changed conception of critical analysis skills and good academic writing approach.  At 

the outset of the course, Chambers is already committed to the skills he hopes to learn: “I 

really want a good basis for how to write essays first … so, I thought maybe I could use 

[ENGL 111] to stage into things,” this in reference to his larger college goals in the face 

of his insecurities with understanding and producing effective academic writing.  Already 

it seems he’s launched into a new writing approach, affirming that “I think the class helps 

me because I-I feel like I tend to ramble and overcomplicate subjects, so [word limits] 

forces me to cut down…. I need to figure out how to make – get my point across in way, 
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way fewer words.”  Months later, facing me squarely across the table at our second 

interview, Chambers echoes this statement, confidently stating that “by the end of the 

semester, I was able to get all the information that I wanted in, in a more efficient manner 

and write to the amount that was necessary, and I feel like I don’t ramble as much in the 

writing.”  Through homing in on conciseness specifically, here, Chambers stresses the 

newfound analysis and purpose behind his writing efforts. 

Beyond a writing approach that takes into account some form of reflection 

towards editing for conciseness and clarity, Chambers voices a burgeoning conception of 

good academic writing as a whole at the start of the semester.  He puts forward his 

current idea that good academic writing is “something that doesn’t – goes on the right 

amount of time to get the point across and keep the person interested and reading it to the 

point when they actually make it from the thesis to the conclusion and actually 

understand what you’re trying to say.”  Moreover, Chambers understands that if the 

writing meets his expectation for good writing, “I may or may not agree with the author’s 

point.”  In this, Chambers not only lays out his foundational definition of good academic 

writing but how he can examine and critique its argument. 

 This sense of critical analysis in the face of learning English composition skills 

grows into a compelling force throughout the semester.  Chambers energetically 

expostulates on his expanded understanding of good academic writing at the close of the 

course.  He describes articles that do not meet his academic expectations, which “don’t 

do a good job citing sources.  They just wildly speculate and finger point…. I like having 

citations so I can double check or read more into it, confirm what they’re saying.”  Here, 

he carves out his broadened ability to discriminate good academic writing, underlying his 
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sharpened analytic awareness.  More, Chambers tenaciously applies his analysis skills to 

what he reads during the class: “it feels good to be able to look at a thing and actually 

pull information out of it.”  As opposed to before the course, Chambers assuredly claims 

that now he can better interpret an author.  “I’m like, oh here’s what [the author] is saying 

in words, but here’s what he’s getting at.  I get it.”  The ability to parse meaning from 

words and assign value to what he reads reveals the progression of Chamber’s analytic 

prowess.  “Now I’ll really actually think about what I’m receiving from it.  I feel like I 

retain a lot more information, which generally makes me feel smarter.” 

 Chambers’ developing analytic skills and writing approach, though, also seem to 

have spurred from his experience with seeking feedback and affirmation from others 

outside his class.  Palms pressed firm and flat against the table, Chambers distresses over 

the disconnect he feels with some of his younger classmates at the outset of the class, 

revealing his disaffection with this classroom environment.  “It seems like, uh, maybe 

they’re in this class because they’re supposed to be, but not – they don’t really know 

where they’re going or what they’re doing.”  And when it comes to doing peer editing, “a 

lot of the time I feel like the people in my group haven’t really paid attention to what 

we’re supposed to be doing.”  Even after going through the course, Chambers cannot 

assert very many positive results from peer reviews: “it was kind of frustrating because 

when I’m handing it to them for peer review, I know there’s no way it’s just going to be 

absolutely flawless, so if they tell me it is, I’m like, oh, you’re either not reading it, 

you’re not trying to review it, or possibly they’re a little bit intimidated by critiquing 

someone they don’t know.”  Yet there were some instances of group work that provided 

feedback that Chambers allows were helpful in that they “gave me a different idea of how 
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to approach what I was writing.  The added perspectives made it so that I could write it 

more interesting and put a larger amount of information in it.” 

 Determined to get the feedback he needed to feel successful in the course, 

Chambers details his extended outreach to solicit aid from friends, family, and his 

instructor.  During our second interview, he reflects back over the just completed course 

and baldly admits that “I felt like I was let down by in-class peer review, and I look at my 

parents and girlfriend and very smart people that have a good idea of the process that I’m 

going through because,” Chambers pauses, resumes.  “I think, collectively between the 

three of them, they have five master’s, so I thought they were people that I could trust 

to…honestly respond and to know what they’re talking about enough to give me a good 

response that was actually useful.”  The shared experience and understanding, then, as 

well as his perception of their greater skillset, seem to appeal to Chambers.  Even at our 

first meeting at the outset of the course, Chambers asserts his desire for his girlfriend’s 

feedback: “since she’s got her master’s degree, I figure, she’s an excellent resource for 

editing, sort of deciding better ways to write something.”  Though Chambers admits that 

approaching them at first “it was a little bit awkward,” and that “I had to get past the 

pride and ego,” he nevertheless found value in gathering feedback from those he could 

trust outside the classroom environment.  

 With his instructor, too, Chambers is quick to focus the value he attributes to the 

feedback and affirmations he received.  During the beginning stages of the course, 

Chambers’ focuses on the grade he received for his first paper as a sign of success.  In 

reviewing the paper, Chambers recaps his editing experience: “before I submitted it I 

went back over and read all the way through it.  I get what I’m trying to say, here.  I 
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guess that it’s good.”  Yet he blatantly admits that he “was still a little bit nervous until I 

got the grade back.  Like, I felt good, I felt strongly about it, but there’s still that gnawing 

at the back of my mind, going like, hmm-hmm, you wait till you get your grade then see 

how you’re doing.”  Using grades as a measure of success continued throughout the 

course.  At our second library visit, Chambers attests after the class that “I think I did 

fairly well,” and turns towards his grades as a justification.  “Overall, on average, my 

essays initially turned in would come back at about 95 out of 100, and so I’d go through 

and revise them.”  

 Grades, though, weren’t the only means by which the instructor provided 

feedback that Chambers found helpfully directive.  It’s our second interview and 

Chambers’ voice reverberates against the warm wooden walls while he offers decisive 

insight regarding his instructor’s critiques, as “generally I thought [the instructor’s 

commentary] was very helpful because he did a very specific job of being both 

complimentary and critical, and explained right off the bat that this is to keep a person 

from getting overly defensive.”  This approach, Chambers readily relates, particularly 

appealed because it pushed him to learn how to fix errors or approach his organization 

using the resources the instructor cited: “I’d actually go to the manual, and it clarified for 

me what I was doing … I felt like I learned more about what I was doing.”  Additionally, 

Chambers appreciates the personal feedback the instructor gave for his final essay, 

“where instead of getting back an email with [the student’s essay], he’d actually 

specifically go over it with you.”   

 Chambers appreciation and even reliance on his instructor’s feedback seemed to 

form a direct link with the equitable and personal relationship he forged with his 
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instructor.  Interwoven with his critiques, the instructor impressed Chambers with his 

willingness to engage and connect with students from the very start.  Chambers quickly 

assesses at our initial interview that this instructor “seems firm but relaxed.  Like, get this 

done now, you have to.  But you know, like, don’t stress out about it kind of thing.”  He 

fixes on the comfort of feeling more an equal, as well, for “over high school it was 

always, uh, it was like a manager-employee sort of relationship: I am – I am the 

instructor, you do what I tell you.  Whereas this is more … like talking to a higher tiered 

technician coworker.  Um, it feels more equalized.”  Grasping on this notion of power 

relations, Chambers asserts that this relationship “makes me feel better because I’ve 

always, um, I’ve always felt a drive to react negatively to somebody very authoriat-

authoritatively telling me what to do and how to do it.  And then, this more … it gives me 

a lot less of an urge to do it wrong on purpose.”  The more peer-based relationship, it 

seems, speaks to Chambers’ growth from his position as a younger student and dampens 

his compulsion to disobey.  With this Chambers underlines the value he has for an 

equitable instructor-student relationship specifically as it relates to his identity as an adult 

learner.  

 This appreciation extends across the semester, with Chambers delivering a 

thorough report on his interpretation of their relationship.  “I felt like there was an 

acceptable relationship,” he expounds, “sort of friendly and casual but still teacher to 

student.  He seemed to remember my name and what I was writing about even without 

something in front of him.  So, it seemed like he was actually paying attention 

specifically individually to what each of us were doing.  I thought his sort of half casual 

approach made it a bit easier to follow through with everything.”  Chambers goes so far 
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as to value the fact that the instructor chatted with him about his final paper over coffee 

rather than in a formal setting.  That “it was nice to have coffee” rather than receive an 

informal email or go over the paper in an office again underscores Chambers’ 

receptiveness to a more collaborative, equal exchange of ideas as well as how such a 

relationship was intrinsic to his overall experience of the English Composition I course. 

 Chambers and I conclude our last interview with his final thoughts, wherein 

Chambers decisively summarizes that “I did well in the class … so that felt good,” and 

adds to the finality of the thought with a “that’s about all I’ve got.”  Appreciating his 

forthright approach, I smile and take my leave.  Chambers wastes no more time in 

walking out the door, though the words we do exchange at parting only reassert 

Chambers’ experience as one firmly circumscribed by his directive purpose in meeting 

personal professional goals through education and English Composition I specifically.  

His quick steps out into the afternoon sunlight seem to mark the measured growth in his 

critical analysis skills, too, yet his sensitivity to the perception of others’ interpretation of 

his writing also comes through in his soft smile goodbye and warm handshake.  I find 

that it’s no wonder he found meaning and inspiration through the open yet purposeful 

relationship the instructor forged with him.  ENGL 111 for Chambers comprised a 

multitude of meanings, interconnected, that shaped how he propelled himself through the 

experience and onward, along the trajectory of his long term academic goals.  

Matt 

It’s just after class on a sunny summer day, and as I step into Matt’s ENG 111 

classroom, as prearranged, I can barely make out his low, dark shape, silhouetted by the 

sunlight slanting down from the high windows.  Dust motes glitter in a swirl around him 
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as he lifts a hand in a wave and calls out a gruff greeting.  Smiling, I sit down on a small 

plastic desk chair across from his own, noting the friendly squint Matt shoots my way 

from a rounded face of ruddy skin sitting under a worn baseball cap.  Though I know him 

to be in his mid-thirties, his face looks careworn and the skin of his hands is rough, 

marked with signs of heavy use.  He’s all casual no nonsense, slouching back easily in his 

chair, both palms down on the desk before him.  His attitude reminds me that he wanted 

to meet just after class to keep things convenient and so that he could be sure to be home 

for his family.  Sensing his readiness to get started, I rush through the preliminaries and 

we begin. 

 Even if I couldn’t tell from his appearance, it quickly becomes apparent that long 

life experiences have made financial and family responsibilities a large weight to manage 

for Matt as he goes through ENG 111.  He answers my question about choosing to take 

the course this summer by narrating how it just happened to fulfill his need to capitalize 

on his GI Bill: “ok, well, part of it is, is if you’re qualify for the post 9-11 GI Bill, um, 

you get benefit stipend as a form of an income if you’re a full-time student.”  He arrives 

at the crux of the matter: “I have a seven-month old, so my full-time job pays for day care 

exclusively, so I’ve got to come up with income somehow.”  While he easily summarizes 

the demands of family and financial duties, the pressure on his commitment to attending 

school full time and becoming an even better provider are apparent.  Matt continues, 

“school has been my full-time job while doing part time, slash other” slapping his hand 

on the desk for emphasis, “job stuff.”   

 In terms of class scheduling and time, too, Matt deplores the fact that his outside 

responsibilities make the process difficult.  Unabashed, Matt asserts that “it’s harder for 
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an adult person who’s a working adult person, it’s much harder to, to juggle, um, the 

same school schedule that younger students have that aren’t – that don’t have as many 

commitments, that don’t have other people that – in their family that rely on them, things 

like that.”  At the last, his voice becomes heated, and I grimace in acknowledgment of 

what it takes for him to attend an on campus, midday ENG 111 class these summer 

months.  Moreover, Matt allows that finding time around other responsibilities also 

makes ENG 111 difficult specifically.  He explains that “with writing classes where a lot 

of the work isn’t done in the classroom, um, the classroom’s just to put you – point 

towards directions.”  He expands, “and then you go on, and you have to manage your 

time, find time to do reading and research and writing.  Um, that’s been more the 

experience than anything else is finding the time to – to break aside, and, and do the 

actual work.” 

 As if to punctuate the very real difficulty of managing his financial and family 

responsibilities while attending ENG 111, our second interview takes place in his office 

at the fitness center where he works, and we are occasionally interrupted by work phone 

calls and his tow-headed toddler, who bounces in to find a toy or make a stray comment 

to Daddy.  When I ask him to pinpoint the challenges that affected his classroom 

experience, he quickly asserts, “managing to have enough time to do the papers.  Overall, 

I think I did well.”  He surmises his ability to direct his own learning gruffly, “so, I felt 

like it was another lesson in hey, make sure you’ve allotted yourself enough, um, 

research time, and enough rough draft time, and, and review and restructure.  That class, 

overall, helped reemphasize that,” this in reference to ENG 111 over other topics-based 

courses.  
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 Later in the conversation, Matt launches into a fuller account of just how much 

the details and duties of outside responsibilities frame his English composition course 

experience.  With a rough toss of his head, he states that to cope, “I’m up late at night, 

um, or dedicated many times after class, you know, just, you know, juggling the home 

life with the school life.”  He jerks a rueful shrug, “I’ve kind of just decided to welcome 

the chaos with open arms, um, and that’s the best way to deal with it rather than kind of 

fight it or go against the grain, just kind of find your niche in there, plan ahead.”  Matt 

raps his hand on the desk, punctuating his attack strategy to carve out the needed time for 

his studies against the push and pull of family demands. 

 With his job, too, Matt has fought his way to eke out space for himself to manage 

his coursework, ramming home that his experience with the course entailed a fierce battle 

of balance.  “It was really hectic as I first started school,” Matt allows, “and every 

semester has gotten better in one way, shape or form.  Either been able to schedule work 

a little bit better or have been able to schedule classes a little bit better to my advantage.”  

It is clearly apparent that much thought and time goes into how Matt tackles the task of 

finding time, as he relates the planning outcomes: “I’ve got a lot of day classes so I can 

[work] night or if I’ve got night classes, I have mornings, full mornings to dedicate to 

school work.”  Perhaps most tellingly of the press upon his time is his hurried reminder to 

me, towards the end of the interview, that “I’m on a time constraint.”  This just as one of 

his coworkers knocks on the door to call his attention to something in need of his 

direction.  That attending and doing work for ENG 111 demands such fervid attention to 

both the financial obligations and family responsibilities that Matt shoulders 

demonstrates Matt’s understanding of the course experience as one entailing personal 
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challenges.  Yet, his consistent fight to manage to find time outside these responsibility 

conflicts points to the value Matt associates with dedicating himself to learning through 

the course. 

 In this way, some of the dedication Matt displays in wrestling time for ENG 111 

imbues his additional experience of the class as one that provides desired academic 

writing skills that furnish his academic and professional goals.  Early on in our first 

interview, Matt openly recognizes his desire to improve his academic writing, claiming, 

“I’ve gotten the concept of writing a paper down, but I knew that English Comp I would 

at least, um, going into a big four-year school, given me all the tools I needed, to, to 

successfully do them.”  He also alludes to his past writing experiences, indicating his 

motivation to learn stems from assessing this background.  “Last semester, I had to write 

a paper with citations, and so I’m hoping that, through this class, I learn how to ah, do it 

properly cuse I think that, that I – I’ve made mistakes, you know, just out of sheer not 

knowing exactly how to do it, not learning.”  His hands rub a rough circle on the desk as 

he admits, “had I taken this class before then, I probably would have done better.”  Matt’s 

perceived purpose in learning English composition may have arrived almost after the 

fact, but still marks a telling understanding of his experience in ENG 111. 

Indeed, Matt maintains his motivation to learn academic writing skills despite the 

fact that prior to this last semester, he had a more ambivalent experience with writing, 

which complicates his current value for and desire of composition skills.  When I ask him 

to reflect on his other past writing experiences, Matt is quick to express that for his 

professional writing in the semiconductor field, “we pretty much had to write one-one 

page, any kind of report.  It had to be legible; it had to make sense…. Pretty simple stuff, 
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you know, simple, basic stuff.”  And then, in the courses taken towards his law 

enforcement program at NOVA, writing “was pretty much, you know, an elaborate form 

of that” in reference to his professional writing expectations.  Ever up front, Matt shrugs, 

“if I could be frank at this point … I knew that some of [academic writing] was, was uh, 

just a whole lot of being able to just b-s.”  These relatively poor impressions of academic 

writing and professional expectations, though, seem to underscore the intrinsic sense of 

motivation Matt cleaves to in learning academic writing skills.  In fact, he goes so far as 

to proffer advice to others embarking on their own academic paths, attesting that “if I 

could make any suggestion to anyone, even though it may seem rough, and it’ll be a 

reality check going through English Comp I out of the gate because it does open, um, it 

makes your other courses that much easier to do, I think.”  Slowly, he concludes that “I 

would’ve been a lot better had I known how to do things, had I probably gone through 

this beforehand.”  Here, I’m struck with Matt’s conviction that his earlier writing 

experiences might have been more fruitful had he undergone his ENG 111 course earlier.  

In raising this notion, Matt underscores how strongly the judgments arrived at through 

past experiences affected his self-directed engagement with his first foundational English 

composition course. 

Matt only reinforces his perception of the purpose behind learning academic 

writing through ENG 111 during our second interview, which re-inscribes how gaining 

such skills for his academic and professional goals features prominently as an element of 

his classroom experience.  At the very outset of our conversation I ask about his current 

feeling about academic writing.  Matt sits up in his desk chair, allowing me to perceive 

his gray tee shirt stamped with a flamboyant cartoon of a woman in a red bathing suit.  
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Yet Matt is all serious in his exclamation that “I think that the major change, the only one 

I noticed was that I feel like that specific composition class, um, should be kind of, 

should be more of a prerequisite before you can move on to your detailed learning 

courses.”  I sit back in appreciation here at how Matt has further advanced his position 

that taking the class earlier would have been more beneficial to meeting his goals.  

Unprompted, he drives home this notion: “had I gone through that prior to some of my 

criminal justice courses, I probably would’ve written better criminal justice papers along 

the way.”  He presents specific examples concerning a technique his instructor imparted, 

the first in regard to creative outlining.  “I mean, I knew how to formulate an outline for 

my criminal justice courses,” Matt is quick to defend, “but [the instructor] really helped 

me in – for future writings – ways to storyboard outlines … a couple of different options 

you can use to help you find inspiration in writing the paper.”  Then, Matt launches into 

an exploration of how he learned how to critically reflect on his own writing: “as you’re 

telling – writing your paper and telling your story, sometimes you have to kind of 

question yourself, look at it objectively as the reader and try to figure out well, where are 

you going with this?”  He pauses, then nods decisively, “that was something that I 

learned a lot more about in this class, in this English class.”  That Matt ties these skills to 

their applicability to other courses informs his more passionate support of taking an 

introductory English composition course at the outset as well as how strongly this 

impression colored his interpretations of the class. 

It becomes apparent right away that Matt’s adamant value for learning academic 

writing skills through ENG 111 develops in tandem with the egalitarian and supportive 

relationship he develops with his instructor.  Given his past negotiations with professors 
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regarding class scheduling and assignments around his other responsibilities, Matt well 

knows the importance of clear communication with his instructors, which he utilizes to 

good effect at the start of the course.  Realizing he mistakenly registered for courses that 

were on separate campuses, Matt informed his instructor “right away, um, that I was 

commuting.  I might be walking in as he starts his lecture; it’s not to be insulting.”  He 

reports his instructor’s understanding of this, as well as his efforts to alert his instructor of 

other conflicts involving his reservist responsibilities, which were similarly accepted.  

Indeed, Matt reinforces his approach through reflecting on his past relationships with 

professors, asserting that “as far as the open-minded communication … all of [the 

instructors] have been completely understanding of course…. They’re really sympathetic 

and understanding.” 

Despite this early pronouncement that his relationship with his instructor is a 

mutually supportive one, it is only during our second interview that the details present 

just how much this dynamic governed his experience in the class.  Over a desk cluttered 

with papers, nick knacks, and a couple of brightly colored children’s toy figurines, Matt 

unreservedly declares that “I have nothing but positive things to say about Professor 

______ as far as a teacher.”  Matt fairly gushes over the casual teaching approach: “he 

was relating to us,” and praises the varied types of writing assignments that enhanced the 

classroom environment and learning.  He claims that because of this approach, he and his 

classmates “had a chance to kind of, you know, expand our writing chops, so to speak.”  

This frank and colorful assessment indicates Matt’s appreciation of choice and self-

direction in his learning, though he also stresses the value he has for instructor critiques.  

“The feedback I got from the professor throughout the semester was, you know, positive 
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and it was encouraging.  It was still very critical,” Matt’s face splits into a round grin 

with this admission.  The extension of this personalized engagement to the students’ more 

informal writing is another element of the relationship that impresses Matt.  “Regularly,” 

Matt explains, “we wrote a paragraph about our writing every class, so my instructor got 

a little bit of feedback about how I interpret things.  So, um, I kind of felt like that was his 

way of kind of being able to see how our writing was improving.”  When I asked how 

this practice made him feel, Matt re-emphasized his appreciation for his instructor, 

relating that the activity “was good,” and that he liked how his instructor had a grasp of 

their writing process and progress. 

Despite these valued personal instructional techniques, for Matt, the more 

meaningful benefits of the instructor tie into Matt’s conception of the instructor as more a 

peer than authoritative figure.  Matt outlines his near comradery with his instructor as one 

that also stems from their similarity in age, “so it’s almost like learning from a peer rather 

than an instructor, which I think helped.”  He elaborates that, “it felt like someone was 

talking to me on the same level, rather than the instructor talking down to you.”  Matt 

goes so far as to indicate an almost insider relationship with his instructor, claiming that 

because they were from the same age range, his instructor “was speaking from the same 

sense of humor.  I got the jokes, even if the rest of the class didn’t…. He would allow me 

to chime in when we were trying to explain to the younger students.”  As an extension of 

this perception, Matt recounts his informal method of getting his instructor’s feedback, 

explaining that he and his instructor “walked the same way leaving class every class, so 

especially during the time of the research paper, I bounced ideas off of him about how far 

should I go in expanding, and he emphasized don’t take on more than you can write, 
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more than you can put in.”  I am struck by the detail with which Matt recalls his 

instructor’s advice, which speaks to its meaningfulness as well as the casual relationship 

through which the exchange takes place.  As if in echo of my thoughts, Matt raises his 

hands in an encompassing gesture and finishes, “so, um, I bounced ideas off of him, you 

know, at the end of the class.  I didn’t really utilize email or anything like that to say 

anything except for … when I had a personal issue or missed class.”  With this assertion, 

Matt depicts an equitable and supportive relationship with his instructor that 

demonstrably left deep understandings of academic writing and learning that marked his 

ENG 111 experience. 

In almost direct opposition to Matt’s peer-oriented relationship with his instructor 

is his struggle to negotiate his adult learner identity and needs against the traditional-aged 

learners’ perspectives.  That first day in the classroom, sunlit dust motes swirl around 

Matt’s hand as he gestures his frustration with sharing a classroom environment with 

younger students.  “I wonder in some capacity, if there’s like, English Comp for adults, 

rather than just English Composition I.”  Taken with his vehemence, I ask about the value 

this accommodation would have for him and Matt readily articulates that “I would have 

similar peers, people that I could bounce ideas off of that would understand where I’m 

coming from cuse they’re coming from the same place.”  He goes on to describe his other 

evening class that has more adult students, attesting that the “part of the class that 

becomes enjoyable is the open forum kind of debate that the adults in the class kind of 

have amongst each other – they reference the professional environment that they come 

from.”  
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So, while Matt recognizes that “younger students can get something out of being 

in a class with adults,” his adamancy towards an adult-oriented classroom setting reveals 

the challenges of learning with traditional-aged students he cannot view as peers.  As if to 

drive this interpretation home, Matt relates his impressions of the first day of class, when 

he realized almost all of his classmates were just out of high school.  He recounts, “I 

kinda went, ok, this is the environment that I’m in…. I immediately made the 

assumption: the professor’s going to be the one that I can relate to the most.  So, you 

know, [the instructor] is the most important person, and all this other stuff is just a 

distraction.”  From this blunt assessment, Matt surmises that “this class is gonna be more 

on me and less on kind of bouncing my ideas off the field.”  Though the course had just 

started, Matt already supposes that “for the most part I think everyone here is like, ‘I 

don’t want to fail, I just want to pass’… rather than, ‘I want to learn how to be a really 

good writer,’ which is what you should really want to do coming into this class.”  With 

such judgments, Matt paints a clear picture of how he situates himself as an adult learner 

against younger students, using his instructor and his own self-direction as motivators to 

engage and succeed rather than classmates. 

Moving into our second interview, though, Matt dives into a more complicated 

expression of how he negotiates his adult identity in the classroom, acknowledging the 

value of his younger classmates even as he still holds them at a distance owing to 

disconnected perspectives.  When I followed up with him regarding his classroom 

interactions, Matt unhesitatingly narrated some helpful experiences with peer review.  

“Getting feedback from [classmates],” Matt explains, “I didn’t take any insult to it, no 

matter, uh, what age they were or sex they were.”  His efforts towards open-mindedness 
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become rewarded through a classmate’s engagement with his paper.  Matt allows, “I got 

the same positive feedback from her that I got from the professor.  So, that felt good to 

have a peer who’d been to the class that semester with me say, ‘hey, that was pretty 

good.’”  This shift in attitude to both accept and appreciate an interaction with a younger 

peer points to the developmental aspect of his classmate relationships in a way that 

undermines the disconnect Matt initially reports.   

In this same vein, Matt reflects on the peer review experience as a whole and 

states that from it, “I got some good constructive criticism and some good positive 

feedback, so I felt like I gained from it…. I felt that it was a useful tool, especially for 

students who, you know, doesn’t really know each other.”  Here, Matt indicates the 

potential for connections to be made between classmates in general but also between 

those of different age-related mindsets.  Yet, with a quick rub along the stubble peppering 

his jaw, Matt also admits that “other than my peer in class for the one paper, I really 

kinda didn’t share, honestly.”  And, though he “really had no individual problems with 

fellow students…and the class overall, respected the instructor,” Matt does not relate any 

deeper interactions with his younger classmates.  In this, Matt declares his relative 

independence from others in his learning, which he unerringly views as the most efficient 

means of navigating his classroom experience.  So, Matt’s narrative of his classroom 

interactions displays his experience in the course as one of careful adherence to his adult 

oriented needs in seeking success even as he comes to tolerate the presence of the 

younger students around him. 

With evening work duties and daughter beckoning, Matt ushers me out of his 

office with a rushed but genial goodbye and a quick, rough handshake.  This tangible 
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reminder of his varied roles underlines his narration of them as they affected his ENG 

111 experience, both pushing him to pursue a course necessary to his degree and pulling 

him away from the time needed to devote to his studies.  Despite this, though, English 

Composition I for Matt represented a means of attaining valued academic writing skills, 

as demonstrated in Matt’s unerring adherence to the understanding that the course will 

help him meet his professional and academic goals.  His casual yet instrumental 

relationship with his instructor only re-inscribes Matt’s value for learning academic 

writing and features as a keystone to the meaningfulness of his experience.  And then, 

this peer-oriented relationship stands in stark contrast to the ambivalence with which 

Matt perceives his younger classmates, who he views as not sharing his self-directed 

purpose and motivation as an adult learner.  Yet, ever the rough and ready adapter, Matt 

does come to appreciate some of the feedback he receives from classmates, inflecting his 

negotiation of his adult identity in the classroom.  The bustle of nighttime gym-goers 

distracts my thoughts as I dart past cardio machines to make my exit, but I know that 

Matt’s story will resonate as one that is dynamic and laced with multiple tensions that 

play out in the varied understandings Matt has pressed upon me.  

Lane 

I note the calm expectancy in Lane’s bearing as I step through the doorway of our 

private meeting space in NOVA’s library.  He uncrosses legs clothed in crisp khaki shorts 

and shakes my hand in greeting from his seat at the table, while I take a chair diagonally 

across from his.  A young man just turned thirty, as he soon shares, his face is clear and 

unlined, though his collected bearing speaks to a sense of maturity that carries through 

our conversations.  Later I am to learn that his experience in the military and being a 
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husband and father twice over may have something to do with his intentional, confident 

stance.  For now, though, we make our introductions and begin to realize his 

understandings of his ENG 111 course, just begun this summer term. 

 Lane’s story of returning to college and embarking on his English composition 

course immediately roots the course in meeting his personal goals and interests.  He 

opens with a forthright story of how he came to return to school having first attended 

college out of high school only to drop out.  “I spent the whole time partying,” Lane 

admits non-apologetically after his initial assessment that “I wasn’t ready for college.”  

After joining the military as an alternative to college, Lane continues to recount his 

difficulties finding direction: “life just kinda happened after that.”  Yet, with his second 

divorce behind him, Lane realized he needed to address his issues and discovered that he 

had a learning attention deficit disorder that he had never treated.  He spreads his hands 

over the table, stating that “I decided once I started taking my medicine … I guess I kinda 

woke up and well, it’s like, I need to get, you know, on with my life.”  He clarifies,  I’ve 

come to a place in my job where, uh, you know, a GS 11 and to be a GS 12, you basically 

need to, um, you need a degree to move up in the government any further, and I want my 

degree anyway, so, it was time.”  His statements link his decision to return to school 

overall to job promotion and personal fulfillment, where ENG 111 features as a step 

towards those goals. 

 Lane carries this notion forward with his description of how learning academic 

writing is relevant to attaining his personal writing goals.  He relates that his writing 

background for the army and his own personal writings sparked his interest in taking 

ENG 111 during his first year.  “I thought, you know, not only is [ENG 111] going to 
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give me my credits, but getting into this class and starting English and starting English 

now will also, you know, help me in, in my personal writings with writing my book.”  He 

sums up the thought by expressing his goal that “hopefully by the end of the semester I’ll 

have a better grasp on how to write properly, and you know … more maturely … so that I 

can continue writing my book as well.”  Lane’s attitude towards the course also reflects 

its relevancy for him, in that “my goal is, is a paper that the instructor, the professor finds 

engaging, they understand, they can keep up with … that fits the bill of exactly what 

they’re looking for, uh, because that’s the person that is a writer.”  He drives home his 

connection with writing: “in my personal life and in my own, you know, I feel like that’s 

something I need to achieve … because I feel like I should be a good writer as often as I 

do write.”  With this admission, Lane clearly inscribes his experience in his English 

Composition I course with a direct association to his personal writing goals and interests, 

which in turn inflect its meaning for him. 

 Months later, we sit at the teacher’s desk at the front of an airy open classroom, 

and Lane reflects back on how his classroom experience enabled him to address his 

personal goals and interests.  Lane reveals his initial doubt as to the relevancy of focusing 

so much on MLA formatting in the class.  His strong voice echoing through the 

expansive classroom, Lane criticizes that focusing on citations “didn’t seem necessary.  I 

don’t know how much the students in that class really got out of it because they’re never 

going to use that again.”  He even goes so far as to allow that learning such citation styles 

will not help him with his Information Technologies degree, as “all my stuff’s going to be 

computer based, um, and my essays for that aren’t going to be so much about grammar 

and, you know, writing.”  However, Lane does qualify this when considering how 
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academic writing formatting could relate to any advanced degree he pursues.  “[Citation 

formatting] is not going to help me in my degree at this point.”  Lane hesitates, then 

shrugs, “maybe if I go for a master’s at some point or something like that…. Or when I 

get into [local university].”  Able to think forward to his future academic and career 

goals, then, Lane does see a connection between learning certain academic writing 

conventions through his ENG 111 course and moving forward with these larger aims. 

 As our conversation deepens, we consider a broader understanding of his 

experience with learning academic writing through the course and how it remains 

personally relevant to Lane’s goals and interests.  When I ask if the course affected his 

personal writing interests, Lane affirms, “well, [ENG 111] has helped a lot, I mean, as far 

as writing in my own personal writing.  You know,” Lane pursues the thought, “I pick up 

and notice things now that I didn’t notice before…. I can see now when a paragraph is 

getting too long, or a paragraph is too short.  I can see now when I’m running on with a 

sentence, or it doesn’t –” he breaks off in thought.  “It’s like I see now what doesn’t look 

right when I might not have seen it before, um, and that’s great,” Lane finishes.  He then 

goes on to specify that the course has helped him with his novel writing.  “Where I felt 

like in the beginning, before I probably wrote things that sounded less mature that were 

more, probably could be more like, you know, teen novels and things like that.  I feel like 

now my writing has much more matured to where, you know, I can actually write.”  And, 

while Lane denies that ENG 111 writing skills directly relate to his actual job writing for 

the military, he acknowledges that it should help him move through his college degree, 

another personal goal.  “Having [ENG 111] as my first college in class experience I feel 

like was very good for me.”  In this way, Lane expresses his understanding of intrinsic 
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relation that his ENG 111 classroom experience has to his personal interests and long 

term goals. 

 In light of the importance that ENG 111 holds for Lane, I am unsurprised that his 

experience in the course involves his engagement with overcoming academic writing 

insecurities.  Early on in our first interview, Lane allows that his past professional and 

academic exposure to writing led him to believe that he was a stronger writer than 

became apparent.  With a wry tone, he frames his unexpectedly poor performance on his 

English placement test: “I’m a writer, um, and a publisher for the Army, so I thought I 

knew my stuff when it came to English, but I guess I didn’t.”  In his past high school 

career as well, Lane reports past success, relating that “I took … English in high school, 

and I did writing there, and I did pretty well.”  But then, Lane considers for a space and 

then shares that “beyond [high school], I haven’t done a lot of academic writing; this is 

the first time … the first time I’ve really done academic writing in thirteen years.”  

Rather than falter in addressing this unfamiliar challenge, Lane instead poses his 

dedication to succeed.  Lane surmises, “I probably I’ve been humbled since I got in the 

class,” raising his voice as if in question.  “I was not where I thought I should be, and so, 

since then, you know, I’ve just kind of lowered my head down and, you know, focused 

and paid attention and tried to grasp everything that I can grasp out of the class, and learn 

as much as I possibly can.”  So, Lane’s foray into the ENG 111 landscape appears as 

immediately marked with his new insecurities with academic writing as well as his effort 

to face them through the course.  

 At the close of the course, under the bright white florescent lights lining 

classroom ceiling, Lane traces out his path of overcoming academic writing anxieties 
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over the months.  Relating to his earlier concerns with grammar, punctuation, and 

sentence structure, Lane is currently able to articulate his greater understanding of those 

areas.  He runs his hand along his smooth jawline, reflecting on his conception of good 

academic writing and positing that “proper formatting is extremely important in academic 

writing.  Um, and sticking to the point is extremely important in academic writing…. To 

me, that’s the base for proper and good academic writing, is staying on topic and 

appropriate formatting.”  To the point of associating these strengths to his own work now, 

Lane confidently asserts, “I feel like my research paper was really good.  I feel like it 

could have been better,” Lane shrugs, “but in the end what kept hurting me with my 

research paper was the –  was more MLA formatting based than the paper itself: the 

topic, whether I stayed on topic, what it was about.”  Yet more than simply mastering the 

conventions, Lane evinces genuine personal excitement in expressing his success with his 

narrative paper: “the narrative was my niche, and that was my favorite piece, um, just 

because it felt comfortable for me…. So, it was very easy for me to create a story and 

build a story and write a story based on what [the instructor] was saying.”  When I ask 

about his feelings concerning that writing experience, Lane muses, “it reminded me that 

I’m good at this.  That it’s something that I do well … I had fun with that.”  Overall, then, 

Lane can claim that “I feel confident in my academic writing now,” a confidence that 

attests to his growth in overcoming the insecurities in academic writing shared at the 

beginning of his course. 

 Lane’s successful navigation of his earlier academic writing abilities seems to 

develop in tandem with the supportive and motivational relationship he has with his 

instructor, which proves another element to his ENG 111 experience.  Our first 
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conversation is laced with Lance’s continual appreciation for his instructor’s ability to 

engage him and the class.  “She’s easy to talk to … and she wants to teach … and she 

wants people to learn,” Lane squints in thought.  “She pays attention, and she picks up on 

things very quickly,” he continues.  This praise bridges into his commendation of her 

approachability and non-judgmental feedback.  “I find that in her class,” Lane comments, 

“as long as you’re engaged and you’re involved, she really is very easy to talk to and very 

willing to, you know, listen and … she loves to hear your thoughts…. She loves to hear 

what you think, and she makes, you know, when you’re wrong she makes going about 

telling you [the] right way.”  He tilts his head slightly and refines the thought, “she does 

it in a positive way that, you know, helps you learn, doesn’t make you stupid at the same 

time, so that’s great.” 

Lane’s thorough and glowing description of his relationship with his instructor so 

far highlights his professor as one empathetic to her students’ experiences, feelings, and 

needs.  More personally, Lane allows that he benefited from her supportive feedback: “I 

felt successful when she said that, you know, she told me that my writing was intriguing.” 

He also relates that “she told me that I, you know, remained on task, and I stayed focused 

… and I picked a great subject, um, because [it was] personal for me.”  Here, Lane 

identifies specific writing conventions associated with good academic writing, indicating 

how he values her feedback for his writing.  And, when I ask how this critique made him 

feel, he immediately rejoined, “it gave me confidence…. It made me feel like, you know, 

I can do this.”  Clearly, then, such supportive feedback also serves for Lane as a source of 

motivation.  This, coupled with her efforts to connect with her students, seems to enthuse 
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Lane himself to engage with her and the course, pointing to how intrinsic his relationship 

with his professor is to his larger experience in the class. 

 Ever forthright, Lane appraises his interactions with and feelings about his 

instructor in our second interview with consistent praise and value.  “Her feedback, you 

know, on my writing was always great to hear,” Lane states.  “It’s great to hear our 

English teacher tell you that she thinks you’re a great writer.”  He conveys that the 

experience boosted his confidence in his writing: “I’m good at [writing],” and actual 

enjoyment for an assignment he most personally connected with, his narrative.  When I 

asked him about how he may have improved as a writer, Lane calmly volunteers, “a lot of 

it was [the instructor].  She really,” he pauses in thought.  “Her and I really connected in 

the aspect of me being a writer.  And, she helped me a lot in developing my writing.”  

Lane’s outright claim to share a sense of comradery and his enjoyment of that 

relationship, then, sits next to the rewards he also claims to have gained through her 

insight.  Lane easily calls up the example of working through his difficulties with 

structuring concise sentences.  “Once she taught us that sometimes it’s better to keep it 

short and sweet, it took a lot of the fluff out and it really enhanced the look of what I put 

out there, you know, with what I wrote.”  With this steady stream of examples, Lane 

baldly inscribes his experience in the class with the understanding that his supportive and 

relatable relationship with his professor featured as a key element of the course. 

 Yet, more than just important to his personal writing development and motivation 

is his instructor’s support in connecting him with the rest of his class so he may benefit 

from mutual exchanges with his peers.  Lane enthuses that his instructor “was really 

engaging.  And she focused, you know, she made sure to, to get to know and understand 
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each individual student and their writing style and what they brought to the table and 

what they needed to work on.”  Lane couples his observation of this personalized support 

and connection with the overall positive classroom environment that results from the 

instructor’s involvement.  “In her class, you felt like a group of friends…. It was a, it was 

a fun, engaging experience.”  Lane considers, “she did a great job of, you know, bringing 

it all together and making sure that everyone was involved, and one person wasn’t being 

more involved than others.”  That Lane attributes his instructor with effective classroom 

management that involves an equitable and meaningful dialogue advances the notion that 

for Lane, such exchanges and student to student and student to teacher relationships are 

valuable.  More, Lane’s very narrative of such an environment and instructor relationship 

indicates them as formative to his interpretations of his classroom experience.  Tipping 

his head to the side, Lane extends this appreciation to impact his very attitude towards 

college: “it helped me, definitely helped me to get excited about college.”  Lane nods, 

slowly, punctuating his reaffirmation of how the support and motivation he received from 

his instructor painted his conceptions of the course as a whole. 

 Against this seeming openness to interactions with his instructors and peers, Lane 

evinces some difficulties with navigating the different perspectives that his age conveys 

that trace his experience of his English Composition I classroom.  When I initially ask 

him about his classroom environment on that first interview sitting tucked away in the 

back of the NOVA library, Lane reacts positively to his immediate impressions, but 

elaborates: 

Being older, um, I sometimes I don’t feel like maybe necessarily they should mix 

older students with younger students, um, because I feel like if an older student’s 
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going back to school there’s a reason…. It’s not a game to them, or it’s not a first 

time thing for them…and so I often feel like, younger students can take away 

from the older students cuse they may not be more focused, or as – not all, but 

some. 

Lane slaps his hands on his thighs with a quick grimace as he struggles to outline his 

conceptions of going through the class with a perceived different outlook than his peers.  

Lane makes examples of his classmates, illustrating that one couple, “they spend the 

whole class flirting with each other, and you know, whispering back and forth, and they, 

you know, take away from the class at times.”  Determined to give a thorough account, 

Lane continues, “there’s another kid in there that’s kind of a clown, and you know, he 

always wants to cut up…. So, sometimes I, like, maybe adult learners shouldn’t – those 

classes should be separate.”  Having laid this idea on the table, Lane does allow that 

separating age groups is not feasible and that, “for the most part this class is, is very 

interactive,” and that “ninety percent of the kids – the students in the class want to learn.”  

Lane, then, consciously inscribes himself within a distinct, adult learner mindset.  “I 

interact with, with the other students well, probably more so the older students than the 

younger students,” Lane admits, then qualifies, “but not on purpose; it’s just, just the way 

it goes, I guess.”  He gazes at me steadily from under lowered lids as I acknowledge the 

difficulties of entering a class space with a purpose and sensibility different from that of 

others.  Yet, Lane’s sensitivity to the viewpoints of his younger peers and his willingness 

to and pleasure at engaging with some of his classmates also characterizes his experience 

of the course.  In this way, Lane depicts his understanding of the course as one marked by 

his efforts to navigate different age perspectives. 
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 By the end of the class, Lane seems to have come to a balance in regard to 

experiencing the class as an adult among some younger students.  Throughout the bulk of 

our interview in that open classroom, with rows of empty chairs facing us, Lane does not 

even touch on his status as an adult learner.  His sensibilities of himself as different from 

other students comes through instead in cleaving to his purpose in learning academic 

writing for his personal goals.  Lane recounts his singular focus on his goals when he 

recollects, appreciatively, that through the course, “my writing has much more matured to 

where, you know, I can actually write.  I feel confident to write a good book, a good 

poem, a good piece in general.”  When Lane does comment on his younger peers, it is in 

the context of regretting that his instructor’s leeway on assignment deadlines does them a 

disservice.  Lane propones that setting deadlines: 

Teaches students responsibility and not letting them get away with not turning a 

paper in on time.  You know, if that continues, then…they never learn that 

responsibility of completing something, and deadlines of that.  And, for young 

people, especially young people just in college, just starting, that’s very 

important.  It’s – that’s what it’s all about, is teaching them how to be organized, 

teaching them how to meet deadlines, how to do things because that prepares 

them for the workforce. 

With this, Lane again identifies with his adult learner status, indicating it as one that 

continuously inflects his understandings of the course experience.  That said, Lane also 

admits surprise that some of the adult students in his class are not as focused as he 

assumed most to be.  He shares, “I was surprised to see some of the adult learners that 

were still more worried about being funny, or, being, you know, ridiculous than they 
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were about learning and embracing the experience.”  So, it seems that while Lane 

ascribes certain attributes of purpose and self-directedness to adult learners, including 

himself, the realities of navigating different age perspectives also include those held by 

adults aged similarly to himself.  This development, though, does not negate the 

importance of Lane’s age-based viewpoint.  Instead, it colors his experience of ENG 111 

with the need to consider the complexities of varied perspectives that may or may not be 

a cause of different age-related experiential backgrounds. 

 Contributing to this viewpoint towards the class and his classmates, perhaps, is 

Lane’s need to balance his class with outside responsibilities, which features as a final 

element of his ENG 111 experience.  Deep into our first conversation, Lane explores 

some of the challenges he has faced with this course, and determines that “my biggest 

issue has been learning how to deal with the life-school balance as an adult.”  With an 

edge of consternation, Lane continues, “if I was young and without kids, and ex-wives … 

and a full-time job, you know, and I could just sit down for hours and do [ENG 111 

assignments], I would love to.”  His value for learning clashes with the realities of his 

responsibilities, here, and Lane further stresses the importance of the class by allowing 

that “I really am hard on myself about the fact that I screwed up my first, you know, first 

time in college, and I feel like I missed an opportunity there.”  Yet, this dedication to 

learning and motivation does not negate the difficulties Lane undergoes in cleaving to his 

academic performance goals.  “The work-life-school balance has been the hardest part for 

me, just taking the time in my life … to remember, you know, remember that this is 

important, that school is important; this is your,” Lane pauses, then emphasizes, “this is 

your future.”  Lane measuredly elucidates his strategies to avoid distractions and manage 
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his time: “you have to stop.  You have to say no.  You have to sit down.  You have to do 

your homework.”   

Again, though, Lane illustrates the challenge of maintaining such discipline, 

noting that “when you have two kids, and with two different mothers, they always want 

something, you know, my phone’s going off constantly.”  For Lane, it takes regular 

reminders to learn that “something’s always going to come up in life, and there’s always 

going to be something else you, you need to be doing or could be doing.”  He also admits 

that learning to navigate such realities is “definitely a life hurdle for me, um, because of 

my ADD, uh, because my mind can wander just like that.”  So, Lane’s responsibility 

conflicts conflate with his personal challenges, as Lane declaims.  “My ADD has been a 

real problem for me with trying to get back in school because I can’t seem to find the 

right medicine,” he laughs self-consciously, “to keep me, you know, on track … 

especially with classes, because I have to take it at work as well, you know, focus at 

work, and if I take it at night for my night classes, I don’t go to sleep until 3 am, so that’s 

a struggle.”  Lane punctuates this depiction with another rueful laugh that does little to 

alleviate the serious compromises of balancing school, work, family, and personal mental 

care. 

Yet, despite Lane’s real struggle to achieve his academic goals while managing 

outside responsibility conflicts, he values being held accountable to academic deadlines 

and standards, which was not a part of his ENG 111 experience.  Lips twisted into an 

almost apologetic grimace, Lane tenders, “that would be the only drawback, I would say, 

of her teaching style is that she was kind of a little bit of a pushover when it came to 

assignments being turned in on time, and things like that.”  Asserting that “most 
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professors aren’t going to give you that kind of leeway,” Lane also laughs that together 

he, along with other parents, “find it gets really easy for us to make excuses and use our 

kids.”  But again, in his ENG 111 course Lane incorporates the lesson he learned from 

other stricter professors that “it’s definitely important to learn how to be organized, and 

that excuses aren’t okay, and to make sure you get your stuff done on time.”  He 

extrapolates that doing so will “help you out in every aspect of your life,” with a firm 

nod.  So, though his English composition experience did not teach him the importance of 

managing outside responsibilities in such a way as to meet academic deadlines and 

expectations, Lane does indicate that his identity as a father, full-time employee and 

family provider nevertheless applies to the course.  Moreover, Lane appreciates the fact 

that ENG 111 “definitely gave me the on-campus experience which helped.”  This, in 

reference to the fact that “I learned that I need to be in class, I need to engage in class,” in 

order to eschew the distractions of life beyond academics.  In this way, Lane 

demonstrates both the ongoing need to address outside responsibilities and prioritize 

academics as intrinsic to ENG 111 even as the professor herself does not necessitate such 

an approach.  That his English composition class seems in unique countermeasure to his 

other classroom experiences, then, actually throws into relief the abiding role Lane 

upholds to navigate his outside responsibilities against his ENG 111 academic demands 

and goals. 

We step out of the bright florescent glare of the empty classroom, and Lane 

tenders a calm smile and firm handshake as we part ways.  For all his calm demeanor and 

even stride, Lane’s story strikes me with the multiplicity of meanings that ENG 111 

represents to him.  Highly conscious of his adult learner status, Lane constantly juggles 
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his disconnect from the younger students with his apparent value of insightful feedback 

and those who share some of his experiences.  Against this, Lane works through his 

abiding insecurities with his academic writing skills despite his professional writing for 

the government and the book he is writing for personal fulfillment.  In facing these 

insecurities by gaining confidence with his writing, Lane also illustrates how the 

composition course helps him meet his personal goals and interests to engage in 

professional and personal development.  The professor, too, seemed an integral element 

in providing him with an understanding of academic writing and motivating him to write 

and continue with his academic pursuits.  Indeed, this support and motivation may help 

Lane navigate the outside responsibilities that conflict with his academic goals and 

expectations.  With so many abiding threads of meaning, Lane’s narrative speaks to the 

complicated layers of his understanding of the experience.  In retelling his story, I can 

only attempt to honor these many meanings and reflect on how each touches on and 

impacts the other to create the whole. 

Karen 

It was an adventure from the start.  After getting kicked out of NOVA’s adjunct 

instructor conference room because, well, I’m not an adjunct, Karen and I were a bit at a 

loss as to where to conduct our first interview.  Not knowing what classrooms may be 

open, we opt to try for the student center.  Her graying curls bouncing in rhythm, Karen 

marches beside me as we traverse the campus and explore various rooms in the lofty 

building.  Finally, I decide it is time to just commit, and after spotting a couple derelict 

office chairs tucked into a chilly side hallway, I throw Karen a speculative look and ask if 

this will be comfortable enough for her.  Giving the spare space a once over, Karen 
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proffers a curt nod and, with ruthful chuckles on both sides, we each claim one of the 

mismatched chairs and begin the conversation. 

 Perhaps tellingly, Karen’s return to college and foray into her first English 

composition class since high school, at age 52, feels just as uncertain to her as our quest 

for an interview space.  Yet, like with our interview, calling off the plans was not to be 

considered.  She relates how she had thought of going back to school while serving in the 

Coast Guard but couldn’t overcome her fears, despite the enticement of the GI Bill, until 

retirement loomed.  She illustrates, “since I was going to retire, add this to the benefit, I 

said, you know what?  Let me try and see.  How else can it go?”  Yet, she readily admits 

that beyond some brief professional writing in the Coast Guard, “I don’t really have a lot 

of experience with writing.  I mean, emails, in the Coast Guard, and I – I – I’ve always 

been familiar with electronics, computers, you know that kind of thing, but I was sure I 

could work my way around that, but as far as – this is the most experience I’ve had with 

writing: taking this class, in over 30 years.” 

Karen’s first reaction to the English Composition I classroom environment 

underlines the unfamiliarity of the experience.  She barks a laugh and sums it up in one 

word: “terrified.  I don’t know if there’s any other word I could say, really I was.”  It is 

clear that for Karen, the effort to return to school and engage in an unfamiliar English 

composition classroom was daunting, yet she nevertheless moved forward, speaking to 

her ability to face unfamiliar challenges.  As she readily admits, “it was a huge leap 

coming back to school – it’s huge.”  Her drive to overcome this difficulty is only 

explained by her motivations to face the challenge.  Karen elevates her tone, distinctly 

punctuating her passion for her college aspirations: “I wanted to learn…. I thought it 



 
 

140 
 

might be interesting to take initiative, however terrified I am…. I just wanted to grow, I 

wanted to do something different.”  Indicating the influence her past experiences had on 

her decision, she stresses, “I didn’t want to just, you know, I didn’t want to just go back 

to work.  So, this is – it’s helping me expand, you know?  Definitely writing.  I, I never 

thought I could do, what I’m doing.”  And perhaps it is this last statement, this evidence 

of self-discovery, that helps Karen carry forward in the class despite her fears and its 

unfamiliarity. 

 This brief intimation of hope for herself grows throughout the course of the class, 

for Karen expresses a sense of confidence in herself during our second interview.  This 

time tucked away in a private room in my local public library, as I dared no further room 

finding adventures, Karen’s voice echoes authoritatively within the space. “I think I’ve 

learned that writing is not actually as hard as, I mean, it’s hard, but not as hard as I 

thought it would be…. I’m not as afraid, you know, as I was in the beginning.”  Her final 

grade, too, provides the feedback Karen needs to believe in this new confidence. “I got a 

high “B,” which the school just counts as a ‘B’,” Karen is quick to clarify.  “It made me 

feel a bit more comfortable, so…. Our research papers were 250 points.  I got a 215 out 

of 250, so I was good with that.”  Unfamiliar with writing and classroom expectations, 

Karen turns to external markers of success to affirm her performance and shamelessly 

uses them to bolster her confidence.  Her success with both her writing and the feedback 

she gains both contribute to her growing confidence against her earlier anxieties. 

 Beyond facing down her fears, though, Karen reveals a change of attitude that ties 

her growing conviction in her abilities to a more ready willingness to express herself.  

She describes her experience writing her final five to seven page paper, stating, “that’s, 
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you know, the first time I wrote a paper that long before, and I was a little antsy about it, 

but you know when you get, when you start writing, and then you get to a certain point, 

it’s like, ok, I want to stop at five [pages], but I have more to say.”  Similarly, Karen 

shares that “I’m always leery about talking in a classroom environment because I’m alwa 

– I’m always afraid I’m going to say the wrong thing…. But in [her instructor’s] [ENGL 

111 class], I feel like I talked a little more.  I would participate.”  Gaining confidence in 

her abilities, then, allows Karen to both write and express herself verbally with the force 

of conviction so evident in her bearing and presence with me.   

 Intrinsic to her newfound sense of confidence, it seems, is Karen’s supportive 

relationship with her instructor.  Unlike her slower growing confidence, from the very 

outset, during our first session, Karen emphasizes the understanding the instructor 

demonstrated as well as her willingness to work with Karen.  When she was unable to 

finish her diagnostic paper that first day of class, Karen admitted so to her instructor, 

“and she said, ‘you know what, take it home, think about it, and then send it to me.’  So 

that was great that she did that.”  Verbal feedback, too, played a part, as Karen continues 

her story about the next short paper she wrote, asserting, “I was happy with it because she 

said, ‘good job.’  You know, that probably gave me a little bit of confidence, um, to help 

me kind of move forward, you know, in these other more difficult assignments that are 

coming up.”  Karen leans back in the battered swivel chair, considering, then pitches 

forward again with more detail about her instructor: “she’s very, uh, very willing to work 

with somebody that has been,”  she pauses, laughing in loud self-depreciation, “out of 

school for as long as I have, um, and understanding in that aspect.” 
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 This sense of comfort and support with her instructor follows through Karen’s 

entire experience in the course.  Karen’s praise echoes resoundingly in the empty library 

study room of our second meeting, as she candidly shares that “I’m not as afraid, you 

know, as I was in the beginning.  You know I really was so,” she considers, then 

continues, frank as always, “not looking forward to taking it, but she made it comfortable, 

you know, to … to complete what I had to write.  She helped, she gave us a lot of 

guidance, which is what I needed,” a sharp chuckle here punctuates the admission.  In 

fact, Karen goes so far as to credit her entire ability to get through the class and gain 

confidence on her professor, reflecting that “sometimes your teacher can make it – can 

make it or break you, really.  I mean I’ve heard people that have had terrible experiences 

with professor, but I think that Professor ______ was the opposite.”  To further drive 

home her point, Karen shares again her story about getting extra time with the diagnostic 

essay and help with her second short paper.  Then she launches into a retelling of the 

supportive conversations she had: “I would just constantly go and talk to her about my 

issues – where I was kinda getting stuck.  And she wou – you know, maybe ask me 

questions about, about stuff.”  Karen pauses here and homes in on an example: “the final, 

I had problems doing the final, and she would ask me questions.  I would be able to 

answer, what she was asking me more than reading what she put on the paper, if that 

makes sense.  So, that’s how she would help me, so…. Very patient, and easy to work 

with.”  Karen’s detailed account clearly underscores the importance her supportive 

relationship had for her overall attitude towards the course and her experience with 

writing instruction and learning. 
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 The influence positive interpersonal interactions has on Karen extends past her 

instructor’s support to include that of particular friends and classmates who share her 

educational experience, further impressing the power of sharing with others throughout 

her course.  Back in the chilly hallway of our first interview, Karen relates that from the 

very first paper she wrote, she exposes her work to a friend, explaining, “I’ll send her my 

paper, she’ll look it over, make any edits that need to be edited.  It’s my writing” this 

with a defensive emphasis, “but she might give me a better word, or, or, or tell me there 

should be a comma there, something that I might have missed.”  Here, Karen’s sense of 

propriety over her writing shines through even as does her desire for collaborative 

support.  Apart from her friend, Karen has a niece whose experience in college she 

eagerly compares to her own.  “She’s going to school right now too…. I’ve written more 

papers in my two semesters than she has in her third year.  It’s crazy.”  It seems that 

while feedback strikes Karen as helpful, sharing the experience of being in school is also 

key, for “as for sharing anything else … other than maybe talking with [her sisters or 

parents], and saying how …” she trails off doubtfully, then jumps back in with a 

dismissive: “they’re just not, they’re not in school!”  

Perhaps most telling of the meaning shared experience and support holds for 

Karen is the development of a bond with one of her classmates.  At the outset of the class, 

Karen asserts, “so far so good,” when asked to describe her interactions with classmates. 

“I sit next to one of the girls … we talk sometimes, uh, she has a very strong accent.”  

Brazenly she admits difficulties in sharing with her classmate, as “it’s hard, when I 

talking to someone with an accent…. It’s kind of embarrassing sometimes,” her voice 

raises here, as if questioning her own judgment, but she goes on, “cuse you know you 
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want to – you don’t want to make them feel uncomfortable, and when you’re asking 

several time what they’re saying…”  Yet, as to how she feels about the interaction, she 

claims that “so far it’s been a good experience,” intimating that what they share as 

classmates overpowers language barriers. 

This pattern threaded through the course of the semester, as Karen works through 

her retelling of her relationship with this particular classmate during our second 

interview.  “We would go to the library…. I would read her paper, she would read my 

paper.  But two hours is really just not enough time!”  She barks out a laugh and slaps her 

thigh, a loud validation of the value she places in their ability to share both the writing 

and the experience.  “We would get through a little bit of it and give each other a little 

guidance…. But she was really the one that I would actually, you know, work one-on-one 

with in class,” Karen finishes firmly.  More than help each other with writing, though, 

Karen launches into a tale of her classmate’s family distractions from school and outlines 

how Karen helped her overcome difficulties in other classes.  She leans back in her chair 

and tilts her head back in thought.  “You know, it’s always nice to have a friendly face in 

the classroom versus feeling like you’re the, you know, odd one out, you know?”  This 

statement, simple and straightforward, encapsulates Karen’s instinct to home in on those 

who can support and share, as well as reveals how these relationships couch her 

experience in the class. 

Karen’s growth in confidence, guidance from her professor, and communal 

learning with others all stood in counterpoint to a singular development in Karen’s 

conception of academic writing.  Across the class, Karen struggled to expand her 

understanding of what academic writing meant in and of itself and to her growth as a 
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writer.  Planted squarely in that gray, vaguely industrial hallway, Karen considers my 

question of what she considers to be good academic writing having just started the course 

and with little background in composition.  She brashly admits, “I don’t know if I can 

answer that because this is my really, first, experience in it, you know?  I mean, um, I 

mean what she’s having us do is great because it’s kinda opening up where I might have 

been closed before.  You know?”  She shoots me a searching glance.  “It’s kind of given 

me an idea of how to break down stuff, how to analyze.”  I try for more, asking if there 

were any other examples of good academic writing she could think of, from any source.  I 

am rebuffed with her low, rumbling laugh and her adamant, “oh, I really couldn’t answer 

that.  I wish I could.”  And I retreat, wondering at her particular inability to attack such a 

new, fraught field with any conviction even as her ability to engage with her instructor 

and complete assignments hints at her capacities. 

 After the course, now, I approach the topic again, wondering if her conceptions 

have changed.  Karen pauses, then tackles the question from a related angle: “Yeah.  I 

know that I can read certain types of articles, and – and enjoy them, although some of 

them are still difficult to understand.”  Sensing that Karen is speaking of articles she 

recognizes as academically sound, I press her to elaborate on any changed conceptions.  

“Uh, I don’t really know if anything changed,” she throws out.  “I didn’t really have a 

basis to start.  This was my starting point, you know.  So, if I had taken other classes 

before … you know?”  And while I do understand her desire to have a point of 

comparison, I am not sure we had arrived at her full interpretation of academic writing as 

a concept. 
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 She certainly thinks she had.  “Torture!” she explodes, then backs down.  “Hard.  

It’s just, I don’t know if I can answer that, really.”  Intrepidly, though, she tries.  “I guess 

if [academic writing] told you everything you need to know from beginning to end.  I 

actually have a hard time…reading articles, deciphering them…. To me, to me it all 

sounds good.”  Yet her difficulty at reading good academic writing does not prevent her 

from isolating elements of what good academic writing is to her.  “I think if I liked the 

article, and enjoyed reading it, maybe I would consider it a good academic article,” here 

her voice raises as if in question.  After describing an article that she particularly enjoyed, 

she reasserts more firmly, “I guess that’s what I would say: if I liked it, and could 

understand it, to me that would be good academic writing…. So, it’s – it’s perception.”   

 Indeed, Karen upholds this notion when she readily expresses at our concluding 

interview how she relies on the judgments of others to help her determine whether her 

own academic writing is appropriate.  When she herself did not know how to move 

forward with a paper, Karen would give it to her friend, and “she looks over my paper, 

and she’ll give me good feedback, um, I mean, I’m saying the same thing she’s saying, 

but mine might be a bit wordier, so she might just shorten it for me.”  Karen’s trust also 

resides in her instructor, as she explains, “she would say, ‘good paper,’ you know?  ‘But 

here are some changes I think you should make.’”  The final grade, too, for Karen, is a 

last thrust pointing to her capacities as an academic writer and understandings of what 

academic writing is.  “All the papers I wrote, [the instructor] gave me ‘B’s’ on, which to 

me was good, you know?  I – I accept that…. I don’t know if it’s good,” this in reference 

to her writing.  “I think it’s acceptable, you know?  I mean I’m not a professional in any 

way, you know?  I did the best that I could, you know?  I think the professor knows I did 



 
 

147 
 

the best that I could, so … I was happy with it.”  A shrug and a smile, and Karen has 

leveled her final shot at understanding her composition class experience, striking at her 

tentative yet expanding conception of what academic writing is and means. 

 The cold hallway stands abandoned, the stray chairs sitting sad and somehow 

defeated within it, and later, the library room door clicks closed, decisive.  I turn and 

escort Karen out of our shared spaces with an appraising sidelong glance.  At once a 

dynamic force facing fearful new experiences and a self-deprecating, unsure novice 

despite her age, Karen rocks me with her sheer doggedness to do English Composition I.  

With a perseverance to be admired, Karen catapults herself into an environment that 

demands a humble effort to admit inexperience and grow, which Karen does despite it all.  

Indicating the layered complexity of her experience, the confidence she wins over the 

course of the semester interweaves with the support and feedback that she gains from her 

friends, a special classmate, and her instructor.  The push and pull between successes and 

struggles attest to the halting but solid progress Karen makes in stretching her mind, both 

to learn new conceptions of academic writing and of herself as an academic writer. 

Cross-Case Analysis 

While the relevance of depicting individualized findings for each participant 

allows for a nuanced understanding of their unique experiences, the results of the study 

become more meaningful when comparing how these experiences speak to and against 

one another.  As the thematic codes for the individual participants emerged, they created 

a broader network of meaning.  From these many individualized themes, I traced certain 

overriding, larger themes that pertained to almost all participants.  In this, they illustrate a 

more expansive, if not representative, picture of how adult learners understand and 
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experience the English Composition I classroom, one that could better inform further 

exploration of the experiences of the larger adult learner population.  I also sought to 

align these themes with my main research question:  How do adult learners experience an 

introductory undergraduate English composition course?  Delving deeper, the explication 

of themes supplies answers to my more directed analytic questions: How do the adult 

learners’ backgrounds inflect their experiences in an English composition course?  How 

does the classroom environment affect adult students’ experiences of an English 

composition course?  How do interpersonal relationships between classmates and 

instructors influence adult students’ experiences and constructions of an English 

composition course?  And finally, how did students’ self-identification as adult learners 

become reflected in their experiences of an English composition classroom?  In 

examining themes that respond to these questions, this section fulfills the purpose of the 

study, outlining the intersections of meaning that the adult learners reveal in their shared 

experience of English Composition I.  

The four overarching themes that emerged from my analysis include:  

 Applying background experiences to learning attitudes and approaches 

 Navigating outside responsibility conflicts 

 Appreciating supportive and equitable interpersonal relationships 

Experiencing greater confidence in academic writing 

The following section presents the larger themes across the cases as they apply to the five 

participants included in Chapter 4, Romey, Chambers, Matt, Lane, and Karen.  These five 

participants were selected as they most readily exhibit evidence of each theme, as well as 

in the interest of providing a deeper, more holistic representation of their experience, in 
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keeping with van Manen’s (1990) narrative approach to hermeneutic phenomenology.  

Moreover, these five participants capture the spectrum of the profiles of the other four 

participants, rendering their inclusion superfluous.  To ensure that the report of this cross-

case analysis represents the full range of participants’ understandings, I give attention to 

the moments where they diverge from the larger themes.  This approach accounts for the 

acknowledgement that not all participants demonstrate each theme in the same way or to 

the same extent.  Rather than undermine the validity of each theme, the presentation of 

the commonalities as well as the discrepancies among participants underscore the fullness 

of their complex interpretations of the classroom experience and indicate areas for future 

exploration.    

Applying Background Experiences to Learning Attitudes and Approaches 

Each participant evinced his or her own impressions of how background 

experience affected understanding the ENG 111 classroom, which undergirds the analysis 

of this theme.  By background, I refer to the participants’ financial, family, professional, 

and personal lives, as well as how they may refer to or apply prior strategies to learning.  

This theme, then, honors the unique backgrounds of each individual, and the different 

means by which my participants saw how their backgrounds affected their classroom 

experiences.  Thus, the explication of this theme by necessity figures as multifaceted and 

complex precisely to reflect the authentic ways in which my participants experienced it.  

To better organize the meaning of such wide ranges of experiences, I refer to how 

participants’ backgrounds inform their approaches to the writing classroom as well as 

their attitudes towards the experience.  In tracing out how each participant exhibits this 

larger theme, I refer back to their personal narratives even as I weave them through the 
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discourse of the others.  This approach forms a more comprehensive rendering of the 

theme’s meaning both to the adult learners and to the broader understanding of their 

shared experience.  While I devote attention to each participant distinctly, I also make 

comparisons throughout to illustrate their similarities to and differences from their 

experience and understanding of applying background experiences. 

 Romey demonstrates her own application of her life experiences through, in part, 

referencing her personal anxieties about writing based on her mental health struggles.  

She quite candidly shares how years of working against her mental health issues 

negatively affected her ability to have confidence in or even complete her writing.  Per 

her own words, “I have a lot of anxiety about writing … I hate it, I dread it, and I just 

dwell over it.”  More, in taking medication for anxiety, she reports that her thoughts are 

muddy, making it difficult to write: “I don’t have imagination … I can’t get my thoughts 

out.”  Throughout the course, Romey continually pushes herself to push through these 

challenges.  She uses freewriting to bring herself to put words on the page, and then feel 

the freedom and confidence to analyze her thoughts and refine her arguments.  So, 

Romey not so much moves past her mental health issues as they translate to her anxieties 

about writing, but works through them as she goes through the ENG 111 course.  In this 

way, her interpretation of her classroom experience reflects her earlier development of 

mental health issues. 

 Writing anxieties arise in Romey again through the influence that her identity as a 

second language English speaker has on her English Composition I experience.  The only 

non-native English speaker featured in this chapter, Romey offers a unique perspective of 

how her position affects her perception of the course.  She refers to the lack of thorough 
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exposure to grammar, vocabulary, and composition instruction that leaves her feeling at a 

deficit in the area of academic writing.  “My whole life,” she relates, “I’ve just been 

cruising by, no grammar, no punctuation knowledge, no – nothing.”  This leads to her 

anxieties with academic writing and initial lack of confidence in producing a written 

paper at the college level.  Yet, in turn, these very anxieties as an English as a second 

language student spur her to recognize the benefits of overcoming them through putting 

effort to learn the conventions of academic writing as she navigates the course.  She 

celebrates the notion that in having improved her writing, it would have been “like, 

finally, I wrote something that makes sense, and that people like to read…. And maybe it 

would start up a conversation.”  So, in reflecting on her self-identification and 

experiences as an English as a second language student, Romey shows how they inflected 

her attitudes and approaches to ENG 111. 

 The value Romey ascribes to her developing academic writing skills not only 

stems from her language background but also her past professional experience, including 

professional writing.  She assesses the utility of knowing how to write as a means of 

being successful as a professional.  In learning through the ENGL 111 course, Romey 

asserts that “I’d feel more confident to write a letter, um, or write an, informative memo, 

whatever, whatever the case may be.”  Yet, not only does Romey’s understanding of 

ENGL 111 as valuable tie to specific skills, but also the professional opportunities it 

affords.  She readily associates gaining a college degree, which requires ENGL 111, with 

moving beyond her uninspiring job, “doing just dumb stuff, simple stuff.”  In a twofold 

way, then, Romey shares an understanding of her experience in the classroom as touched 

by her professional background.  In the first sense, she recognizes the immediate use for 
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writing well in the workplace, and in the second, she knows that it is a key element to 

enabling her to move beyond her past unfulfilling experiences in the workforce. 

 Chambers echoes Romey’s application of background experiences to his learning 

in the course in that his professional and social commitments lead him to value and invest 

efforts in the English composition course.  He finally commits to getting his college 

degree only after appreciating that it could allow him to escape jobs that overtax him and 

gain more flexibility, as well as enable him to become more financially stable.  Related to 

ENGL 111 specifically, he appreciates that a more advanced professional field would 

require writing, stating, “by the time I finish college I’d like to go into a different field 

that I expect would require a lot more writing, and if I’m well versed in academic writing, 

I feel like my superiors will more positively react to what I have to write for them.”  In 

this, he reveals his internal motivation to succeed in the course stems from his exposure 

to professional fields and expectations.  Similarly, Chambers’ role as the lyricist in a band 

inspires appreciation for what ENG 111 can offer in terms of “dialing up” his lyrics, tying 

his more social background responsibilities to his value for English composition skills.  

So, Chambers’ past exposure to unrewarding jobs together with his writing role in a band 

engender a dedication to learning English composition skills, as he values their utility to 

his future professional and personal goals. 

 In a related vein, Chambers relies on his professional experiences to shape his 

learning approach in his ENG 111 course, indicating the relevance and interactions of the 

course to his background.  He reports feeling relatively comfortable in the classroom 

environment owing to the fact that “for work they send me to training every few months 

and that usually entails a degree of classroom time, similar.”  Apart from the physical 
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space, Chambers finds his interactions with his younger classmates fairly familiar to 

those he shares with his less advanced work colleagues.  As a certified specialist 

technician, his coworkers often look to him for advice.  Similarly, Chambers finds 

himself offering advice to his classmates and directing them through group work, as the 

other students “haven’t really paid attention to what we’re supposed to be doing.”  This 

modeling of professional behavior in navigating the classroom experience arises a final 

time in that Chambers problem solves his grammar challenges through applying 

techniques that work for him when he is unfamiliar with a diagnostic issue while working 

on a car.  He clarifies, “it was sort of a technique I learned at work…. I’ve found nine 

times out of ten, if I get stuck on the problem, if I take a few minutes away from it, and 

think about something else … it usually resolves itself or allow me a different angle to 

look at it.”  Here, Chambers demonstrates the transferability of learning approaches to 

help him succeed with the course material.  In all then, Chambers draws close 

associations between his professional and student roles in regard to the physical space, 

interpersonal interactions, and learning approaches.  In this, the layered manner in which 

Chambers makes meaning of his ENG 111 experience through his professional lens 

attests to the pervasive presence of background experiences within his understandings of 

the course. 

 Chambers actually applies his classroom learning experiences directly back to his 

job and musical role almost immediately, creating a direct interaction between 

background experience and application of learning that other participants do not 

demonstrate in their relation of this theme.  Though Chambers rarely writes in his job as a 

mechanic, the analysis skills he develops through ENG 111 allow him to effectively 
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interpret manuals to arrive at solutions.  He explains that he now slows down to think the 

problem through, asking analytic questions: “what am I dealing with?  Who might have 

an idea on how to approach this?... OK, well, they said this, and I’m seeing this.  [ENG 

111] has given me a better way of approaching complicated diagnostic questions.”  In the 

same way, Chambers uses his newly gained writing abilities to construct more honed 

musical lyrics: “now, I get the idea for the song, and I’ll start at the top of the page, put a 

title down, give a brief synopsis, then turn the page, write a three page narrative, then 

condense it down, condense it down, condense it down.”  In outlining these organized 

processing steps, Chambers illustrates the interactions of his classroom experience with 

his personal background.  Thus, Chambers’ understanding of his classroom involvement 

as one to value and invest in is informed by his professional and personal experiences and 

directly reflects back upon them.  This reciprocal relationship of applying background 

experiences of learning underscores the complexity in which themes encapsulate how 

individuals make meaning of ENG 111. 

 As with both Romey and Chambers, Matt carries an identity as a working adult 

whose professional experiences lend a purposeful approach to his learning in ENG 111.  

At the outset of our initial interview, Matt relates how he felt “thrown into” his various 

jobs as a mechanic and in the military.  Now faced with making more strategic efforts to 

meet his professional goals, Matt chose to capitalize on his GI bill to supply the funding 

for his schooling, thus investing himself in his education.  His continued employed status, 

though, affects how he approaches the course not only in terms of showing its personal 

relevance to his aims but also in terms of his attitude.  As a professional, he finds it 

difficult to relate to the younger peers in the class because they cannot understand his 
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perspective, relating that in another class with more adult students, “part of the class that 

becomes enjoyable is the open forum kind of debate that the adults in the class kind of 

have amongst each other – they reference the professional environment that they come 

from.”  Moreover, Matt perceives that his intentional learning goals for the course stand 

in opposition to those of his younger classmates, as “for the most part I think everyone 

here is like, I don’t want to fail, I just want to pass … rather than I want to learn how to 

be a really good writer, which is what you should really want to do coming into this 

course.”  This attitude explains some of the disconnect Matt admits to feeling between 

himself and the younger, traditional-aged college students as he navigates his classroom 

experience.  For Matt, the application of his background experience as a professional 

adult with responsibilities and purpose inflects his dedicated approach to and 

understanding of his English composition course. 

 In addition to his professional identity, Matt’s past writing experiences as a 

student also influence his approach to ENG 111 in terms of comparing past efforts and 

gaining a desire to improve on past practices.  Matt figures as one of the only more 

advanced students among my participants, enrolling in ENG 111 fairly late in his 

academic career.  Owing to this, Matt has already composed many academic papers for 

his criminal justice program and even in his work as a semiconductor.  However, he 

allows that such writing was fairly basic: “we pretty much had to write one-page, any 

kind of report.  It had to be legible; it had to make sense.”  Thus, Matt had not developed 

any true exposure to the more complicated forms of academic writing, though he does 

grasp the intrinsic value for them.  He states that going through ENG 111 “makes your 

other courses that much more easier to do,” and that “I would have been a lot better had I 
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known how to do things, had I probably gone through this beforehand.”  In this way, 

Matt demonstrates his appreciative outlook towards ENG 111 although he had avoided or 

not been asked to do it until now in both work and school.  Based on these past reference 

points, Matt demonstrates a willing attitude to learn skills he views as useful to his future 

endeavors in pursuing a bachelor’s degree and more fulfilling career path.  In this way, he 

suggests the importance of past background to shape the outlook towards understanding 

the English Composition I experience.  

 In much the same way, Lane situates his experience in ENG 111 as motivated in 

that he believes it will further him in his life and professional aims.  Lane expresses his 

disillusionment with his life after high school as a self-admitted partyer unmotivated to 

complete the college degree just started.  He goes so far as to disclose that even his 

seemingly responsible and professional decision to join the air force stemmed from his 

conviction that “it was time to get out of Oklahoma … and life just kinda happened after 

that.”  Lane reports that he joined a band for a time, and then married and had a child.  

Yet, after divorcing, marrying another, having a second child, and then divorcing again, 

Lane decided to make life changes to become more purposeful and productive.  He states, 

“I’ve come to a place in my job where, uh, you know … you need a degree to move up in 

government any further, and I want my degree anyway, so it was time.”  With ENG 111 a 

key component of the degree program, Lane does not hesitate to enroll in the course in 

light of his larger goals, illustrating his approach to the course as one of professional 

practicality and mirroring the attitude of Matt, Romey, and Chambers. 

Specific to his understandings his English composition course, Lane’s identity as 

a novelist and writer for the government, unique among participants, coupled with his 
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value of writing, inspires him to invest effort into ENG 111.  That said, Lane initially 

feels daunted by his unexpectedly poor performance on the English placement exam: 

“I’m a writer, um, and a publisher for the Army, so, I thought I knew my stuff when it 

came to English, but I guess I didn’t.”  Yet not to be discouraged, Lane embraces the 

opportunity to grow in his area of professional, as well as personal, interest.  “Not only is 

[ENG 111] going to give me my credits,” Lane explains, “but getting into this class and 

starting English and starting English now will also, you know, help me in, in my personal 

writings with writing my book.”  Evidence of Lane’s continued motivation throughout 

the course appears in the rewards he expresses he gained through it.  Though he struggles 

to makes sense of why he needs to know MLA formatting, he nevertheless arrives at the 

conclusion that with his personal writing, “I pick up and notice things now that I didn’t 

before…. I can see now when a paragraph is getting too long, or a paragraph is too 

short.”  He concludes that the course “made my personal writing better…. It’s matured 

my personal writing.”  With Lane’s constant appreciation for the writing skills he 

associates with the course, Lane reveals his experience in it as marked by his internal 

motivation.  He recognizes the professional benefits it will lead to in furthering him 

towards his degree and the personal rewards the course provides in supplying him with 

better writing skills to apply to his personal writing aspirations, indicating the 

multifaceted meaning that his background imposes on his ENG 111 experience. 

 Lane’s sense of purpose in taking the course aligns with his conception of himself 

as an adult learner with distinct perspectives from younger students, which figures as 

another representation of how his background inflects his navigation of the course.  He 

argues that for himself and other adult learners, when returning to school, “they’re there 
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for a reason.”  He outlines some of the distractions younger students pose and goes so far 

as to suggest, “I don’t feel like maybe necessarily they should mix older students with 

younger students,” as, he states, “younger students can take away from the older student 

cuse they may not be as focused.”  Lane continues to demonstrate how his perspective as 

an adult slants his interpretation of his classmates’ experience.  He posits that in 

upholding the negative consequences of missing deadlines, instructors play an important 

role for younger students, “because it prepares them for the workforce.”  That said, Lane 

admits that he faces similar accountability challenges, noting that as a father, he finds he 

can “be the type of guy that, you know, wants to use an excuse and play the sympathy 

card, you know, of I’m a single dad.”  Thus, even as Lane situates himself as an adult 

learner, he allows that in some senses, he reflects the behavior of younger students, 

complicating his understandings of his adult identity as completely distinct from that of 

younger peers.  This does not discount the influence of background on understanding his 

experience, it simply shows that Lane’s interactions with and conceptions of his peers 

may differ from those of other participants who firmly find a disconnect between their 

self-direction and the relative lack of purpose they sense in younger students.   

 My oldest participant at age 52, Karen carries much background experience to 

bring to bear in relation to her approach to ENG 111, yet her relative inexperience in 

English composition undergirds her predominant attitude of fear.  While her extensive 

professional expertise as a member of the Coast Guard and personal life experiences may 

have cultivated a sense of confidence in pursuing her life goals, Karen cites her vast 

uncertainty in facing the classroom environment and ENG 111 specifically.  In detailing 

the reaction she had to entering the ENG 111 classroom, she sums it up with one word: 
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“terrified.”  It seems it is actually because of her relatively advanced years that she bears 

this fear, as she admits that she has not undergone formal schooling in some time.  As 

Karen herself says, “this is the most experience I’ve had with writing, taking this course, 

in over 30 years.”  Indeed, this lack of exposure to academic writing frames her 

insecurities in even identifying what makes up good academic writing.  Unable to provide 

examples, Karen simply states, “I don’t know that I can answer that because this is my, 

really, first experience in it, you know?”  Her insecurities in the classroom at large also 

lead to social anxieties: “I’m always leery about talking in a classroom environment 

because I’m alwa – I’m always afraid I’m going to say the wrong thing.”  As opposed to 

some other participants, Karen brings not the brunt of her background educational 

experiences to her approach to ENG 111 but rather the long lack of exposure, which in 

turn creates the sense of fear and lack of confidence Karen feels in terms of being 

successful in the course.  For Karen, the challenge is not so much to utilize her 

background as to overcome some of the attitudes it inspires, which nonetheless suggests 

the power of past experiences to shape the outlook on and interpretation of an English 

composition course. 

 Speaking to this power and in contrast to this initial attitude of trepidation, 

Karen’s professional experience and forward-thinking motives counter the fear and 

ultimately enable her to pursue the class with dogged persistence.  Her ability to take 

advantage of the GI Bill and her decision to retire caused her to reflect on life goals and 

return to school despite lack of experience.  As Karen puts it, “you know what?  Let me 

try and see.  How else can it go?”  She refers to her internal motivation to continue her 

learning even though “it was a huge leap coming back to school – huge.”  At the broadest 
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sense, she wants to stretch herself: “I wanted to learn … I thought it might be interesting 

to take initiative, however terrified I am…. I just wanted to grow, I wanted to do 

something different.”  Thus, Karen reveals a resilience in pursuing her personal goals that 

underlines her attitude throughout the ENG 111 course.  Even at the beginning of the 

course, she readily praises her instructor’s efforts, stating that “what [the instructor] is 

having us do is great because it’s kinda opening up where I might have been closed 

before.”  And at the end of the course, Karen returns to this sense of dedication to 

learning regardless of the fear and determines: “I did the best that I could, you know?  I 

think the professor knows I did the best that I could, so … I was happy with it.”  In this 

way, Karen’s genuine fear becomes mitigated by the strengths of her willingness to trust 

herself to take risks in light of her personal goals and motivation to achieve them.  This 

dichotomous relationship of fear and perseverance in regard to approaching and 

understanding the classroom experience once again illustrates the complexities and 

contradictions apparent in making meaning of ENG 111 for these adult learners through 

the lens of their more extensive backgrounds. 

 While impossible to encapsulate how the background experiences of all 

participants affected their understanding of ENG 111, that all participants applied them to 

their personal understandings shows this larger theme’s ability to reflect this shared lived 

experience.  Romey associates her identity as an English as a second language learner 

status with her anxieties to face ENG 111, along with her responsibilities towards family 

and longtime struggles with mental anxiety.  For Chambers, the perspective he brings to 

bear as a full-time employee shapes his attitude towards the course as a means of 

completing his ultimate goal of advancing to a more rewarding career.  Similarly, Lane 
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and Matt see professional gains as a main motivator, while Lane also values the course 

for the personal reward of improving his recreational novel writing.  Karen, in contrast, 

remains conscious of her lack of extensive professional writing experience and 30-year 

absence from formal schooling as she navigates ENG 111 purely out of internal 

motivation.  In that each participant reflects on background experiences and mindsets as 

they go through the course, however, illustrates the importance of them to their lived 

experience of their English composition classes.  This factor indicates both the meaning 

of the theme for each participant as well as the need to recognize how adult learners may 

bring different backgrounds to the ENG 111 classroom.  

Navigating Outside Responsibility Conflicts 

As adult learners, my participants express finding themselves facing multiple 

responsibilities as they navigated ENG 111 demands, which colors their understanding of 

the classroom experience.  In depicting how each participant reflected this theme, various 

types of conflict arose, including familial, financial, professional, and mental illness.  So, 

this overarching theme seeks to capture the larger sense of how participants negotiate 

unique and overlapping challenges in focusing on their coursework, revealing notions of 

resilience and internal motivation that underline their shared identity as adult learners.  

Here, I trace out the similarities and differences of these conflicts, as well as how the 

participants approach them.  The result presents a stronger understanding of how adult 

learners perceive and experience an English composition course as juxtaposed against 

outside demands. 

 To begin again with Romey, she exhibits strong feelings of frustration with 

managing her coursework stemming from family responsibilities.  Romey has no children 
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or other dependents, as some other participants do, so for her, the concept of 

responsibility translates to quality time devoted to family members.  She recounts how 

she feels “torn” between interacting with her family and doing schoolwork: “my mom 

and my brother, and just, family members, cousins and everything … they’re like, ‘well, 

why don’t you come out?’  I’m like, ‘I can’t; no.’  ‘But you should.’”  The explicitness of 

this example testifies to the intensity of her frustration and the extent to which family 

pressures affect her approach to her ENGL 111 course.  As she lives with her mother, 

establishing boundaries between home and family demands and academic writing 

responsibilities are even more difficult.  She strives to escape the family pressures by 

closing her door, but occasionally, she admits to giving in to temptation and 

accompanying her mother on a shopping trip or outing.  This tension between schoolwork 

and family adds to her stress and illustrates the importance that her family responsibilities 

bring to bear on her experiencing the ENGL 111 classroom. 

 Further raising time management issues that inflect her experience in ENG 111 is 

Romey’s need to support herself financially, forcing her to work full time as she pursues 

her education.  While she desires time to relax after work and on the weekends, Romey 

must develop a way to structure in schoolwork.  She describes her schedule: “it was 

working during the week, reviewing what I can, go to the library during the week…. And 

then the weekends, it was drilling, like getting it all done over the weekend…. It was 

hard.”  In addition, she feels that she cannot share stories of her classroom experience and 

writing assignments with coworkers, as doing so would be “inappropriate,” creating a 

divide between her professional and student identities.  To cope with this particular 

tension, Romey tries to “take it day by day,” realizing that if she tried to do and think 
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about everything at once, she would wear herself out.  In the end as well, she manages to 

arrange for a more flexible work schedule through negotiating with her coworkers.  In all 

this, Romey’s resilience in pursuing her educational goals shines through despite the time 

stressors of work and underscores her understanding of ENGL 111 as in part stressful and 

exhausting, but ultimately a worthwhile endeavor.  

 Finally, Romey’s continued struggles with addressing her mental anxieties also 

figure as conflicting with a positive and successful experience in the course.  Though 

already referred to as a background experience affecting her approach to ENGL 111, her 

anxieties also act as an ongoing conflict, as she shares that her medication for it directly 

affects her abilities to focus and write creatively.  Related to this struggle is her anxiety to 

complete her writing on time given her proclivity to procrastinate: “it was the kind of 

anxiety where, um, I feel like I wasn’t applying enough time, like, slacking off.”  

Moreover, this anxiety also impeded her from speaking up in class or sharing with others.  

Romey explains, “I’m so apprehensive of people, like, I really don’t like dealing with 

them too much.”  Thus, Romey’s effort to navigate her ongoing mental anxieties features, 

then, as in integral responsibility to herself that affects her experience of ENGL 111.  In 

persisting though her difficulties, though, Romey again reveals her commitment and 

strength to meet her goals with academic writing. 

 In contradistinction to Romey’s inward facing struggles with family and mental 

wellbeing, Chambers largely negotiates the external pressures of work and financial 

obligations.  As a full-time employee responsible for supporting himself, Chambers must 

negotiate the time constraints that managing coursework in addition to his professional 

role place upon him.  As he works every day before class, “if I dragged my feet and 
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didn’t have the assignment ready, I had to find time and hide somewhere at work and 

write it up, and that was a challenge.”  Yet Chambers readily admits that the time 

pressures largely stemmed from his own tendency to procrastinate, a problem he 

addressed by “forcing myself to actually do the work when I should do it, usually either 

right when I got home from the class night or the day after.”  Otherwise, his coworkers 

were largely supportive of his efforts and often discussed his coursework, given that they 

were also in a position of reconsidering returning to school themselves.  So, for 

Chambers, his responsibility to support himself through work does inflect his 

experiencing ENG 111 but does not seem to factor in as a major hurdle more than a 

necessary move to manage. 

 Highlighting the relative ease with which Chambers devotes himself to his 

English composition course, he faces few demands from family or his band mates.  

Regarding the responsibilities towards the band, Chambers admits that “I managed to get 

lucky.”  He recalls, “the one show that we had that I thought was kind of iffy timing wise 

was after the point where I had figured out how not to just push [school] work off…. I 

had already handled my homework for Wednesday on Monday.  It was a challenge to 

take off of work, but that was it.”  So, again, his work schedule poses more of a conflict 

than the band once he learns how to better manage his time.  Similarly, rather than 

impeding his dedication to his course, Chambers’ parents support his decision to return to 

school, often providing feedback on his writing.  Chambers reports that in regard to living 

with his girlfriend, he also receives support and very little conflict.  He explains that his 

home life “was pretty quiet really.  [His girlfriend] works now, so she works full time…. 

And she supports me going to school, so she tries to be helpful about it.”  The lack of 
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pressure to devote time and energy to family and personal outside pursuits stands in stark 

contrast to the expectations placed on many other participants.  Rather than undermine 

the salience of the theme, though, the fact that Chambers does exhibit a need to balance 

his course demands against work attests to the varied extent to which the theme 

represents his and others’ navigation and interpretation of the ENG 111 experience. 

 In comparison with Chambers, Matt conceives a higher level of responsibility 

conflicts affecting his experience with ENG 111, including as they pertain to family 

responsibilities.  With two children, one of whom only seven months old at the start of 

the semester, Matt must balance the time he needs to devote to family against the time 

needed for attending ENG 111 and completing coursework.  For Matt, a composition 

course requires more purposeful time allocation, as he explains, “in writing classes where 

a lot of the work isn’t done in the classroom, um, the classroom’s just to put you, point 

towards directions, and you have to manage your time, find time to do reading and 

research and writing.”  Here, the need to be self-directed in his learning approach with 

English Composition I against the tension of family responsibilities shapes his 

experience.  At the end of the semester, Matt expresses confidence that he improved on 

his time management skills, claiming, “I felt like it was another lesson in hey, make sure 

you’ve allotted enough, um, research time and enough rough draft time, and, and review 

and restructure.”  Again, he stresses that English Composition I focuses on the process of 

developing his writing rather than delivering or recounting material in the moment, 

demanding a more purposeful consideration of time management.  That said, constant 

and unexpected family demands continue to conflict with any deliberate approach, as 

Matt allows: “I’m up late at night, um, or dedicated many times after class, you know, 
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just you know, juggling the home life with the school life.”  Ultimately, Matt’s strategy is 

“to welcome the chaos with open arms … rather than fight it or go against the grain.”  

Thus, Matt understands that ENG 111 demands careful time management that he can 

only meet as best he can through flexibility and effort. 

 This determined yet almost ad hoc manner of finding time to complete English 

Composition I persists as Matt struggles to also meet professional demands in financially 

supporting his family.  With his full-time job covering only the cost of day care for his 

baby daughter, Matt must take on a full-time course load to earn the full GI Bill benefits, 

indicating the extensiveness of his outside financial responsibilities and demands on his 

time.  Comparing himself to younger students who may not face as many conflicts, Matt 

determines, “it’s harder for an adult person who’s a working adult person … to juggle, 

um, the same school schedule that younger students have that aren’t – that don’t have as 

many commitments, that don’t have other people that – in their family that rely on them.”  

Indeed, the strain Matt exhibits carries over to his other military professional 

responsibility as a reservist, which prevents him from attending a few classes.  These 

time conflicts require him to communicate his potential absences and how to make up for 

any missed exams and ask for extensions.  The layered professional duties Matt navigates 

demonstrate the varied roles adult learners often adopt as well as imbue his experience 

with his sensitivity of these varied conflicts.  Despite these complexities, by the end of 

the semester, Matt feels he has a slightly better approach to anticipating his time needs, 

stating that he has “either been able to schedule work a little bit better or have been able 

to schedule classes a little bit better” so that he establishes full blocks of time to dedicate 

to class time or writing time.  Matt’s thoughtful dedication to creatively meeting out time 
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towards various professional responsibilities traces his experience with ENG 111 

throughout the semester, an ongoing reminder of how he values and understands the 

course. 

 In some senses, Lane carries outside responsibilities that mirror Matt’s and 

Romey’s in that Lane bears financial obligations to support himself and family that drive 

him to maintain a full-time position.  Even at the outset of the course, Lane realizes that 

“my biggest issues has been learning how to deal with the life-school balance as an 

adult.”  Feeling pulled away from his studies, Lane exhibits frustration that he cannot 

devote as much time as he would like to pursue the degree that he regrets not being able 

to have achieved after high school.  He confides that hardest for him is “being able to 

take the time in my life to, you know, remember that [school] is important, this is your, 

this is your future.  You have to stop, you have to say no, you have to sit down, you have 

to do your homework.”  He finds it especially easy to avoid working for his online 

courses given that he feels no pressure to attend, as he does for his on campus ENG 111 

course.  In this way, Lane comes to value the in-person classroom environment: “I like 

the classroom … it puts me in front of the, you know, instruction.… It makes me stop 

everything I’m doing and, and go, and that’s important, I think.”  In regard to his English 

composition course specifically, Lane enjoys the sense of engaged comradery he 

experiences with his classmates in discussing their writing.  “You learned, you know” 

Lane explains, “who knew what and you learned from people…. Sometimes maybe you 

gave your classmates a little bit of knowledge.”  Here, Lane shares how ENG 111 

provides an involved and motivating classroom environment in which he shares 

reciprocal exchanges between classmates.  In so doing, Lane underscores how this in 
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person approach helps him focus on learning in the English Composition I classroom 

rather than on the distractions of work, to the point where he determines that he will take 

mostly on campus courses moving forward despite the long hours. 

 The time Lane must devote to his work affects his classroom experience but also 

proves necessary to meet his additional responsibilities to his ex-wives and two children, 

which figures as another conflict with pursuing his ENG 111 coursework.  Lane candidly 

paints a picture of his hectic home life.  “Unfortunately,” he starts, “when you have two 

kids, and with two different mothers, they always want something, you know, my 

phone’s going off constantly, um, and learning that there’s, there’s always going to be 

something else you, you need to be doing or could be doing.”  He laments the fact that he 

cannot devote more time to his ENG 111 course, claiming that “if I was young and 

without kids, and ex-wives … and I could just sit down for hours and do [writing], I 

would love to.”  Yet, in contradiction to this desire, Lane admits feeling tempted to use 

his family obligations as an excuse to ask for extensions or avoid work.  However, 

through his schooling, he learned that “everybody’s got an excuse.  Everybody’s got 

lives. Everybody’s got things to do.”  So, Lane’s experience in negotiating his outside 

conflicts reflects a tension between his dedication to his goals and the difficulties of 

meeting his parental duties.  To avoid falling into the temptation to use his very real 

responsibilities to create excuses regarding his ENG 111 coursework, Lane reminds 

himself: “you still have to take the time to sit down and focus what’s at hand because 

you’re working towards a degree, you’re working towards something, and you’re never 

going to get it if you don’t get the grade.”  Lane’s constant self-motivation to carve out 
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time away from the needs of his family marks Lane’s experience in ENG 111 and 

underscores the deep meaning Lane’s goals hold for him.   

 While family and work responsibilities figure as external outside tensions against 

his devotion to ENG 111, Lane also must take personal responsibility for his mental 

health that affects his understandings of his course.  Indeed, it was his initial diagnosis for 

ADD and decision to take medication for it that acted as a catalyst for his enrollment in 

his degree program, as he became able to focus and determine his priority of earning a 

degree.  However, this reclaimed focus proves inconsistent for Lane, a detriment to his 

engagement with his ENG 111 coursework.  Lane allows that navigating his ADD is 

“definitely a life hurdle for me, um, because of my ADD, uh, because of my ADD, uh, 

because my mind can wander just like that, you know, I can be looking at something and 

reading a paper, and then, I’ll push pause and do something else, and then I never get 

back to this because I start doing a million other things at the same time.”  Fighting 

through this conflict causes Lane great frustration, but given how essential managing 

ADD is for his overall wellbeing, it remains a responsibility to himself that he cannot 

ignore.  While Lane is open to treatment, he allows that finding viable solutions to 

managing his ADD is complicated, involving various factors.  “I can’t seem to find the 

right medicine to, to keep me, you know, on track when I need to be on track.”  Lane 

continues that “especially with, like, classes, because I have to take it at work as well, 

you know, focus at work, and if I take it at night for my night classes, I don’t go to sleep 

until 3 am, so that’s a struggle.”  Across his classroom experience, then, Lane must 

constantly seek a balance with his medication, even as the varied responsibilities of 

family and work only add to the distractions and conflict with his dedication to ENG 111. 
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While Romey, Matt, and Lane face multiple demands outside the classroom, 

Karen presents the opposite case, as she not once cites specific responsibility conflicts 

that affect her experience in ENG 111.  As a retired member of the Coast Guard, she does 

not face the challenge of balancing work with her coursework.  In fact, she actually 

benefits from it in that she can take advantage of the GI Bill and thus mitigate any 

financial responsibilities she may have otherwise had to navigate.  Similarly, Karen bears 

no familial responsibilities to speak of, for though she has a sister and mentions her niece, 

she reveals no pressures to devote time and energies to them or any other family member.  

Even her relationships with friends supply her with more support than convey burdens, as 

she regularly shares her papers with a friend for help with editing.  Karen relates that “I’ll 

send her my paper, she’ll look it over, make any edits that need to be edited.  It’s my 

writing, but she might give me a better word, or, or tell me there should be a comma 

there, something that I might have missed.”  Again, then, just as with her freedom from 

being employed, her personal relationships prove more an advantage than any conflicting 

outside responsibility that might color her understanding of her semester in English 

Composition I. 

 This assistance helps Karen confront the one outside issue that does pose Karen 

concern, her anxieties at her inexperience in English composition classrooms.  Yet while 

Karen’s attitude may represent an outside conflict regarding her experience of the course, 

it cannot figure as a responsibility, as her anxieties do not extend to actual mental health 

issues, as in the case with Romey and Lane.  In all, then, Karen’s relative freedom from 

conflicts does not undermine the viability of the theme so much as suggest the variability 

of adult learners’ perspectives and experiences in understanding ENG 111.  That Karen 
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nonetheless exhibits the anxieties, approaches, and understandings of ENG 111 shared by 

other participants reinscribes her into the participant group’s experience.  Her differing 

situation in light of outside responsibilities simply reasserts the need to investigate 

commonalities as well as deviations to arrive at a fuller conception of how adult learners 

navigate making meaning of their experiences.  

 The overarching theme of navigating outside responsibility conflicts perhaps 

figures as the most dynamic given the many different complications that participants may 

undergo.  Romey and Lane must adhere to meeting their mental health needs, but in 

different ways.  Matt and Lane face challenges in supporting their children, though they 

have different family circumstances.  Chambers, Lane, Romey, and Matt must balance 

working full time against their full-time student demands.  By contrast, Karen faces none 

of the hindrances of family, work, or mental health.  While it would seem little 

commonality could arise from considering these different perspectives and experiences, 

there nonetheless exists a thread of consistency in that each participant does experience 

conflict, even if Karen’s conflict of lack of familiarity with schooling may not also be 

considered an outside responsibility.  Thus, while the deviations in experiencing the 

negotiation of conflicting responsibilities remain apparent, the fact that all participants do 

experience such conflicts in some way underline the meaning of this theme to their varied 

experiences of ENG 111.  

Appreciating Supportive and Equitable Interpersonal Relationships 

This third overarching theme speaks to the manner in which the question of 

interpersonal interactions inflects the participants’ collective experience of English 

Composition I.  Throughout the course, each participant conveys a sense of value for 
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relationships with others that support their efforts to learn academic writing as well as 

treat them as equals.  That said, the level to which the participants value an egalitarian 

attitude over or alongside support in their efforts to learn varies.  Moreover, that some 

participants experience positive interpersonal relationships outside the classroom as well 

as within it, and to different extents, reveals that ENG 111, for adult learners, carries 

more meanings than can be contained within the classroom experience.  As other larger 

themes reflect this notion of permeable boundaries between classroom and outside 

experiences, this theme becomes one salient to the examination of the understandings 

adult learners may associate with the ENG 111 classroom.  

Romey remarks on her relationship with her instructor as one of solid support that 

she comes to trust and appreciate, increasing her positive experiences in the ENG 111 

classroom.  At the start, Romey admits that “I felt like I was just a student in a class.”  

However, this distance quickly diminishes when the instructor takes the time to review 

Romey’s research paper in person.  “She’s done a really good job at, uh, writing notes,” 

Romey explains, “and telling me where I’m weak, where my strengths are…. Now, 

there’s more of a relationship, like a student teacher relationship because we got to talk 

about it, and I feel comfortable with her.”  Here, Romey’s growing trust and closeness 

with her teacher does not include feelings of establishing an equitable peer relationship.  

“It’s not like we’re buddy, buddy,” as Romey puts it.  Instead, Romey characterizes her 

relationship as one of mutual respect, where Romey receives the open and careful 

feedback of her professor.  She specifies the relationship as “more personal” than with 

other writing instructors, as “this is the first instructor that took my essay, reviewed it, 

and then actually had a mandatory meeting with me to talk about the paper.”  By the end 
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of her time in the course, Romey reports having had many such positive instances of 

feedback.  On her last paper, Romey recounts revising her poorly written paper under her 

instructor’s guidance and then receiving an A as a final grade.  For Romey, this 

experience, “made me feel good.  It made me feel like I wrote something that was 

appreciated, something that was worthwhile.”  In this way, the perception of her 

instructor’s support not only characterizes their relationship but also impacts Romey’s 

perception of her work.  Thus, while Romey may not understand her interactions with her 

instructor as between equals, the feedback and positive respectfulness of their exchanges 

mark Romey’s appreciation of the relationship within the context of the course. 

 Romey’s conception of her supportive relationship with her instructor does not 

preclude her from experiencing more equitable supportive exchanges with her family and 

tutor, indicating the meaning of such relationships to her experience of her English 

composition course.  While Romey struggles to carve time away from family demands to 

write, she nevertheless seeks out their support and input.  She reflects, “it would be nice 

to be able to sit down with my family and be like, ‘hey, I have this topic about…what do 

you think?’  Or, ‘what do you suggest?’ Or, ‘whatever?”’  Her family rarely meets her 

need for such feedback, but on occasion, Romey receives some ideas from her mother in 

a more reciprocal exchange at a point when her mother realized she was struggling with a 

paper.  Romey recalls feeling gratified, as “it helped me because I’m like, I never thought 

about it that way, you know…. So, it made me look at things a little bit different, and go 

through my research a little different to find more information on the topic.”  Romey 

appreciates the feedback while at the same time recognizes that her mother’s ideas 

“weren’t quite true to the topic,” indicating her recognition of this exchange as a 
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conversation between relative equals, an insight into “another person’s point of view,” 

rather than an instance of instruction.  In the same way, Romey describes her 

collaborative relationship with her writing tutor: “we really knocked out all the stuff that 

was just like, not important to the paper, and figured out what was important to the 

paper.”  She continues, “so, with the tutor it was really cool, um, really needed 

experience; I like that a lot.”  Romey’s experience of more equitable, supportive 

relationships may be outside of her English composition course, but they nonetheless 

color her experience in the course itself in terms of their influence on her writing 

approach and attitude. 

 Like Romey, Chambers develops supportive and reciprocal relationships outside 

of the ENG 111 classroom, but unlike her, he also experiences more of an equitable 

relationship with his instructor as well.  From the very beginning of the course, Chambers 

assesses that with his relationship with high school teachers, “it was like a manager-

employee sort of relationship … whereas this is more, this is what has to get done, and 

it’s more like talking to a higher tiered technician coworker.  It feels more equalized.”  

For Chambers, this conception directly affects his attitude towards learning in the course, 

as he reports reacting negatively to authoritarian instructors.  His ENG 111 instructor’s 

more transparent and “firm but relaxed” approach gives Chambers “a lot less of an urge 

to do it wrong on purpose.”  This equitable relationship may allow Chambers to let down 

his barriers, but he also stresses the support he feels through it as a measure of his 

understanding the experience.  Chambers relays the encouragement he finds in that his 

instructor knew what he and all the other students write about, personal attention that 

“was very helpful because he did a specific job of being both complimentary and critical 
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and explaining right of the bat that this is to keep a person from getting overly defensive, 

and I could see it, but I still enjoyed it.”  This candid style of constructive feedback leads 

Chambers to become open to the instructor’s ideas and seek out new understandings of 

composition standards that the instructor urges him to learn through consulting his 

grammar manual.  In doing so, Chambers allows that “I learned more about what I was 

doing than if he was just like: ‘try doing this this way because that’s wrong, but this is 

right.’”  The instructor carries through with this personalized, rather than authoritarian, 

support by discussing all the students’ final papers over coffee at the café, which 

Chambers views as more “helpful” than “getting back an email with their essay.”  For 

Chambers, the sense that his instructor offers a more, if not completely, egalitarian 

educational approach that is at once forthright and personable shapes his understanding of 

the supportive relationship he appreciates in ENG 111. 

 With Chambers, evidence of how he conceives unequal and unsupportive 

relationships actually highlights just how he understands and appreciates supportive and 

more reciprocal interactions with classmates.  He struggles to see the utility of seeking 

out their support, instead relating that “peer review was kind of uncomfortable.”  

Reflecting on the practice, Chambers recounts how he put much effort in giving candid 

feedback meant to improve others’ work only to get his essay back with their comment 

that “‘you’re going to get an A.’  That’s all.  I’m like, really feel like there’s more than 

that.”  Considering, Chambers ascribes the lack of constructive feedback he receives as 

potentially stemming from his classmates’ intimidation by him.  He states, “I don’t 

wonder if maybe they were looking at it going like, ‘oh, I don’t really understand this 

sentence, but that guy’s kind of scary looking.’”  Regardless of the reason, Chambers’ 
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characterization illustrates the potentially unequal personal dynamic between them as a 

perceived source of disconnect.  Thus, by illustrating how he did not appreciate the lack 

of reciprocal and supportive interpersonal relationships with his classmates, Chambers 

offers a negative definition of the relationships he does appreciate in his experience of 

ENG 111. 

 Beyond considering his positive and negative interpersonal associations within 

the classroom, Chambers values the support he gains from interacting with his girlfriend.  

This experience indicates that his understanding of relationships related to ENG 111, as 

with Romey and other participants, extends outside the ENG 111 classroom.  Chambers 

reports his girlfriend’s support from the start, citing her as an inspiration for returning to 

school and choosing ENG 111 as a useful first course.  Given that she also holds a 

master’s degree, he turns to her for writing feedback.  “She’s an excellent resource for 

editing,” Chambers reflects, “sort of deciding better ways to write something, sort of like, 

uh, an assistant to, you know, what I’m learning in the class.”  His characterization of his 

girlfriend as an “assistant” rather than teacher underscores his conception of her as a peer 

just as much as his turning to her for support demonstrates his appreciation of this 

relationship.  Indeed, while Chambers initially resists her critiques as too harsh or 

overbearing, he ultimately grasps her points and admits, “yeah, she’s right, this is terrible.  

Let me rewrite this.”  Chambers evinces trust in her abilities to “honestly respond” and 

have the knowledge that allows her to “give a good response that was actually useful.”  

By bringing his valued experience with his girlfriend back to his ENG 111 writing 

assignments and attitude towards the course, Chambers, like other participants, illustrates 

another element of his understanding of the course as one not just circumscribed by the 
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classroom.  This conception again underlines the many potentials of how adult learners 

understand the course as a whole, intersecting with other elements of their lives. 

 In a marked difference from Chambers and the other participants, who share 

supportive relationships with others outside the classroom, Lane shares feeling such 

relationships solely within the classroom environment.  Though he does feel that as an 

adult, he approaches the class with more purposeful focus and resents some of the 

distractions posed by a couple of the younger students, he nevertheless appreciates the 

support and collaborative exchanges he has with them.  Even at the start of the course, 

Lane values his connections with other students, stating, “I would say ninety percent of 

the kids – the students in my class want to learn, are really engaged, are really involved 

… and that makes it a really positive experience.”  As time went on, Lane stresses that 

such positive interactions only increased, adding to his value for the course.  In the ENG 

111 class, Lane states, “you felt like a group of friends…. It was a, it was a fun, engaging 

experience.”  Though he does converse with adult classmates more so than the younger 

ones, Lane quickly states that this is “not on purpose, it’s just the way it goes, I guess.”  

Regardless, Lane recounts the ways in which he was able to learn from his classmates in 

general as well as reciprocate by providing knowledge of his own.  Lane welcomes these 

exchanges as adding a supportive and equitable attitude to the ENG 111 experience.  This 

element of sharing and support with younger peers, for Lane, where most participants 

experience some ambivalence regarding classroom interactions, demonstrates the 

nuances of classroom experiences for adult learners and speaks to the potential 

meaningfulness of interpersonal relationships in the ENG 111 experience. 
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 Though Lane enjoys the comradery of his peers, his relationship with his 

instructor proves pivotal in regard to providing respectful and encouraging support and 

engagement, echoing the experiences of other participants.  Lane describes his 

appreciation for her approach, “she loves to hear your thoughts … even if you’re wrong, 

you know…and when you’re wrong she makes going about telling you [the] right way; 

she does it in a positive way that, you know, helps you learn, doesn’t make you stupid at 

the same time, so that’s great.”  Lane outlines the motivation he gains from her positive 

feedback: “I felt successful just because I proved to myself that, you know, I’m at least a 

good enough writer to intrigue my professor.”  That said, Lane does admit to a few 

frustrations with his professor, allowing that she perpetuates tangential discussions that 

derail the course and grants students too much leeway in meeting deadlines, to the 

students’ ultimate detriment.  In so doing, Lane exhibits a discernment that most other 

participants do not express, perhaps because they do not experience such a similar 

tension.  Nevertheless, Lane pushes aside these slight disappointments for the overriding 

benefit he gains from his instructor’s investment in him.  Indeed, he does not find the 

need to seek writing assistance from anyone other than his instructor, as “it was easier 

just to give [the paper] to her and let her tell you what needed to be done.”  Here, his trust 

in her expertise as well as her accessibility show through as important facets of his 

perception of the relationship as one of valued support.  Lane provides a comprehensive 

assessment of this conception in illustrating his instructor as the type “that will make 

people feel good about their writing.  That will make people maybe discover that they 

want to be a writer, or, you know, can be a writer.”  Affecting his understanding of the 

course, then, lies the inspiration Lane finds his relationship with his professor, which he 
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attributes to her willingness to engage, treat him with respect, and encourage him in his 

endeavors.   

 Matt perhaps develops the most egalitarian conception of his positive relationship 

with his instructor of my participants, indicating the extent to which an adult learner can 

appreciate the benefits such a relationship conveys to an English composition course 

experience.  In looking around the room on the first day and noticing that almost all 

classmates were traditional-aged college students, he admits, “I immediately made the 

assumption: the professor’s going to be the one that I can relate to most.”  More than this 

initial feeling of shared perspectives as adults, Matt appreciates the understanding the 

instructor shows him when he communicates his travel or military conflicts with the 

class.  In this, the instructor supports Matt’s efforts to commit to the coursework even as 

he also respects him as an adult with outside responsibility conflicts.  Evidence of Matt’s 

value for an equitable understanding with his instructor arises again with the easy 

exchange of ideas that Matt experiences with him.  He remembers, “we walked the same 

way leaving class every class, so especially during the time of the research paper, I 

bounced ideas off of him about how far should I go into expanding, and he emphasized 

don’t take on more than you can write … because it’ll water down … what you’re trying 

to produce.”  That Matt can interact comfortably with the instructor speaks to his more 

egalitarian connection, while his sharp recollection and regard for the advice he receives 

underlines the value of this type of relationship for Matt.  Indeed, Matt clarifies that 

because he is close in age to the instructor, “it’s almost like learning from a peer rather 

than from an instructor, which I think helped.  Um, so it felt like someone was talking to 

me on the same level, rather than instructor talking down to you.”  Matt’s 
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characterization of his instructor as a partner able to connect with him across the ENG 

111 course, coupled with his obvious appreciation of this type of relationship, inscribes 

Matt’s experience of this overarching theme. 

Another element to Matt’s appreciation of his instructor is the support and 

guidance he delivers to not just him but all students.  For instance, when he teaches that it 

is acceptable to write a “shitty first draft,” Matt interprets the message as “it’s getting it 

out there so that you can start working your way through it.  Um, and that was great.  The 

class got a laugh out of it.  We all understood.  He was relating to us.”  Matt’s 

appreciation for the instructor’s support extends to the personal feedback he receives 

throughout the course, where Matt finds that it was “positive and it was encouraging.”  

That said, Matt allows that this feedback “was still very critical.  So, he did say where I 

needed to have improvement.”  It seems the balance of motivating positive feedback as 

well as the conviction in the instructor’s candidness and willingness to push Matt to 

succeed plays into how Matt values this relationship.  Matt offers his impression that his 

instructor is one to say, “‘hey, if you’re having any issues, I’d be happy to talk them 

over.’”  He continues to state that the instructor seems “very caring about everyone 

getting something from the class, no matter where their level of writing had started 

from.”  Matt’s appreciation for his instructor’s dedication to support his students extends 

to praising the writing tips he teaches, such as providing various ways of outlining, which 

helps him to get organized and focus more easily.  He claims this technique allows him 

“to work your way up to bigger and bigger writings along the way until you, you know, 

do a finished product.  So, I liked that about it…. I think everyone got something from 

that.”  Effusive about the support and connection he feels with his instructor, Matt 
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exhibits the depth of his experience of this larger theme regarding his understanding of 

his relationship with his instructor throughout his course. 

While Matt may not quite find that he appreciates relationships apart from that 

with his instructor as extensively, some of them nevertheless demonstrate a broader value 

for support and equitability within relationships affecting his ENG 111 experience.  With 

his family, for instance, Matt shares some of his writing, seeking out feedback from those 

he trusts and can relate to.  He explains that if “someone who has a general interest in me, 

in my wellbeing, can give me constructive criticism, and it’s good or bad, you know, it’ll 

give me a pulse on what the professor might, might do or whether or not I need to go 

back to the drawing board and, and really kind of rework it.”  With some of his 

classmates, too, Matt finds that he appreciates connecting over a shared writing 

assignment and exchanging supportive feedback as peers.  “I got feedback from 

somebody else who was working on a totally different subject matter,” he relates, “and, 

just, they picked up little things” related to his grammar and structure that he found 

helpful.  In another interaction, the student he shared his work with enjoyed his paper and 

wanted to see the final draft.  Matt recalls that “I got the same positive feedback from her 

that I got from the professor.  So, that felt good to have a peer who’d been to the class 

that semester with me say: ‘hey, that was pretty good.’”  He continues, “I felt like I’d 

reached out to a reader, so that was a positive, too.”  With these exchanges, Matt 

associates his English composition experience with relationships to others that feel both 

supportive and equitable.  Like other participants, then, Matt pulls from many sources to 

form these relationships, pointing to the varied ways that participants demonstrate and 

understand this larger theme within the context of the ENG 111 lived experience. 
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Karen echoes the perspectives of those claiming to enjoy supportive and equitable 

relationships from different sources, the closest of which for Karen is another adult 

learner she befriends in the class.  Together, they navigate the difficulties of experiencing 

the unfamiliar, Karen owing to her extended absence from school, and her friend because 

of her status as an English as a second language student.  Karen relates that they would 

review each other’s writing in the library: “I would read her paper, she would read my 

paper, but two hours is really just not enough time.  It just goes by so quick!”  Here, her 

value for their shared time together is evident, but Karen also allows that she felt 

supported as a writer in this relationship as well.  “I think she helped me and I helped her, 

you know,” Karen explains, concluding, “I think we both got a little bit out of it.”  

Throughout the course, she would consult her classmate friend about assignment 

expectations and provide advice as to how to negotiate performance expectations.  Karen 

reflects that her friend “was really worried about – about her grade.  She actually, she got 

better grades on all of her papers than I did.  And I said, [friend’s name], you’re worrying 

too much.”  This attempt to lend a different perspective and comfort her friend suggests 

the depth of concern and support they share.  At one point, Karen’s friend urges her to 

talk with the professor about raising their final research paper grades.  Though Karen 

feels making this effort is ultimately unwarranted, the exchanges underline the dedication 

they have for each other.  In these ways, the relationship that Karen cultivates with her 

friend supports her through the course and resonates as integral to her experience in ENG 

111. 

Another supportive relationship Karen appreciates as she goes through her 

semester is one she shares with a friend also going through school.  Karen intimates that 
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because they share similar experiences, they can relate to each other.  She remains the 

only friend or family member Karen shares her work with extensively, stating that 

discussing her writing with others would not be as rewarding because “they’re just not, 

they’re just not in school!”  In comparison, her friend provides input for Karen, as she 

describes: “she might give me a better word, or, or, or tell me there should be a comma 

there, something that I might have missed.”  She values this added bit of help in 

completing her papers, going so far as to stress that her friend has “read almost 

everything I’ve written.  Um, which has helped me have a little more confidence.”  

Karen’s ability to gain confidence in her writing through her friend’s feedback again 

points to the value she has for the support from someone who she can directly relate to as 

a peer.  In this, Karen’s experience of her ENG 111 course becomes influenced from the 

outside in that she carries her friend’s support and advice to her own approach and 

attitude towards writing. 

The final meaningful source of appreciated support, Karen’s instructor guides her 

through the unfamiliar and daunting experience of ENG 111.  On the very first day of 

class, Karen receives the sympathy of her instructor when she struggles to finish the in 

class diagnostic paper on the first day.  Karen retells the story: “I said: ‘I can’t think that 

quickly.’  I said, ‘I’ve been out of school forever.’  So, she said, ‘well, you know what?  

Take it home … and send it to me later on that day.’”  Karen finishes, “so that was great 

that she did that.”  This type of understanding and willingness to work with Karen’s long 

absence from school as an adult learner impresses Karen throughout the course.  “She 

really was a good, patient professor with people who have been out of school for a long 

time,” Karen laughs, ruefully.  Despite her fears and unfamiliarity with classroom 
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expectations, she quickly appropriates her instructor as an active partner in her learning.  

“I would just constantly go and talk to her about my issues – where I was kind of getting 

stuck,” Karen explains.  “She would ask me questions.  I would be able to answer, what 

she was asking more than reading what she put on the paper, if that makes sense,” Karen 

relates.  While it may not exemplify Karen’s conception of her instructor as an equal, this 

example highlights the professor’s ability to sense Karen’s learning style and needs, 

indicating her as an instructor Karen can connect with in a comfortable exchange.  Karen 

supplies many instances of receiving her instructor’s support, suggesting the strength of 

this impression as well as her value for it.  Overall, then, Karen experiences ENG 111 as 

a course through which she can trust her instructor’s care to understand her position as an 

adult learner and support her through her own learning trajectory.  

In tracing out the theme of appreciating supportive and equitable relationships, it 

becomes apparent that each participant brings a slightly different conception to the 

English composition experience.  Where Romey finds her family a source of only some 

valuable feedback in comparison to her instructor, Chambers and Karen find family and 

friends integral to feeling supported in the class and able to discuss their work in even 

exchanges.  Moreover, the relationships each forms with instructors vary, with Matt and 

Chambers enjoying an almost peer to peer connection, whereas Romey, Lane, and Karen 

understand their instructors in a more traditional sense, with a firmer student-teacher 

boundary.  Nevertheless, these three participants do appreciate the personal connections 

they establish with their instructors and the feedback they receive, illustrating that they do 

perceive themselves to share a relationship with their instructors rather than just receive 

instruction.  These distinctions of meaning aside, all participants recount the support and 
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guidance they feel from their instructor, supporting the salience of this theme for all 

participants.  The overarching theme, then, captures the understanding of the ENG 111 

experience for all participants even as the nuances between these understandings speak to 

the difficulty of ascribing one meaning across lived experiences. 

Experiencing Greater Confidence in Academic Writing 

The last overarching theme that emerged from the participant narratives is 

perhaps the most complex given that each participant develops a unique means of 

expressing how they conceive their experience of greater confidence in academic writing.  

Illustrating the experiences of each, then, provides a point by point contrast of their 

distinctions and so demonstrate the theme’s dynamic character.  Some focus on specific 

writing skills gained that make them feel more comfortable with producing good 

academic writing.  In turn, others find value in a greater empowerment to share their 

voice or apply their writing to their personal or professional writing.  Still, while 

participants share individual experiences of the theme, that all exhibit new determination 

in their educational goals through their expanded confidence in academic writing comes 

through in some form.  That the underlying thread of growing notions of confidence does 

weave through all the narratives supports the viability of this overarching theme to 

explain the experience of these adult learners as they navigate the ENG 111 classroom 

experience. 

 Though initially tentative in her conceptions of her own writing abilities, Romey 

demonstrates a cautious optimism and drive to move forward as she celebrates her 

newfound voice through English Composition I.  At the start of the course, Romey attests 

that “I’m actually like, nervous, scared, apprehensive of the whole process because to me 
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writing is so big, like – it, I feel overwhelmed basically…. I just have a hard time getting 

all my thoughts organized on paper.”  Despite this trepidation, Romey does value 

academic writing and wants to improve, feeling that it would be “exciting” if “I wrote 

something that makes sense, and that people like to read, and something that, you know, I 

could give to my mom…. And maybe it’ll start up a conversation.”  By the end of the 

course, Romey seems to have fulfilled this goal: “I feel more comfortable writing now, 

cuse it’s all about like what I’m thinking, and what they see as me interpreting the 

material.”  She continues, “I’ll be better at [writing] or more interested in doing it than I 

was before.”  In this interpretation of her own experience, Romey shows that her 

newfound confidence in her abilities directly relates to her greater motivation to persist.  

Moreover, Romey exults in her growing confidence in her own form of expression, 

realizing “I could write about what I feel, and not be scared if it’s the right thing to say.  I 

just wrote what I felt, and it was okay.”  She elaborates, “Like, I didn’t get an ‘F’ because 

I thought something was negative, or positive, or whatever.  That put some ease into my 

writing.”  This firm revelation that she can assert her own opinion without fear of 

judgment relieves Romey’s anxieties and inspires her to engage her voice through her 

writing in ENG 111. 

 Romey’s experience of confidence through English Composition I also arises 

from a better understanding of and approach to academic writing, which in turn bolsters 

her motivation to continue with her writing and pursuit of the degree.  Almost cavalierly, 

Romey, assesses, “if anything I’m pleased that the class taught me everything I needed to 

know as far as writing goes.”  Yet she supports this easy statement by examining her new 

approaches to academic writing.  She recounts how she now freewrites to discover what 
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she knows and does not know about a topic to better arrive at a research strategy, which 

encourages her to complete assignments.  In addition, Romey learns that her points need 

supporting evidence, which gives her confidence: “so, I think I’m not afraid to write what 

I think anymore.  It’s more of whether or not I have the data to support my thoughts.”  

Overall, Romey reports that her learning experience “made me feel accomplished.  It 

made me feel like I did a good job in the class, and my grade showed for it.  So, I liked 

that.”  Romey’s marked turn in perceiving herself competent in producing good academic 

writing through grasping new concepts, then, undergirds her conviction that she will be 

successful in future classes: “in class I know [the ENG 111 experience] will going to help 

me with the papers that are coming ahead that I have to write.”  Romey recognizes that 

through her experiences in ENG 111, she can reassure herself that “I’ve done this before, 

or these steps worked before, so they’re going to work again.  Or, if they don’t quite work 

then I can modify it however I need to modify it to make it work.”  Again, with this, 

Romey underscores the influence her gained confidence in her writing approaches and 

conceptions through ENG 111 has on her motivation to continue in pursuing her degree.  

Thus, Romey’s shared understanding shows her particular experience of the larger theme 

of gaining confidence in academic writing conceptions and abilities as tied to a 

conviction that she can continue on with her goals by applying her skills. 

 Though Chambers does not exhibit Romey’s anxieties in voicing his views 

through academic writing, he does appreciate the analytic skills he gains in writing 

through the course, reflecting Romey’s growth.  Chambers summarizes his experience: 

“I’ve never been really good at English.  I’ll just get through it, and then I can focus on 

different classes.  And now it’s actually I’ve got a better grip of writing in general, so I 
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actually find it useful.”  Chambers relates the specific process steps he now utilizes 

handily, detailing, “as far as actual writing structure and everything, usually just every 

step before an essay was done, there was a focus on … gathering resources, extracting 

useful information from them, constructing it into an outline or a annotated bibliography, 

and using that as an outline.”  Beyond tangible writing skills, though, Chambers 

celebrates the analytic approaches he learns through critiquing videos and articles in 

class.  “It feels good to be able to look at a thing and actually pull information out of it,” 

Chambers explains.  “Now where I’ll watch [a video] and I’m like, ‘oh, here’s what he’s 

saying in words, but here’s what he’s getting at.  I get it.’”  He takes pleasure in this 

newfound confidence in his analytic abilities, asserting that “I feel like I retain a lot more 

information, which generally makes me feel smarter.”  The coupling of his newfound 

confidence in the writing process and critical analysis skills imparted through his 

experience in ENG 111 formulate Chambers’ motivation to move forward in his degree.  

“Not only was [ENG 111] a composition class, it was my first real college class,” 

Chambers elaborates.  “So, I’ve got a much better idea of how to put it together for 

myself so that I can solve whatever problems I come across.”  Chambers’ gratifying 

experience in gaining skills useful for moving forward marks his interpretation of his 

time in ENG 111 and situates the motivation he feels to persist in his goals as part of his 

understanding of gaining confidence. 

 Chambers also develops a sense of confidence though ENG 111 as he comes to 

trust himself to be more self-directed in his writing as he develops his writing techniques 

and approaches.  Over the course of the semester, Chambers begins to understand that 

writing assignments in college do not come with directive prompts, as “ultimately you’re 
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writing [a paper] the way you want to write it.  Once I settled into that,” Chambers 

claims, “I sort of understood how to approach [the academic writing process] better.”   

He continues to express instances of confident moments of self-directed writing, 

admitting that instead of reading the whole writing textbook, Chambers reflects on the 

criticisms he receives on his work and learns to ask himself critical questions to revise his 

work, especially in the area of condensing his language.  He relates, “I felt like I did 

pretty well with [producing good academic writing] once I got the handle of it….  

[Feeling successful] made me feel much more like I actually had a decent grip of the 

subject that I was writing about.”  In this recollection, Chambers indicates his 

understanding of his increased conviction in his own abilities.  His experience in 

constructing his final research paper provides a crystalized example of Chambers’ 

confidence in structuring his academic writing.  Chambers initially struggles to narrow 

down his topic and explains, “I felt like I kept getting off topic, and so I had just started 

free writing it a little bit…. I was like, ‘well, what am I trying to say here?’  That brought 

me back around, and I rewrote the thesis and threw it all together.”  Here, Chambers 

demonstrates the ability to recognize the problem, utilize a learned writing technique, and 

refashion the writing topic to one he felt he was interested in and understood.  These 

understandings of his experience contribute to how Chambers applies this self-direction 

to his work and musical lyric writing, as he readily applies both analytic and revising 

techniques to give his lyrics more complexity and to critically interpret mechanical 

diagnostic manuals.  From academic writing for the course to writing and analyzing 

writing in his personal and professional spaces, Chambers demonstrates how gaining 
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confidence in self-directed writing marks his motivation to apply approaches learned 

through his perceived experience in ENG 111.  

 As almost a direct contrast to Chambers’ growth in self direction, Matt 

experiences gains in confidence through relying on his instructor’s feedback, which 

imparts a sense of internal motivation.  Initially, when asked what he considered to be 

good academic writing, Matt immediately asserts that it would be a piece that an 

instructor could hold up to the class as a good example.  He remembers that while he had 

anticipated getting a ‘B’ or ‘C’ for the course, when he actually earned an ‘A,’ “I felt 

really, really good about it.  I felt like I’d, I had earned my keep doing this class.”  And 

again, Matt professes that he recognizes his papers as good based on his grade and his 

instructor’s feedback: “his comments were that I educated him.  So that was neat.”  This 

seeming dependence on formal grades and instructor feedback to inspire confidence 

suggests a lack of ability for Matt to evaluate his own work.  Yet, against this, Matt does 

arrive at a point where he feels satisfied enough with what he has written that he can 

submit a paper confident that “I’m okay with my name on this, I’m happy with this.”  

Matt echoes this more independent appraisal of learning in feeling motivated by and 

confident in writing on topics that feel relevant to him.  With his research paper, Matt 

choses to write about salary paid to athletes, which he is passionate about: “I dove into it. 

Read a lot of articles.  Cited some of them.  Interpreted others…. I really, really enjoyed 

it.  Got proud of the product that I was producing.”  Here, Matt voices his confidence in 

his work, where in his other research project, he similarly finds his confidence in his 

work stems from his investment in his research.  “My paper was pretty clear, um, I had 

read about the group a lot, and um, got really involved in the project…. I felt like I 
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learned something…. [The research paper] opened my eyes that you could … write about 

now with the information and research that goes on.”  He celebrates the fact that “it was 

rewarding to know that what I as writing about was relevant.”  These demonstrations of 

Matt’s success in ENG 111 through confidence in his personalized and relevant research 

figure as juxtaposed against his reliance on his instructor’s feedback as a source of 

confidence.  Examining this tension unveils the complexity of Matt’s growth in 

confidence, even as it aligns with and deviates from the other participants’ experiences of 

this overarching theme. 

More in keeping with the experience of Romey and Chambers, Matt’s 

development of analytic and writing skills similarly lend him a sense of confident 

gratification as he experiences ENG 111.  Matt cites his difficulties of getting started with 

writing and attempting to write an entire paper all at once.  With this course, though, he 

relates that his instructor works up to the final paper through outlining, where “he really 

helped me in – for future writing – ways to storyboard outlines…. It’s hard to get started 

with the first paragraph.  But his way of different ways of bubble storyboards, picture 

storyboards, kind of help and then you can start [writing].”  Matt thrives through utilizing 

the outline and storyboarding approach, where this quote also indicates his motivation in 

that he believes it will help him in future writing.  Similarly, Matt perceives growth in his 

capacities to assess his own writing critically, a skill he appreciates for its utility in 

improving his writing.  He maintains that in writing, “sometimes you have to kind of 

question yourself, look at it objectively as the reader and try to figure out, well, ‘where 

are you going with this, or are you getting off topic?’... It’s important that I stay on topic 

and make sure that I’m supporting everything that I’m writing along the way.”  So here, 
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Matt not only appreciates the need for self-critique but also the employment of supportive 

data, underscoring his gain of multiple academic writing skills and understandings.  

Indeed, Matt shares that these techniques are “really, really helpful,” and “I’m already 

using some of those skills, moving on to U.S History.”  Matt’s experience in gaining 

conviction in the value for such skills motivates him to apply them in other courses, 

suggesting the interplay of confidence in academic writing and the motivation to continue 

in educational pursuits for Matt. 

 Yet before Matt even gains such writing skills, he evinces his value of them as 

they apply to future academic and professional endeavors, demonstrating a confidence 

not in his own academic skills but in how they will eventually aid him in pursuing his 

own goals.  At the outset of the course Matt details his learning goals: “I think where I’ve 

been – been lost in the past is the, uh, a good formula or structure of how to put together a 

really decent paper, and that’s what I’m hoping to get out of [ENG 111].”  Matt also 

includes learning how to better avoid plagiarism and writer’s block in his list of writing 

goals, pointing to his confidence in the applicability of academic writing to these goals.  

Professionally, for instance, Matt admits that academic writing “is important to me.  Um, 

wanting to have a professional career in law enforcement, you’re going to write 

reports…. They won’t take you seriously as a peace officer if I can’t articulate, you 

cannot write, you don’t have good sentence structure, you don’t have good grammar.”  In 

regard to his further education, as well, Matt recognizes that “the skills you get from 

[ENG 111] also help along the way with the rest of my supporting courses or the degree-

supporting courses.”  In fact, Matt’s biggest regret is not having taken his English 

composition course earlier in his academic career, to the extent that he states, “I feel like 
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that [ENG 111] should be kind of, more of a prerequisite before you can move on to your 

detailed learning courses.  Had I gone through that prior to some of my criminal justice 

courses, I probably would’ve written better criminal justice papers along the way.”  With 

these examples of Matt’s understanding of ENG 111 as providing a valuable learning 

experience, a new conception of the course objectives themselves as source of motivating 

confidence coalesces.  Again, then, that each participant reveals different facets of the 

same overarching theme contributes to its complexity and robust meaning for adult 

learners. 

 Lane’s story of gaining greater confidence in his academic writing mirrors that of 

Matt more than any other participant, especially in exhibiting a similar tension between 

relying on instructor feedback or his newfound analysis skills to evaluate his own writing.  

Lane discusses how he feels he produces good academic writing when he receives 

supportive feedback and a good grade: “I felt successful when [the instructor] said that, 

you know, she told me that my, my writing was intriguing.  She told me that I, you know, 

remained on task, and I stayed focused, and I kept her attention.”  He elucidates how he 

views receiving critiques from the instructor as valuable, in that “I questioned myself a 

little bit when I first went into the class; I wanted the reassurance that I at least kind of 

knew what I was doing, and, um, you know, it wasn’t all in my head that I thought I was 

a good writer just because I’ve been doing it.”  Lane associates instructor feedback with a 

validation of his skills, echoed again when he asserts, “it’s great to hear your English 

teacher tell you that she thinks you’re a great writer.”  Yet, as with Matt, Lane also 

exhibits moments where he feels positive about his papers from a more personal 

interpretation.  For his narrative paper, Lane readily claims that it “was my favorite piece, 
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um, just because it felt comfortable for me.  It was what I knew, and was what I do…. 

And, I enjoyed it a lot … and that was, probably my best piece.”  While Lade does share 

that he received a top grade for the paper, this more confident self-assessment of his work 

indicates his ability to critique himself.  Here, though, his personal experience as a writer 

and the relevance of the piece to his own life may factor in as a reason for his certainty, 

both underscoring his esteem for instructor feedback as well as adding a layer to how he 

experiences gaining motivation through confidence. 

 In contrast, Lane’s ability to identify new academic writing skills and 

understandings speaks to a more independent sense of confidence, similar to the other 

participants’ experience.  Lane allows that he has not done any academic writing for 

thirteen years, and as he did worse on the placement exam than anticipated, he recognizes 

that “my writing isn’t where it needs to be.  My grammar isn’t where it needs to be.”  By 

the end of the course, Lane surmises, “I learned that, you know, what it took to put 

together a college paper.”  He is also able to summarize certain elements of what he now 

understands as good academic writing: “I think that good research is important…. Proper 

formatting is extremely important in academic writing.  Um, and sticking to the point is 

extremely important in academic writing … and appropriate formatting.”  Lane’s grasp of 

what it means to write successfully stands in stark contrast to his earlier admission of 

unfamiliarity with academic writing given his extended absence from formal schooling.  

Beyond this awareness, Lane also develops more technical writing and analysis skills, 

such as an understanding of plagiarism and proper citation use as well as ways to 

recognize run on sentences and keep his sentences shorter.  In terms of analysis, Lane 

professes a new approach: “you’re always rereading your sentences, rereading your 
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paragraphs, rereading your paper in general, or whatever you’re writing in general, to 

make sure it looks right.  And, without [ENG 111] you wouldn’t do that, probably, as 

much.  But it teaches you.”  In adopting these new techniques, Lane shows his increased 

confidence in his writing as a whole, marking his interpretation of his ENG 111 

experience.  That Lane understands he will also take these skills forward into other 

classes also indicates the role that his newfound confidence has to add to his motivation 

to achieve his academic aims. 

 Indeed, Lane not only believes in his capacities as an academic writer, but also 

applies the concepts to his personal writing, extending his perceptions of confidence 

outside the ENG 111 classroom.  His experience interweaving ENG 111 skills within and 

beyond course assignments thus contributes nuance to his understanding of the course.  In 

fact, one of his very motivations to take ENG 111 is to improve his writing for personal 

reasons.  “I thought, you know, not only is this going to give me my credits,” Lane 

explains, “but getting into this class and starting English and starting English now will 

also, you know, help me in, in my personal writings with writing my book.”  This desire 

colors his interpretation of the composition classroom as of unique value to him in this 

way, and he celebrates achieving his goals at the end of the course.  Lane states that the 

course helps with his personal writing in that “I pick up and notice things now that I 

didn’t before.  I, you know, can see now when a paragraph is getting too long, or a 

paragraph is too short.  I can see now when I’m running on with a sentence … and it’s 

great.”  Lane elaborates, “where before I felt like in the beginning, before I probably 

wrote things that sounded less mature…. I feel like now my writing has much more 

matured to where, you know, I can actually write.  I feel confident to write a good book, a 
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good poem, a good piece in general.”  Lane’s obvious value for such skills suggests his 

motivation to continue his efforts to write novels, speaking to the power of the 

confidence he gains through ENG 111.  With his conviction in his English Composition I 

experience to support his personal writing, Lane contributes yet another understanding of 

gaining confidence through ENG 111 as transcending the course itself. 

 In a similarly unique perception of the course, Karen’s extreme unfamiliarity and 

lack of exposure to academic writing translates to a more circumscribed or marginal 

sense of confidence through experiencing ENG 111.  Even after the course comes to a 

close, Karen cannot seem to arrive at a solid expression of how any of her academic 

writing changed: “I don’t really know if anything changed; I didn’t really have a basis to 

start – this was my starting point, you know.”  When asked how she could recognize 

good academic writing, she similarly struggles, but settles on, “I guess if [a piece of 

academic writing] told you everything you need to know from beginning to end.”  Karen 

also tentatively offers that “I guess that’s what I would say: if I liked it, and could 

understand it, to me what would be good academic writing.”  Yet then she goes on to 

qualify, “I actually have a hard time … reading articles, deciphering them…. To me, it all 

sounds good.”  While Karen does have a conception of academic writing, she knows 

there is more to learn and understands ENG 111 as her first step at developing analytic 

skills and perspectives of academic writing.  In understanding her ENG 111 in this way 

Karen does not invalidate this theme of gaining confidence through this lived experience 

as much as demonstrates the varied extent in which confidence can be expressed and 

understood. 
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 Indeed, Karen repeatedly alludes to the feedback she receives from her instructor 

and friend as instrumental to her experiencing success and growth in confidence through 

ENG 111.  Of her overall attitude towards the course, Karen asserts most of her 

confidence stems from her professor: “I’m not as afraid, you know, as I was in the 

beginning…. [The instructor] made it comfortable, you know, to, to complete what I had 

to write.  She helped; she gave us a lot of guidance.”  In fact, feedback from the very first 

paper provides Karen with initial motivation: “I was happy with [the paper] because she 

said ‘good job.’  You know, so that probably gave me a little bit of confidence, um, to 

help me kind of move forward, you know, in these other more difficult assignments that 

are coming up.”  This interpretation indicates Karen’s own difficulties in ascertaining the 

quality of her work, supported in her efforts to get feedback from her friend as well. “My 

friend,” Karen relates, “she’s read almost everything I’ve written.  Um, which has helped 

me have a little more confidence.”  Going further, Karen continuously utilizes the 

suggestions of her instructor as she develops each piece, relating that in one instance, “I 

was talking about school and home, I was kinda writing it together.  [The instructor] said 

I should write it separately…. And then, bring it all together towards the end or whatever, 

so…  That’s what I did.”  Karen’s implicit trust in her instructor’s guidance signifies her 

desire for direction in her work, further suggested by her reliance on grades as a measure 

of her ability.  She candidly admits that “I never really knew what my papers would get.” 

So, for Karen, the grade is a needed marker to inspire her confidence.  She recalls, “all 

the papers I wrote, she gave me ‘B’s on, which to me was good, you know?  I-I accept 

that.”  Again, then, Karen at once shows her relative uncertainty in her abilities to write 

and self-assess as well as the very real confidence she does express and understand as a 
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part of the English Composition I class.  Overall, though, developing this growth in 

confidence and motivation involves, in part, a heavy reliance on others, especially her 

instructor. 

 Karen’s experience of growing confidence in academic writing comes into more 

of an alignment with that of other participants in that it also arises from learning specific 

skills and approaches through the course.  As with most participants, Karen anticipates 

the value for the skills she will gain for the course in her educational goals: “I knew the 

more classes I was going to take, the chances I had to write papers, so taking English 

would maybe help me, you know, better down the long road.”  This perception, perhaps, 

helps Karen recognize areas of accomplishment in herself as she moves through the 

course.  Karen admits that she struggles to condense her wording and claims, “I’m kinda 

learning a lot of [wording skills] in this class…. Writing a lot better than I thought I 

would, too…. I’m getting a little bit more comfortable.”  Here, she couples a skill she is 

learning with an overall conception of her abilities as a writer, indicating greater 

confidence.  In an even more direct awareness of her skill growth, Karen states that ENG 

111 has “given me an idea of how to break down stuff, how to analyze…. I never thought 

I could do, what I’m doing.”  Tellingly, Karen shares that she is now able to disseminate 

her views through writing, for though her research paper only required five pages, Karen 

relates, “I was a little antsy about it, but you know, when you get, when you start writing, 

and then you get to a certain point, it’s like, ok, I want to stop at five, but I have more to 

say.”  She even goes so far as to state that “so it’s like, you learn that [writing] is not as 

terrifying as you thought.”  That said, she admits that writing for her continues to be a 

challenge she does not enjoy: “I’m not going to say it got easier – it was doable…. I don’t 
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know if writing will ever be easy.”  For Karen, every piece of work she produces she 

considers a success only because “I got through it, you know?  When I didn’t think I 

could even do it, you know?”  Yet, Karen’s lack of high self-expectations does not lessen 

that her experiences do impart skills she recognizes and acknowledges as valuable, while 

they also provide motivation.  “I was surprised that I did as good as I did,” Karen shares, 

which “makes me feel better now” in reference to moving forward in other classes.  So, 

Karen’s level of confidence remains relatively modest as compared to some other 

participants, but her new conviction of her abilities nevertheless marks her experience of 

English Composition I and carries her forward in her academic goals.    

 Across all the participants, the experience of gaining confidence in academic 

writing dips and weaves between many different forms of understanding.  Though all 

adult learners, each participant starts at a slightly different comfort level with academic 

writing and the classroom experience.  Karen’s extreme unfamiliarity and distance from 

academia stands in stark contrast with Matt’s long-time status as a student, if not one of 

composition.  With some preliminary exposure to academic writing, Romey undergoes 

navigating writing anxieties while Lane demonstrates a personal enjoyment of writing, 

where both ultimately value their growth through experience.  And finally, Chambers’ 

confidence in meeting professionally oriented goals through investing in the course 

figures as a unique experience of confidence in academic writing despite his similar 

unfamiliarity with it.  The distinct perspectives each participant brings to bear, though, all 

converge in their experiencing gaining confidence with academic writing.  In depicting 

the nuanced understandings of their experiences with confidence in ENG 111, though, the 
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multifaceted manner in which this theme represents their shared lived experience 

becomes important to consider in understanding it more deeply. 

Conclusion 

By analyzing the participants’ lived experience going through ENG 111, I 

discovered that four overarching themes emerged from their individual narratives to 

capture overall shared meanings of the participants’ understandings.  It may seem 

reductive to conflate the multifaceted meanings of each participant into larger themes.  

Yet, in fact, the purpose of hermeneutic phenomenological research is to arrive at deeper 

understandings of the phenomenon itself, and not just the individual’s experience of the 

phenomenon.  In this these themes speak to the larger understandings of the English 

Composition I experience, and include the following: 

Applying background experiences to learning attitudes and approaches 

Navigating outside responsibility conflicts 

Appreciating supportive and equitable interpersonal relationships 

Experiencing greater confidence in academic writing 

That said, to honor how the individual conceptions of going through ENG 111 inflect the 

larger themes, I noted moments of comparison, where one participant may have deviated 

from expressing the theme or demonstrated it in a particularized manner.  Karen, for 

instance, distinguishes herself as not struggling to manage many outside responsibility 

conflicts, while all other participants relate having to navigate demands of ENG 111 

alongside those of family, careers, and financial constraints.  Similarly, Lane figures as 

the only participant who identifies as a writer, even if for creative rather than academic 

purposes, while the other participants indicate some form of unfamiliarity and distance 
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from any form of writing save the little they do for their jobs or, in the case of Chambers, 

song lyrics.  Even in the instances when participant understandings align more closely, as 

when they exhibit a sense of difference and distance from the approach of their younger 

classmates, slight distinctions between each participants’ relation of this impression come 

to the fore.  In this, again, the multilayered interpretations of their experience arise as a 

source of enriched opportunities to explore the varied meaning making as it pertains to 

the shared experience.  Thus, by exploring how these adult learners manifest some 

relation of these themes from different angles of perception, I at once illustrate the 

meaning of these themes for each participant as well as the complications that must be 

acknowledged when determining potential overarching meanings. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The following chapter presents an overview of my study, beginning with a brief 

restatement of the overarching purpose and structure of the study.  Next, a reiteration of 

the larger themes bridges into a discussion of the various conclusions that they suggest, 

underscoring potential meanings this research brings to bear for the field of higher 

education.  From these insights into the adult learners’ shared lived experience of the 

English Composition I classroom, I draw several recommendations for future practice in 

teaching and learning regarding adult students in composition courses.  These are 

matched with recommendations for approaches to policy in instructing adult learners that 

might encourage a more positive and effective experience among all the stakeholders 

involved in English composition courses.  To spur further exploration of this student 

population and experiences in returning to higher education, I also offer 

recommendations for future research.  Finally, I offer an interpretation of the study 

limitations and how I attempted to address them.  Overall, in presenting this discussion 

my hope is to inform and inspire efforts to extend the meaning of my findings and 

conclusions to other fruitful areas of exploration in understanding the field of adult 

learners in higher education. 

Purpose of the Study 

With the continued growth in the return of adults to all areas of higher education, 

the relevance of gaining greater insight into their experiences and perceptions as students 

becomes apparent.  Adults report reasons for returning as multiple, often focusing on 

seeing education as a means of advancing professionally, gaining greater financial 

flexibility, or meeting personal goals (Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; McDonald, 2018; 
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Kasworm, 2010; Vann, 2017).  Regardless of reason, though, scholars have found that 

adult learners present certain common characteristics, though not necessarily all, which 

shape their non-traditional student status.  Knowles (1984) advanced the adult learning 

model of andragogy to capture elements of the adult learning experience as a means of 

understanding this population and better serving them in education.  That said, studies 

have yielded conflicted findings regarding consistent adult learner characteristics and 

needs (e.g., Vann 2017; Bigatel, Stockdale, & Hoewe, 2018; Rabourn; BrckaLorenz; 

Shoup, 2018), indicating the complexity of this student population and the need to gain 

deeper understandings.  The model of andragogy itself certainly does not fit every adult 

student and can be applied to traditional-aged students (Knowles, Holston, & Swanson, 

2005; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Vann, 2017).  Yet, the concept’s foundational and 

still well-recognized salience establishes its utility as a basis for my theoretical 

framework of appreciating adult learning theory as a meaningful lens through which to 

examine adult learners.   

I also developed my study with the recognition that any attainment of a degree in 

higher education demands coursework in certain common areas.  Stemming from my 

personal background as an English literature scholar and composition instructor, I 

examined the central importance of introductory college level composition courses to 

predict degree completion.  Multiple studies (e.g., Michaud, 2011; Rodgers, 2011; Ryan, 

2011) pointed to the utility of looking into the experiences of adult learners in 

composition courses so as to arrive not only at a better understanding of adult students 

but also how their experiences may translate to better teaching and learning practices and 

educational policies.  As this aim involves gaining a deeper and more nuanced 
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understanding of adult learners experiencing the composition course experience, I chose a 

qualitative approach.  Specifically, I adopted a hermeneutic phenomenological 

methodology that allowed me to examine a small group of adult learners sharing the lived 

phenomenon of an English composition course taught at a local community college 

serving a diverse student body.  Ultimately, I interviewed nine adult learners, defined as 

students aged 25 and above, at the beginning of the end of their semester long or summer 

session ENG 111: English Composition I course.  To focalize my methodological stance, 

I utilized the hermeneutic phenomenological practices espoused by van Manen (1990), 

which allowed me to analyze my data as text and share the meaning making of my 

participants as thoughtful, personalized narratives that also yielded larger themes of 

meaning across all of their shared experiences of ENG 111. 

In synthesizing my larger cross-case analysis themes, I discovered four main 

meanings that marked the participants’ understandings of their shared lived experience, 

which appear below.  

Applying background experiences to learning attitudes and approaches 

Navigating outside responsibility conflicts 

Appreciating supportive and equitable interpersonal relationships 

Experiencing greater confidence in academic writing 

While not all participants experienced each theme in the same manner, all expressed 

interpretations of ENG 111 as involving some conception of these themes.  In exploring 

the nuances of meaning each of them holds for each participant, I presented a deeper 

understanding of the lived experience of the English composition course for adult 
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learners.  With this, my study achieved the aims of the hermeneutic phenomenological 

methodological approach that van Manen (1990) promoted and to which I ascribed.  

More broadly, the participant understandings of these themes in turn reflected 

back on the adult learning model of andragogy that I turned to in constructing my 

conceptual framework.  That is, in exhibiting their understandings of the themes, my 

participants demonstrated adherences to and deviations from certain conceptions 

associated with adult students in higher education and in composition courses 

specifically.  In keeping with the findings of adult student scholars (e.g., Knowles, 1984; 

Knowles et al., 2005; Mirriam & Caffarella, 1999; Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; 

Bigatel, Stockdale, & Hoewe, 2018; Pearson, 2019), notions of adults conceiving 

themselves as self-directed, or burdened with multiple family, professional, and financial 

responsibilities arose.  Also reflecting the existing findings, various applications of 

background experiences and outlooks inflected the participants’ interpretations, though 

again, in different ways and to different extents.  That these larger themes speak to the 

current literature and adult learning approaches support this research as salient to the 

greater understanding of adult learners and how best to meet their needs, fulfilling the 

general purpose of this study. 

Conclusions 

 The rich and varied findings that my study yielded promote consideration of 

larger implications for adult learning theory and English composition practices.  I draw 

the following conclusions from delving into what my analysis of the data pointed to in 

terms of new or strengthened conceptions of adult learner characteristics, adult learning 

theory, English composition instructional practices, and student interactions.  I 
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determined meaningful interpretations from all these areas, which speaks to the value of 

my study to contribute to new forms of understanding and serving adult students.  From 

these conclusions, researchers and practitioners can develop new approaches to teaching, 

interacting with, and understanding adult learners. 

First, I found that adult students as self-directed was not always exhibited by 

participants, suggesting that the conception that adults must direct their own learning may 

need to be reexamined.  First popularized by Malcolm Knowles (1984) and later 

supported by research of other adult student scholars (e.g., Mirriam & Caffarella, 1999; 

Kasworm, 2003; Merriam & Brockett, 1999), the conception that adult learners value the 

ability to direct their own learning has underlined approaches to researching and 

instructing this student population.  Specifically, English composition teachers and other 

researchers designed studies that position adult learners to practice taking ownership of 

their own assignments, with positive results (Cercone, 2008; Sealy-Ruiz, 2007; Ausburn, 

2010, Benedict, 2018; Roberts, 2017).  These studies reflect the notion that adults can 

bring their past experiences to bear in crafting their own modes of learning.  Participants 

in my study did see their English composition experiences through the lens of their 

personal backgrounds, often expressing their value for the course through their 

professional and personal goals.  They also often developed writing approaches and 

attitudes from past experiences or chose paper topics in alignment with their own 

interests.  In this way, they did exhibit characteristics associated with adult learners 

regarding their motivation and direction, bolstering established research. 

However, my participants did not feel confident enough in their abilities to direct 

themselves through their assignments or evaluating their work, problematizing the notion 
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that adults prefer to sculpt their own manner of learning, at least in English Composition 

I.  They often reflected on their lack of understanding academic writing standards in full 

and expressed anxieties in attempting to craft academic pieces.  This anxiety at entering 

or re-entering higher education figures as the adult student characteristic noted by other 

adult student researchers (Ausburn, 2010; Mirriam & Caffarella, 1999; Cox, 2009; 

Kasworm, Polson, & Fishbook, 2002; Bigatel, Stockdale, & Hoewe, 2018).  Yet more 

tellingly, the participants all expressed a dependence on the opinion of others, especially 

the instructor, to gauge the successfulness of their work and assess their abilities.  In this 

way, they demonstrated a marked distinction from studies or adult learning models that 

feature their self-directedness, echoing the similar findings of Bigatel, Stockdale, & 

Hoewe (2018) and Todd, Ravi, Akoh, and Gray (2016) regarding online adult students.  

This deviation complicates the easy assertion of adults as confident in managing their 

learning experiences, suggesting that imposed assignment structures, set expectations, 

and regular feedback are highly valuable.   

While my study focused only on English composition classrooms, the attitude 

may carry over into other disciplines given that adult learners unfamiliar with higher 

education as a whole may desire more directed instructional practices as well, as 

suggested by the research of Bigatel, Stockdale, and Hoewe (2018) featuring adult 

learners across disciplines.  In addition, a study about adult learners taking a mathematics 

university gatekeeper course found tailored instructional support important to student 

resilience (Cousins, Brindley, Baker, & Johnston-Wilder, 2019).  Finally, a similar 

conclusion arose from surveying adult students in an adult oriented online program, 

where students appreciated well-structured assignments and regular feedback from 
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instructors (Todd, Ravi, Akoh, & Gray, 2016).  Regardless, the experiences of my 

participants underscore the continuing ambiguities in arriving at clear and consistent 

understandings of this student population and their needs. 

 As another slight deviation from largely accepted adult learner characteristics, my 

participants expressed various levels of ambivalence in experiencing interactions with 

traditional-aged student peers, suggesting the complications behind these interpersonal 

relationships and their potentials.  Adult learner researchers have concluded that adult 

students often find it difficult to relate to younger peers given their different perspectives 

and potentially less purposeful approach to higher education (Merriam & Caffarella, 

1999; Kasworm et al., 2002).  Indeed, my participants did share their conception of 

having a deeper sense of motivation given specific goals and sense of maturity.  Some 

felt frustrated by the classroom distractions younger students posed to focusing on 

instruction or a lack of belief that a younger peer could understand their perspective given 

a dearth of life experience.  As a result, my participants did find themselves relating the 

most to other adult students, or even the instructor.  Some even suggested holding courses 

specifically for adults to ensure that all the students were like-minded and engaged.  In 

this, their experiences support the findings of others that adult learners come with specific 

needs and attitudes that cannot be ascribed to traditional-aged students. 

 Having said that, the participants in my study did express appreciation for their 

younger student peers, suggesting potential moments of personal connection and mutual 

learning worth exploring.  Over the course of the semester or summer term, many 

participants volunteered instances where they learned from peer commentary.  As well, 

one participant admitted being surprised by the joking behavior of other adult students he 
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assumed would have taken the course more seriously.  Finally, none of the participants 

displayed any serious displeasure with their classroom experience with other students, 

adult or traditional aged, instead upholding positive overall conceptions of their time in 

the classroom.  This points to the potential of traditional-aged students providing value to 

the adult learning experience, and perhaps for traditional-aged students as well.  This 

concept has not been explored to any firm conclusions as current researchers admit to a 

lack of full understanding regarding best practices in instructing adult learners (e.g. 

Knowles et al., 2005; Donaldson & Townsend; 2007; Merriam & Caffarella; 1999; 

Bigatel, Stockdale, & Hoewe, 2018; Pearson, 2019).  Moreover, my participants felt at 

least some ability to connect with and value their younger peers, contributing to the 

growing notion that traditional and adult students do share certain characteristics and can 

benefit from adult learner oriented instruction (Ausburn, 2010; Zeek, 2011; Klages & 

Clark, 2009; Vann, 2017; Ryan, 2011).  That my participants at once expressed a 

disconnection with traditional-aged learners and yet did experience moments of mutually 

beneficial exchanges adds another layer to understandings of adult learners.  Highlighted, 

here, is the idea that adult learners both share certain perspectives with traditional-aged 

students as well as feel other elements of separateness.  Acknowledging the 

complications in associating certain distinctions to each student population is crucial to 

determining best practices in teaching and learning for students of any background. 

 Related to the interpersonal connections within the classroom, my study 

illustrated that adult learners demonstrate their experiences of ENG 111 as socially 

situated not only within the classroom but in a larger context that extends beyond the 

classroom.  In seeking to understand the single phenomenon of the shared lived 
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experience of the ENG 111 classroom, I assumed that my findings would focus on what 

participants underwent in the actual classroom.  In part, this was very much the case, 

where participants reviewed their positive and negative relationships with student peers 

and their positive and supportive relationships with instructors.  Their understandings of 

the classroom experiences as socially situated reflects the literature of scholars purporting 

the social elements of learning.  Popularized by researchers Lave and Wagner (1991), the 

conception that adult learning is always situated within a context, setting, and tools, while 

also affected by classroom interactions, played out for my participants as well.  In this, 

my study supports the findings of research that perceives that adult learning in the 

classroom stems from negotiating social interactions and shaping the classroom culture 

through applying rich background experiences (Hansman & Wilson, 1998; Cercone, 

2008; Sealy-Ruiz, 2007; Owusu-Agyeman & Fourie-Malherbe, 2019).  Understanding 

participants’ experiences of ENG 111 as socially situated, then, augments the existent 

body of knowledge surrounding adult learning theory and provides additional nuance. 

 The fact that my participants also associated their understandings of their ENG 

111 experiences as affected by external relationships offers my research its own slant on 

how adult learning is socially contextualized.  Almost all my participants revealed that 

they shared their writing with friends and family, or even coworkers, to gain insights and 

support on possible improvements.  They brought these experiences, in turn, back to the 

class in the form of increased confidence or ease in the classroom as well as in their 

writing.  This may not necessarily negate the notion that adult student learning is socially 

situated, given that researchers do recognize that adult learners bring their past 

experiences and social context to bear in the classroom and in their learning (Michaud, 
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2011; Hansman 2001; Kim, 2005; Todd, Ravi, Akoh, & Gray, 2016; Owusu-Agyeman & 

Fourie-Malherbe, 2019).  However, the literature does not focus on relating just how 

adults turn to these outside relationships to support their classroom experiences, English 

composition courses included.  Thus, elucidating how adult learners utilize their social 

contexts outside the classroom and bring them into the space contributes a new way to 

understand just how adult students, and potentially traditional-aged students, learn 

through reciprocal exchanges both within and outside the classroom.  

 In regard to their backgrounds in writing, adult learners evinced an evolving 

conception of how their perceptions both informed their writing approach in ENG 111 as 

well as grew in light of new understandings.  That is, adult learners applied past writing 

approaches and values to their English composition experience, mirroring the adult 

learning theory conception that adults capitalize on their background experiences to 

create new knowledge (e.g., Knowles et al., 2005; Merriam & Cafferella, 1999; Todd, 

Ravi, Akoh, & Gray, 2016).  In studies focusing on English composition courses as well, 

adult learners utilized past writing practices and conceptions, such as practiced in their 

professions or personal lives, to establish greater comfort with academic writing 

(Michaud, 2011; Jones, Jones, & Murk, 2012; Blair & Hoy, 2006).  However, that each 

participant often abandoned past practices and, in some cases, learned new appreciations 

of English composition troubles any easy applications of background experiences onto 

new learning.   

Instead, there seems to be a reciprocal interplay between older perceptions and 

burgeoning understandings that allows for an abandonment of the initial views that had 

informed adult student learning.  This development may not, though, negate the concept 
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that adult student backgrounds and experiences shape their knowledge construction, per 

the current discourse on adult learning theory (e.g., Knowles et al., 2005; Merriam & 

Caffarella, 1999; Kasworm, 2003; Roberts, 2017).  Rather, it calls into question the need 

to ascertain just how and when past conceptions develop into new.  My participants, for 

instance, expressed a gain in confidence associated with greater mastery over certain 

academic writing skills they had come to appreciate as useful, promoting academic 

success, and employability.  Perhaps the moment they recognize their increased 

confidence represents the moment when these adult learners moved away from 

depending upon former outlooks.  Regardless, there seems to be much meaning behind 

not only the salience of past perception to inflect new learning, in keeping with current 

adult learning theory, but in considering the ultimate changes in perception that occur to 

move adult learners beyond those former views.  In locating the circumstances of that 

shift, researchers may arrive at new constructions of best practices to inspire this turn 

from relying on older approaches and values to those that figure as more academically 

efficacious and transferrable.  

 In a similar vein, adult learners all articulated not only increased confidence but 

also enriched understandings of what good academic writing consisted of over the course 

of ENG 111.  Consistent with the literature, these adult learners initially admitted their 

unfamiliarity with academic writing standards and approaches (Michaud, 2011; Blair & 

Hoy, 2006; Houp, 2006; Qaurshie Smith, 2004; Ryan 2011).  Attendant to this 

unfamiliarity, they expressed fears and anxieties both in regard to returning to higher 

education and in entering ENG 111 specifically.  In this, their perceptions echo the 

findings of adult learning studies in general (Mirriam & Caffarella, 1999; Ashkam, 2008; 
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Langer, 2008; Cousins, Brindley, Baker, & Johnston-Wilder, 2019), and those that focus 

on English composition and adults specifically (Quarshie Smith, 2004; Hanson & 

Wilson, 1998; Michaud, 2011).  Given this, that my participants were able to more 

clearly and confidently describe good academic writing speaks to a positive growth 

through their experience in English Composition I as well as validates and contributes to 

established research. 

 However, not all participants delivered clear or consistent definitions of good 

academic writing, which problematizes any comprehensive transference of specific, 

desirable understandings through experiencing the English composition course.  English 

composition scholars do reflect on the multiple, and at times competing, components and 

goals of English composition classrooms, from featuring social justice, genre-based, 

disciplinary, or experiential aims as desired (Sealey-Ruiz, 2007; Benedict, 2018; 

Michaud, 2011; Bauer, 2009; Zeek, 2011; Benedict, 2019).  This may suggest that 

students in English composition courses learn varied conceptions of what academic 

writing can and should be based on the course design and delivery, which would explain 

my findings.  Indeed, they echo the conclusions of some social science researchers as 

well who proffer the composition classroom as marked by mutable dynamics and 

functions (Brown, 2002; Fallon, 1995; Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).  

Nevertheless, composition researchers as well as practitioners also note that 

English composition courses should engender certain skills and understandings 

concerning academic writing that can be transferred to other courses across disciplines or 

even professional writing (Lea & Street, 1998; Sommers & Saltz, 2004; WPA, NCTE, & 

NWP, 2011).  This overriding purpose thus stands in some opposition to my participants’ 
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differing conceptions of academic writing standards.  And, the fact that I spoke with 

participants experiencing one particular type of composition course, ENG 111, even if 

under different instructors, further calls to question the ability of varied English 

composition courses to clearly deliver common desired learning outcomes.  This notion 

both includes and transcends the needs of adult learners, speaking to the larger call to 

potentially reexamine easy assertions of composition standards.  Currently much 

attention falls on developing practices that instill consistent understandings that best 

serve students as they navigate higher education and enter, or re-enter, the professional 

world.  The unique learning experiences of the adult students in this study invites a turn 

in the conversation towards recognizing the mutability of meaning making.  Becoming 

more aware of how this reality may be embraced and utilized to the benefit of the 

student’s classroom learning experience could lead to a re-conceptualization of the 

English composition space and purpose. 

Recommendations 

Areas of Practice 

My research yields many potential directions for developments in education 

practice that may result in better learning experiences for adult learners both in 

composition classes and in higher education in general.  I construct recommendations 

from the conclusions I drew regarding adults as perhaps not as self-directed in their 

learning as would be anticipated from the existing literature (e.g., Knowles et al., 2005; 

Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; Roberts, 2017; 

Sogunro, 2015).  As well, that my participants expressed ambivalence in interacting with 

younger peers suggests that crafting more purposefully designed interactions may 
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capitalize on the positive elements of their interpersonal relationships.  Here, I elaborate 

on two areas of practice to explore, illustrating the capacity of my research findings and 

conclusions to foster change in institutional practices. 

As many participants expressed feelings of insecurity and lack of experience in 

academic writing, addressing these feelings could involve supplying methods of 

scaffolding student learning and providing guidance through feedback.  Scholars do 

acknowledge that adult learners can feel trepidation at returning to higher education, a 

typically unfamiliar environment owing to lack of prior exposure or long time away 

(Kasworm, Polson, & Fishback, 2002; Cox, 2008; Askham, 2008; Vann, 2017).  Yet at 

the same time is the almost conflicting notion that adult students have been found to 

prefer learning through self-directed means and intrinsic motivation (e.g., Ausburn, 2010; 

LeNoue, Hall, & Eighmy, 2011; Sogunro, 2015).  Through my study, I found that 

participants did experience both anxieties in facing the English Composition I classroom 

as well as a sense of purpose and motivation in taking the course.  However, while most 

of them mentioned enjoying engaging in meaningful pieces of writing, in assessing and 

evaluating their own success, they often relied on outside feedback.  Rather than direct 

themselves through the writing process independently, they turned to instructors, family 

members, friends, and classmates for guidance both in regard to constructing their writing 

as well as evaluating themselves.  Thus, embedding lessons with scaffolded techniques to 

assess their own writing, such as modeling self-critique and verifying good academic 

standards, could assist adult learners take more control over their writing.  This, in turn, 

could lead to a greater confidence in both their writing and in their capacity to direct 

themselves through the both the writing process and evaluating final products.  Much 
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composition research has supported the efficacy of various scaffolding techniques in 

writing instruction in higher education (Cho & Schunn, 2007; Cho, Schunn, & Wilson, 

2006; Villalon & Calvo, 2011).  So, this recommendation supports current 

understandings and underscores their relevance for adult learners.     

Related to the tendency of my participants to turn to others for feedback, they also 

expressed various levels of ambivalence with peer review with traditional-aged students, 

supporting a closer inspection of this interaction.  While this ambivalence may seem a 

more negative conclusion to arrive at from the research, that adult students in some sense 

appreciate the input of younger peers complicates the notion that adult learners do not 

typically appreciate younger peers, as espoused in the literature (Kasworm et al., 2002; 

Merriam & Caffarella, 1999).  This finding, then, unveils the potential to utilize the 

positive elements of interpersonal exchanges between all students.  Doing so would also 

acknowledge the understanding that learning is socially situated between student 

experiences and the culture of the classroom (Hansman & Wilson, 1998; Cercone, 2008; 

Fallon, 1995; Kim, 2005).  Thus, if instructors construct measures by which to ensure 

more equitable, thoughtful, and productive exchanges, then both traditional-aged and 

adult students could benefit and grow together as beginning academic writers and higher 

education scholars.  Such measures could include guided worksheets to channel efforts, 

modeling, independent reflection, structuring the conversation around specific required 

prompts, or grading the quality of the feedback offered.  Composition research already 

supports the utility of incorporating workshops and peer assessment into English 

composition classrooms (Lawrence & Sommers, 1996; Cho & Schunn, 2007; Cho, 

Schunn, & Wilson, 2006), which situates this recommendation within understood best 
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practices.  The recommendation, then, builds off this research to figure such measures as 

appropriate for the adult learner population as well.  So, regardless of the exact means 

employed, the opportunity for a more positive interpersonal experience, and through that 

a stronger learning experience, lies in addressing the unmet potentials of peer reviews in 

the English composition classroom. 

Areas of Policy 

 While difficult to assert wide ranging policy recommendations from a study that 

does not yield generalizable results, certain findings lead me to promote two suggestions 

regarding policy innovation.  The first speaks to the participants’ value for the skills 

gained for the course not only in and of themselves, but in their applicability to future 

coursework.  The second attends to the appreciation participants held for instructors who 

understood their outside responsibilities and how they may impact their experience with 

the course.  These two trends crossed over all participants’ experiences, supporting the 

notion that policies addressing them could be pertinent despite the particularized findings.  

That said, these policies may be best circumscribed to English composition courses of 

similar curricula and learning objectives and from similar institution types, in this case, 

community colleges, where this population group is more prevalent among students.  

One potential policy arises from participants expressing value for applying 

English composition skills to their other coursework, as this points to the utility of 

upholding a policy that requires students to take the required introductory course early in 

their academic careers, such as within the first year.  Whether the adult learners took the 

course early on in their academic careers or closer to their degree completion, they tied 

the skills learned through the course to other course assignments and critical thinking 
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demands.  This initial grasp of the importance of the English composition course to their 

overall academic goals promotes the viability of requiring at least adult students, if not 

traditional aged as well, to take the course early in their academic careers to best support 

further coursework.  This recommendation also attends to the literature that underscores 

English composition as a gateway course that predicts persistence through degree 

completion (Bauer, 2009; Brown, 2002; Dodge, 1980; Cleary, 2011).  Channeling 

students through the course earlier may not only provide adult students skills they value 

intrinsically but enable them to be more confident in their capacities to meet their 

educational goals.  Moreover, composition scholars uphold that English composition 

supplies all students with understandings of academic writing standards and concepts of 

audience and purpose that translate to coursework in various disciplines (e.g., Lea & 

Street, 1998; Michaud, 2011; Sommers & Saltz, 2004).  That the participants reflect this 

notion in their own understandings of their lived experience of the course also alludes to 

the potential success of requiring at least adult students to take the course within the first 

two semesters or terms of their degree program.  Ultimately, enforcing such a policy 

could bolster the capacities of English composition courses to predict and enable student 

persistence through providing the skillsets needed to navigate broader academic 

demands, not the least of which includes academic writing.   

On a more interpersonal angle, participants appreciated when their instructor 

understood and accommodated their outside responsibility conflicts, emphasizing the 

benefits of communicating such conflicts and arranging for reasonable accommodations 

at the policy level, such as assignment extensions, attendance policy flexibility, or 

allowing make up work.  Adult learners all struggled to navigate outside responsibility 
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conflicts, such as family duties or work schedules, in light of classroom attendance and 

assignment demands.  When they felt supported and understood by their instructors, they 

expressed appreciation and were able to circumvent most negative consequences to their 

studies or other responsibilities.  Thus, accommodations from sympathetic instructors 

both enabled academic success as well as instilled motivation to persist given the support 

they received.  Indeed, returning to the literature, adult student researchers note the 

characteristic of adult learners as holding many roles that inflect their background and 

affect their learning experiences and engagement (e.g., Crossan, Gallacher, & Merrill, 

2003; Cercone, 2008; Kasworm, 2010; Rabourn, BrckaLorenz, & Shoup, 2018; Sogunro, 

2015).  Going further, scholarship holds that addressing adult learner needs through 

providing supportive institutional practices, such as evening courses, day care, and 

flexibility on assignment deadlines or even topics, promotes student success and 

persistence (e.g., Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Milheim, 1995; Todd, Ravi, Akoh, & 

Gray, 2016; Pearson, 2019; Merrill, 2015).  Coupled with the literature, the positive 

outcomes of understanding accommodations again illustrate their value.   

However, applying such policies across institutions would not necessarily take 

into account the varied resources and missions of these institutions, making a standard 

approach impossible.  Instead, careful attention to crafting institution wide policies for 

appropriate accommodations would provide instructors, students, and other stakeholders 

a clear and established set of expectations and guidelines to adhere to.  In so doing, such 

policy formation would answer the dilemma that currently, requests for accommodations 

were typically experienced on a case by case basis that could potentially be uneven across 

instructors, leading to the potential undermining of academic standards and professional 
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ethics.  Thus, I recommend establishing a regularized and reasonable policy for 

accommodating adult learners facing undisputable conflicts with their course 

performance, one that takes into account the capacities and interests of the institution to 

meet any pertinent accommodations.  Again, attention to individual cases will still occur 

and should be honored given the complexities of issues that might cause conflict for adult 

learners attempting coursework, especially on a traditional on campus setting.  Yet, in 

establishing institutional regulations that state means and extent of requesting and 

providing such accommodations, institutions can meet adult learner needs as well as 

protect the academic integrity of their educators. 

Areas of Research 

The findings from this study engender many potentially fruitful areas of future 

research that could expand on this research, and thus address some of the limitations 

discussed.  Further research could both seek out related deeper understandings of adult 

learner experiences apart from and coupled with understandings of English composition 

classrooms.  In addition, research can focus on developing studies to generalize these 

current findings to the larger adult student population. The following recommendations 

figure as suggestions for various productive areas of exploration in the area of adult 

learners in higher education English composition classes. 

 First, given the aim of hermeneutic phenomenology to arrive at deeper 

understandings of an experience through the examination of a few personalized 

narratives, it does not generate findings and conclusions that can represent the entire 

population under study.  Rather, it is meant to provide informative findings that can, 

though not always, suggest valuable directions for larger, quantitative studies designed to 
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be more generalizable and thus useful in constructing new policies and practices relevant 

to the study (Laverty, 2003; Maxwell, 2005).  So, areas worth more investigation could 

be related to the four overarching themes that my data analysis provided.  In this way, 

studies could elucidate the larger relevance the relationship between adult learners and 

confidence in their academic writing ability, supportive interpersonal relationships, 

applying background experiences to learning approaches, and navigating responsibility 

conflicts.  From this, new policies and instructional practices that might benefit adult 

students could be developed and instituted in institutions of higher education. 

Because this study featured the single phenomenon of experiencing ENG 111, it 

did not address adult learners’ experiences of other classes, nor how ENG 111 may affect 

their experiences in other classes.  This omission leaves room to ask how adult learners 

may apply their newly learned English composition skills to their future courses.  

Pursuing this line of inquiry would address the fact that certain participants did reflect 

that taking ENG 111 earlier in their academic careers could have helped them in their 

past courses.  Moreover, some participants like Karen, Matt, and Lane also mentioned 

already applying their new writing approaches to other classes, or at least evinced a 

conviction that these new skills would be useful.  Thus, gaining a deeper understanding 

of how and to what extent adult learners apply or do not apply their composition skills to 

other courses could also lead to determining how English composition relates to future 

academic success.  Tangentially, studies along these lines could inform better practices to 

encourage the transferability of composition skillsets.  Perhaps most valuable to pursuing 

these questions is their potential to yield findings that apply to not only adult learners but 

traditional-aged students as well.  
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This study focused on deriving understandings of a shared lived experience, 

which necessitates looking at it through a single, shared, perspective, in this case that of 

adult learners.  A broader understanding of the English composition learning and adult 

students could thus arrive through investigating the instructor’s perspective of teaching 

and learning in an English composition course comprising some, if not all, adult learners.  

I mention this, too, given that one of my larger themes speaks to the important role the 

supportive instructor relationship held in shaping the participants’ experience and 

attitudes toward the course.  This meaningfulness suggests the important contributions 

instructor perspectives could have on better understanding the adult student population in 

English composition courses and even beyond.  Also, as instructors have potentially 

taught many such students across multiple iterations of the course, they could deliver 

interpretations that take into account the aggregate of their exposure to and interaction 

with adult students.  This larger perspective could offer insights into instructional 

practices and policies they employ, or not, with these students, as well as illustrate 

general attitudes and relationships experienced through teaching these students English 

composition.  From deriving intersections between the instructor and student experience 

findings from the two studies, new facets of adult learning theories, policies, and 

practices could arise.  This valuable and transferrable research, then, could lead to 

informed and effective changes in higher education’s approach to the adult student 

population 

 Similarly, this study’s design did not allow for the inclusion of the traditional-

aged student perspective and experience.  As with examining the instructor’s 

understanding, investigating how traditional-aged students experience learning English 
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composition alongside older adult peers could yield enriching findings regarding their 

understandings of the experience.  I stress this recommendation, as well, as all 

participants in this study expressed opinions on working with their traditional-aged peers.  

That their traditional-aged classmates affected their experience of the course and ultimate 

attitudes underscores the potential value for examining this relationship further.  From the 

new knowledge gleaned from this extended research, contributions to new ways of 

integrating adult learners and traditional-aged learners could arise.  On the other hand, 

some participants expressed desire for separate adult oriented and traditional-age oriented 

English composition courses.  Thus, unveiling the traditional-aged student experience and 

understandings could indicate where not only interactions but separations of student 

populations may benefit both. 

 While other areas of future research could easily grow from the angle of my own 

research, those I present here stem more closely from my research design and focus.  

Looking at ways to develop quantitative approaches to generalize my findings as well as 

examining the perceptions of how adult learners apply newly learned English 

composition skills and attitudes towards later courses across disciplines offer a more 

generalized and broader view of what English composition learning for adult students 

means.  Going further, considering perspectives of not only adult learners but the 

instructors and traditional-aged classmates that they interact with so closely offers 

tangential, yet valuable, ways to understand the adult learner in the field of English 

composition.  These understandings, in turn, could lead to yet broader conceptions of 

adult student learning across different types of courses and under different sets of 

instructional and institutional practices and policies.  
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Limitations 

 Given that this study was designed as a qualitative approach to gain deeper and 

more particularized understandings of a discreet phenomenon through interviewing a 

small number of participants, my findings are not widely transferrable.  This small 

sample size figures as a possible detriment to how widely findings can be applied to the 

larger population (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005).  The utility of generalizable findings 

and conclusions does suggest this study as lacking in potential meaning for the larger 

higher education discourse.  However, within my methodology, small sample sizes in fact 

go farther to explicate the essences of lived experience (Dukes, 1980; van Manen, 1990), 

which was the aim of my study.  These particularized results, then, do carry implications 

that can foster informed future research and lend a richer sense of individual elements of 

the population at hand that in turn reflect on the whole population (Creswell, 2007; 

Maxwell, 2005).  

 That said, another problematic element to my study rests with the participants 

themselves.  In soliciting volunteers to participate and not offering any sort of incentive, I 

created the opportunity for them to self-select. Because of this, the students who 

participated may have had an intrinsic value for composition skills and the classroom 

experience as they move forward in their academic careers.  Moreover, they may have 

also associated professional or personal goals with gaining academic writing skills or 

persisting in their degree.  This possibility allows for the consideration that they may 

have skewed the findings towards understanding the ENG 111 experience as more 

positive and enriching than other participants would have interpreted.  While this 

potentially detrimental slant to research results is a well-recognized component of 
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qualitative research (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005), I attempted to mitigate this by 

soliciting as broad a range of adult learners as possible.  I also visited as many English 

Composition I classrooms as permitted per the community college’s research restrictions, 

ensuring that as broad a sampling strategy as my research design and logistical strictures 

permitted.   

 In a related vein, my study only included adult students in one community college 

English composition class, therefore further particularizing results.  The elements 

included in the ENG 111 curriculum may not translate to the curricula of other 

introductory, credit bearing composition courses.  Nevertheless, the fact that its design 

seeks to impart certain transferrable academic writing skills indicates it as in line with 

many other such English composition courses.  Also, while room exists to expand studies 

to other four year colleges and universities, I purposefully chose a community college 

setting because as an institutional type, part of their mission is to serve the local 

community, which in turn means they enroll a higher population of non-traditional 

students (Thelin, 2004; Roberts, 2017).  And finally, since the purpose of the study was 

to gain a deeper understanding of a single phenomenon, extending my sampling to 

incorporate students from other institutions and institutional types would have diluted the 

phenomenon at hand.  So, though restricting my study to one type of institution and 

composition course does limit the scope of my findings, it nevertheless supports the rigor 

of my study design according to my hermeneutic phenomenological research stance. 

 Hermeneutic phenomenological methodology as a whole demands the close 

relationship of the researcher to the study and potential instances of reflexivity between 

participants and researcher (van Manen, 1990).  This may lead to unintentional 
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ascriptions of meaning upon the participant understandings, skewing the findings to 

reflect the researcher’s assumptions, values, and worldview.  I attempted to minimize this 

effect by using member checks to verify with participants that I had captured their 

narratives.  My reflective and analytic memos further assisted me in recognizing my 

viewpoints and crafting a more intentional approach to my interviews and interpretations.  

I also solicited the assistance of a colleague familiar with qualitative research to review 

my coding and interpretative processes.  After I had completed gathering my narrative 

themes with each participant, I reviewed them with my dissertation chair before moving 

on with my cross-case analysis.  Similarly, after I generated my larger themes across 

participants, I also reviewed them with my chair to ensure that my data informed my 

interpretations.  All that said, that I situated my study within the hermeneutic stance 

forwarded by van Manen (1990) allows for the inevitability of researcher subjectivity and 

in fact supports this in generating deeper mutual understandings of the lived experience. 

Conclusion 

This study addressed the trend of the growing numbers of adult learners in higher 

education by seeking to better understand how this population experiences an 

introductory English composition course, a common degree requirement found to predict 

persistence to graduation.  Using a hermeneutic phenomenological methodology, I 

explored participant experiences of ENG 111 through the conceptual lens of the adult 

learning model of andragogy.  Interpreting participant narratives of their shared lived 

experience yielded overarching themes that support both new and deeper understandings 

of the adult learning experience of ENG 111.  Namely, they were applying background 

experiences to learning attitudes and approaches, navigating outside responsibility 
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conflicts, appreciating supportive and equitable interpersonal relationships, and 

experiencing greater confidence in academic writing.   

That these themes informed the participants’ understandings in turn pointed to 

suggestive findings.  The first was that adult learners might not be as self-directed as the 

tenets of andragogy advance, pointing to the potential utility of using more scaffolding 

and support when instructing adults.  Another finding that went against my conceptual 

viewpoint, my participants expressed ambivalence towards experiencing the class with 

traditional-aged students.  That there is potential for adults to share positive interactions 

with traditional-aged students rather than feel uncomfortable speaks to the possible 

benefits of examining how to better cultivate a productive learning environment.  

Interestingly, I also found that the participants brought their outside social relationships 

into their ENG 111 experience, underscoring the complexity of the classroom experience 

and how learning is socially situated, and inviting more exploration of this dynamic.  In a 

related vein, I found that my participants applied past perceptions to new learning, but 

then developed a greater confidence in their academic writing that bespoke expanded 

perceptions.  Thus, researching the relationship between background perceptions to new 

knowledge construction could inspire better instructional practices for adult learners.  

Finally, I found that over the course of the term, my participants shared an increased 

confidence in their academic writing ability even as they did not exhibit shared 

conceptions of what good academic writing is.  This leads to questioning the notion that 

an introductory English composition course can or should deliver specific desirable skills 

and understandings of academic writing. 
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Together, these findings both reveal insightful new understandings of adult 

learners in an introductory English composition course as well as underline new areas of 

exploration.  In this way, my study met the potential of particularized qualitative studies 

to open space for further, more informed research directions that can offer more 

generalizable results.  By sharing the individual stories of nine adult learners thinking and 

writing their way through ENG 111, I put pen to page towards writing the larger narrative 

of adult learners experiencing any English composition course in higher education and 

just what English composition can be.  The completion of this story would engender 

better instructional and learning approaches leading to greater academic success.  With 

this improvement as muse, we can then move forward to compose a more comprehensive 

narrative of adult learners seeking higher education in all its variations, in all its shared 

experiences, with the understanding that their individual interpretations of the experience 

only mark their own contributions to the plot. 
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Appendix A 

 

Code Book 

Romey 

English Composition I means meeting personal goals: Designates words or passages in 

which Romey expresses the notion that going through English Composition enables her 

to meet her personal academic and professional goals. 

English Composition I means facing personal challenges: Designates words or passages 

in which Romey illustrates her anxieties and difficulties from her personal background at 

approaching the English Composition I environment and academic writing. 

English Composition I means navigating outside responsibilities: Designates words or 

passages in which Romey reflects on how her work duties and family obligations distract 

her from English Composition I.  

English Composition I means valuing others’ feedback to face her writing insecurities: 

Designates words or passages in which Romey reflects on her appreciation of and desire 

for having friends and others read and comment on her academic writing and ideas. 

English Composition I means having a supportive, personal instructor relationship: 

Designates words or passages in which Romey shares her value for the individualized 

support and understanding her instructor gives her. 

Chambers 

English Composition I means working towards professional goals: Designates words or 

passages in which Chambers shares his extrinsic motivation to succeed in English 

Composition I to help him become more professionally competitive. 
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English Composition I means reconceiving his understanding of critical analysis skills 

and academic writing approach: Designates words or passages in which Chambers 

demonstrates evidence of an expanded conception of critical analysis skills or a more 

intentional and academically standardized writing process. 

English Composition I means an equitable and personal instructor relationship: 

Designates words and passages in which Chambers expresses value for the more peer-

oriented type of relationship he constructs with his instructor as well as the instructional 

support he receives throughout the course. 

English Composition I means seeking feedback and affirmation from others: Designates 

words or phrases in which Chambers relates experiences of sharing his writing and 

listening to the perceptions of others about his writing as a meaningful aspect of his class 

experience. 

Gary 

English Composition I means meeting personal and professional goals: Designates words 

and phrases in which Gary associates his ENGL 111 course experiences with personal 

academic goals as well as professional career aims. 

English Composition I means gaining confidence and self-gratification: Designates words 

and phrases in which Gary reveals his course experience to lend him increased 

confidence in his writing skills and sense of gratification in learning them. 

English Composition I means developing a more effective writing approach: Designates 

words or phrases in which Gary indicates that his English composition class experience 

led to new insights and techniques that enabled him to improve his academic writing. 
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English Composition I means developing a broader mindset: Designates words or phrases 

in which Gary recognizes how his learning experience in ENGL 111 leads to more open 

minded analysis and a honing of his experiential understandings as an adult. 

Sasha  

English Composition I means negotiating her identity as an English as a Second 

Language student: Designates words or phrases that reveal the primary role that her 

different cultural and linguistic background affect her approach to and understanding of 

her composition course. 

English Composition I means gaining empowering communication skills:  Designates 

words or phrases that illustrate Sasha’s association of her composition course with the 

fulfillment of her goals to be a better English language speaker and writer. 

English Composition I means navigating family responsibilities: Designates words or 

phrases that indicate instances when Sasha suggests that her obligation to her husband 

and daughter conflicts with her desire to dedicate herself to her course. 

English Composition I means support from others: Designates words or phrases 

demonstrating how Sasha’s relationships with peers and her instructor are integral in 

making her experience in the course successful and enjoyable. 

Karen 

English Composition I means facing unfamiliar expectations: Designates words or 

phrases in which Karen details how her English Composition I course presents her with 

new writing and conceptual challenges. 

English Composition I means gaining confidence: Designates words or phrases in which 

Karen demonstrates a growing sense of confidence in her academic writing.  
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English Composition I means a supportive instructor relationship: Designates words or 

phrases in which Karen expresses an understanding of her instructor as providing 

support, guidance, and understanding. 

English Composition I means sharing with others: Designates words or phrases in which 

Karen relates her efforts to share her writing and class experiences with friends and 

classmates who share and understand her educational experience. 

English Composition I means gaining sense of academic writing: Designates words or 

phrases in which Karen shares her conceptions of what academic writing is and means to 

her.  

Matt 

English Composition I means acknowledging outside financial and family 

responsibilities: Designates words and phrases in which Matt expresses the difficulties of 

or need to fulfill family related duties and assume financial responsibility for his family 

as well as how he accommodates those responsibilities. 

English Composition I means gaining academic writing skills useful to established 

academic and professional goals: Designates words or phrases in which Matt associates 

his experience in the course with supplying the writing and research skills useful to his 

larger academic and professional aims. 

English Composition I means valuing equitable and supportive instructor relationship: 

Designates words or phrases in which Matt describes the reciprocal relationship he 

perceives with his instructor and the influences this relationship has on his experience of 

the course. 
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English Composition I means negotiating adult learner identity and needs against 

traditional-aged learners: Designates words or phrases in which Matt illustrates his ENG 

111 experience as colored by his perception of his differing attitude and approach to the 

course from that of his younger peers.  

Blake 

English Composition I means engaging a purposeful motivation to learn: Designates 

words or phrases in which Blake shares how his experience in ENG 111 reflects his 

consistent value for learning composition as well as meets his personal and academic 

goals. 

English Composition I means refining holistic conception of academic writing: 

Designates words and phrases that show Blake’s experience as one anchored in 

developing understandings of good academic writing conventions, its various purposes, 

and its relation to his personal investment in the course. 

English Composition I means gaining confidence through others’ feedback: Designates 

words or phrases in which Blake attests to utilizing the feedback of others to improve and 

internalizing it to arrive at a greater confidence in his own academic writing. 

Lane 

English Composition I means navigating different age perspectives: Designates words or 

phrases in which Lane considers how his adult identity and background create difficulties 

in relating to his traditional-aged peers. 

English Composition I means overcoming academic writing insecurities: Designates 

words or phrases in which Lane expresses his attempts to work through his academic 

writing insecurities and gain confidence. 
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English Composition I means meeting personal and goals and interests: Designates words 

and phrases in which Lane associates his experiences with learning academic writing in 

ENG 111 to developing himself professionally and personally. 

English Composition I means having a helpful and motivating instructor: Designates 

words and phrases in which Lane shares examples of how his instructor’s support and 

instruction helped create a positive relationship and personal motivation. 

English Composition I means managing outside responsibilities: Designates words and 

phrases in which Lane allows how much his family and work responsibilities impact his 

approach to the course and engagement with it. 

Rory 

English Composition I means navigating personal mental health and family relationship 

issues: words or passages in which Rory illustrates how her experience of the course is 

colored by her struggles with anxiety and family tensions. 

English Composition I means facing anxieties surrounding critique: words or phrases in 

which Rory expresses how the course forces her to accept writing critiques from others 

that is uncomfortable to her. 

English Composition I means valuing the instructor’s support and understanding: words 

or phrases in which Rory shares how much she depends on the instructor’s feedback and 

rapport to feel motivated. 

English Composition I means feeling value in learning academic writing: words or 

passages in which Rory evinces value for and understanding of academic writing skills 

and standards in and of themselves and in contrast to differing abilities and values of 

classmates. 
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Appendix B 

 

Additional Participant Narratives 

Gary 

The heavy warm air of summer becomes a dim memory as I make my way to a 

private room in NOVA’s well air conditioned library.  Through the glass front, I perceive 

a thin young man, 28 years old, I am to learn, leaning back in an institutional-type 

wooden chair.  I wave and enter, while he looks up, expectant, his full brown beard 

partially masking a small, closed-lipped smile.  Next to him rests a home-made sandwich, 

apparently he hadn’t had lunch, though it’s early evening by now.  Next to his left hand 

on the other side, a red Coke can sits, a low fizzy sound emanating from its open, 

aluminum lip.  He looks comfortable in the space, though, and I’m hopeful as I sit and 

begin our conversation. 

 We start with the personal, as he intimates that for him, the English Composition I 

course represents a step towards meeting his personal and professional goals.  He opens 

methodically, “a college degree has always been a goal of mine, and I was a, you know, I 

was an absolutely horrible high school student…. I just didn’t care … so I joined the 

military right out of high school,” he muses over the experience.  “Spent a little less than 

ten years in and decided it was time for me … to get an education, cuse I know how 

valuable that is, just that piece of paper, you know, to get anywhere in the job field in this 

day and age.”  Indeed, he admits that even though he is starting up at a local university in 

the fall for a finance bachelor’s program, he chose to take ENG 111 at NOVA this 

summer “so that I will be a little ahead of the curve.”  He adds definitively, “I’m trying to 
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graduate as fast as I can.”  His sensitivity to time pressures, coupled with his professional 

drive, couches his decision to take ENG 111 in a firm purpose. 

 This purposeful approach to the course carries over to our conversation later in 

the summer, when we sit in the slanting sunlight coming through my large office 

windows.  In a similarly smooth continuation of our prior conversation, Gary grants me 

the intimate knowledge that in pursuing his degree he demonstrates the conviction that he 

wanted to separate himself from the environment of the “small po-dunk town in 

Louisiana” where he came from.  “I didn’t want the life of, you know, coming home 

coming in oil.  Coming home at 7 o’clock at night with nothing to show for it but a 10 

dollar paycheck.  I wanted to be able to work behind a desk in a suit and tie,” this with 

warm emphasis, “and get my kid what I wasn’t able to have when I was a child.  So, 

that’s what I wanted.”  The commitment to professional success through education seems 

to bleed into his personal goals, where the English Composition I course provides him the 

writing skills he knows he will need moving forward in his academic career: “I’m going 

to need to write papers in pretty much every class I take.  So, the skills that I learned here 

to be able to do that, are invaluable.” 

 That stolid drive reverberates further during this second conversation, as Gary 

continues to revisit the personal and professional goals intrinsic to ENG 111.  Gary sits 

back in the chair across my desk, arms firmly crossed, and expresses his satisfaction with 

what he’s gained from the course both in terms of techniques learned but also anxieties 

overcome.  Gary knows that he will carry on “these valuable skills that I learned in the 

basic writing course to be able to create an academic paper and have the confidence to 

know that I can create a great academic paper.”  He thinks further regarding how 
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academic writing skills bridge into his academic career and celebrates, “now one of the 

biggest things I feared going into college, I have control of…. So, just the skills that I’ve 

learned in this course to be able to write academically, that’s why I said they’re 

invaluable and I’m grateful for them so I can transfer those skills to these future courses.”  

Doggedly, he follows the train of thought to aims beyond college, musing that “if I did 

want to pursue a, like, higher education, like if I wanted to go towards a JD, or…get my 

master’s.  Law schools or master’s would both require a lot of writing.  So, it’s obviously 

a skill that I will be using for a long time, so it’s obviously important.”  His experience in 

gaining writing skills through his English composition course, then, propels him forward 

towards meeting his academic goals. 

 Yet, Gary methodically draws connections between these more academically 

oriented achievements and the professional goals he’s held to, perhaps given his 

imminent pressure to succeed in the workforce.  He speculates on the value of a 

bachelor’s degree for attaining a decent job, concluding that “without that certification, 

it’s really hard to get a job in making a decent amount of money in this day and age.”  

Diving deeper, Gary also links the expanded skills and mindset college affords to his 

potential career specifically in that college education is “all base line, to, not only to 

expand your knowledge, but expand your culture, expand your outlook on things, and in 

the end it will play into my financial analytics because analytics uses information from 

experience from, you know, experience from all of these things you’ve gathered to be 

able to forecast something in the future.”  Gary concludes this sweeping perspective 

succinctly, “so, all these courses tie together, and a majority of them do require academic 

writing.”  The value Gary holds for academic writing implies the importance of his 



 
 

261 
 

English Composition I experience to furnish him with the ability not only to get the job 

that promotes financial success but also to approach that job with an expanded, analytic 

mindset.   

 The career pressure and goals Gary feels seem underlined by the challenge he 

reveals at being an adult learner in college and in his English composition course 

specifically.  Looking down at the rounded edge of the library table during our first 

meeting, Gary painstakingly works through his understanding of his identity as an adult 

student and how that led to him pushing himself to take ENG 111 before his program 

starts.  He throws up his hands questioningly, then posits, “I think … I’m trying to 

graduate as fast as, as I can, um, you know, it is,” he pauses, considering.  “It is tough 

going back to school as a, uh, 27-28 year old, cuse, you know, not looking at graduation 

till 30 years old,” he shrugs, “that means I’m going to a new job field when I’m 30 years 

old, you know?  I mean it is a keen competition, especially with people they can get 

another ten years out of, uh, instead of me.”  Gary, then, associates his age with a 

professional disadvantage which taking English Composition I now helps somewhat 

alleviate.  

 Perhaps more meaningful to his English composition class experience itself, 

though, is how Gary’s adult identity colors how he experiences his classroom 

environment.  In our initial interview, Gary reviews these interactions so far, admitting 

that “I don’t really blossom inside the classroom … and once again I think it goes back to 

age as well.”  He analyzes this assessment: “I don’t really relate to a lot of the, uh, other 

students and the culture that they’re – the culture that they live.”  This disconnect from 

his younger peers is juxtaposed against his comfort with more like minded students, as 
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Gary thoughtfully acknowledges, “we do actually have a couple of veterans that are in 

the class.  So, I can relate, you know, extremely well there.”  Gary underlines the 

importance of shared experience to his ability to communicate to his classmates, 

expounding that “we have one guy that sits next to me, he’s actually forty year’s old, so 

he’s married as well, so we, you know, we are able to talk about, you know, that stuff.”  

And again, during a peer review about a paper Gary wrote about his military experience, 

Gary reflects that another veteran in the group could “relate to a lot of the other training 

that she received as well ... but other than that, they’re really hasn’t been much group 

involvement in the course just yet.”  So, feeling a sense of belonging and connection 

becomes linked to common life experiences that accrue with time and circumscribe the 

interactions Gary has in the classroom. 

 At this point, Gary glances over at his sandwich, untouched, and delves into the 

similar challenge of being adult in the face of classroom distractions he associates with 

immaturity and lack of purpose.  Of the younger students in the class, Gary carefully 

recounts that “when I see someone in the classroom, and the instructor’s up there 

lecturing, and they’re just on their phone, texting, or doing whatever, and I’m like, to me, 

it’s extremely disrespectful.”  He pauses to gesture in a rare display of frustration.  “It’s 

something my parents taught me when I was growing up … if someone’s teaching you, 

you give them your undivided attention.”  He links this frustration to the ENG 111 

experience in particular.  “In English composition we do a lot of reading, and, um, a lot 

of analysis of the readings … when someone comes into the room late, or you know, or 

there’s a distraction in the room, like that completely snaps,” and he snaps his fingers in 

solid emphasis, “a thought process you had going on … we had to start back over again.”  
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Here, he underscores the added difficulties these distractions pose for English 

Composition I over other types of courses.  So, the challenges that Gary faces as an adult 

learner in his English composition course regarding writing confidence and pressure to 

attain goals thread through his approach to working with the various classmates 

throughout the summer. 

Despite these challenges, Gary recollects the personal sense of self-gratification 

and confidence that the course experience brings.  Back in the tucked away library room 

in our first session, Gary shares, slow and measured, that for the course, “I think for the 

end goal, though, I would like to write a, uh, college-level paper … where if I sent it to a 

magazine they would be able to publish it as is.”  He continues to explain the importance 

of overcoming performance anxieties, intent clearly expressed in his thoughtful 

expression.  “I think it’s 90 percent gratification that, hey, I can do this, ten percent of, 

you know…. You know, scratch that: it’s 100 percent, I can do this.  It’s pretty much all 

self-gratification.”  For Gary, too, succeeding in ENG 111 entails a deep and abiding 

need to assert his worth.  “I think now, going back to school, I feel like I have something 

I have to prove – not only that to who my future employer is or wherever I go in life, that, 

um, that hey, I can do [academic writing], but also I’m proving it to myself too, that I can 

do this.  I can do it with style; I can do it with perfection.”  The finality of the phrase 

conveys a passion and purpose that reflects on me and presses me into a still solemnity, 

sitting there in my own simple wooden chair. 

 At our second session, he gazes into the middle distance, internally reviewing his 

growth in regard to the confidence and self-gratification the course has brought him.  

“Before I was extremely intimidated to begin the course because I didn’t think I was 
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going to do that great.  I’ve never been a great writer.  I definitely gained that confidence 

to write.”  Moreover, he reflects on how his newfound confidence can translate to other 

courses, emphasizing that he is “extremely happy that I have the confidence to want to 

write, and think that I can take an assignment and develop that into a nice paper.”  Gary 

follows through with the thought, and with a humble vulnerability recounts his value for 

his newfound ability.  “Now one of the biggest things I fear going into college, I have 

control of.  So, knowing that this philosophy class that I have to take next semester, 

there’s going to be a lot of writing, but I know I’ll be ok.”  He sums up his experience 

with a calm sort of pride, submitting that “just the skills that I’ve learned in this course to 

be able to write academically, that’s why I said they’re invaluable, and I’m grateful for 

them so I can transfer those skills to these future courses.”  Here, Gary’s firm sense of 

fulfillment with his accomplishment, coupled with a clear confidence, mark his careful 

relation of his experience in the course.  

 The sense of self-gratification and confidence that Gary gained becomes more 

clearly defined when he breaks down how he developed a more effective writing 

approach through his experience in English Composition I.  He offers a detailed example 

of his early growth when we meet at the beginning of the course, delineating that 

“forming a thesis statement, making it, you know, clear in the first paragraph was 

something that I, I wasn’t really doing before.  I was waiting till, like, the second or third 

paragraph to write a thesis statement.”  Beyond grasping the greater effectiveness of 

presenting his argument at the outset of a paper, Gary also articulates a thoughtful 

interpretation of what it means to be a good academic writer.  He muses that in his own 

practice, “I make sure that I’ve the, the claims and evidence that I’ve placed inside the 
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body, uh, you know, support my thesis.  Uh, I also make sure I have plenty of good 

closing, um, closing statements for the argument.”  Going further, Gary posits the 

conception that “academic writing is honestly something that obviously keeps the reader 

excited the entire time…. You need to try to find the facts, and present the facts that, um, 

the reader may have not heard before.”  For Gary, “as long as the reader is, um, you 

know, extremely, um, involved and into what you’re writing all the way to the end, I 

think you’ve succeeded.”  This blending of academic writing elements, overall concept, 

and improving techniques creates a subtle illustration of how Gary’s exposure to new 

ideas in his English composition course helps him perceive his own writing approach not 

only in what it is but what it means and how it should be developed.  

 We probe the idea of effective writing approaches and the concept of good 

academic writing again after the course concludes.  Over the months, Gary’s thoughts 

have stayed consistent at their base, but slight nuances in his portrayal unveil new layers 

to his conceptions.  Hands planted flat on the dark wood of my office desk, Gary asserts, 

“I still stick by my belief that a good paper really consists of a clear message, and a clear 

side to whatever argument you’re trying to make.”  The importance, he continues, lies 

with “not so much the grammar, and the pretty words; it’s mainly being able to express 

what you’re wanting to express.”  Not one to leave an idea unexamined, Gary goes into 

the reasons for this conception that reveal its evolution across the summer.  “There are 

some things that I’ve learned from the course that really helped me out,” he reflects.  

“Trying to get that message across, trying not to seem biased.  It’s like creating counter 

arguments and understanding where that side might be coming from with the counter 

argument.”  Candidly, he elaborates that “one of the biggest things in the beginning is I 
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was extremely biased in whatever point of view I was writing in,” and “feedback from 

papers really helped me realized I need to create counter arguments.”  Gary outlines the 

newly created means of anticipating an audience that he has developed based on this 

gained perspective, indicating growth in both the values and capacities for academic 

writing through his classroom experience.  

 An added element to Gary’s developing effectiveness as a writer is his improved 

technique at constructing his papers.  Point by point, Gary explains that “actually doing 

an outline before writing my paper, um, was a huge help…. I could just, uh, write down, 

you know, bullet points of what my main ideas should be.  Start with those, those topic 

sentences of what I want to write about, put a couple claims in there that I’ve 

researched.”  He shrugs almost wonderingly, “before I know it I’ve got two pages of 

topic sentences, and evidence.”  On top of employing outlining and counter arguments, 

Gary gleaned that breaking up writing assignments provided a much more effective 

means of writing.  He relates his instructor’s assignment pacing in a similarly measured 

tone: “first, all we had to turn in was a title page.  Then the outline.  Then the rough draft.  

So, I would say doing those different sections of different pieces really changed…. It 

helped out, and it also changed my ideas, and my brainstorming techniques.  Getting the 

paper together.” 

 We move on to deliberate over the other skills Gary developed that he now 

incorporates into his writing, and while he is fully able to articulate them, it is his value 

for these techniques that speaks to the indelible effects his English composition course 

had on him.  Referring to his tendency to be too conversational in tone, Gary states that 

now, “I’m able to control, um, going down that rabbit hole and being too conversational 
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in the paper, or being too informal.  That would be a skill I’ll hold onto.”  He pauses, 

thinking through pinched lips, then continues with another lesson learned: “knowing, 

like, how to properly analyze research and … how to transfer that information from 

where you pull the research from into an academic paper.”  He considers, “that would be 

a valuable skill that I will hang onto as well.”  When taking into consideration all his 

newfound approaches and skills to be a more effective writer, Gary steadily asserts that “I 

believe going through this course helped me, you know, hone in on those skills.  It will be 

good from here on out.”  His voice resonates with a still sort of confidence, and his 

relation of not only his improved writing approach, but his conviction in it, underscore 

the deep meaning and value that his composition course held for him. 

 As we come to the end of our final interview, Gary plumbs the depths of this 

meaning, leading to the discovery that his ENG 111 course engendered a broadened 

mindset for him.   Referring to writing papers, Gary muses that “whenever you’re 

supporting your claims with the evidence, you have to look that evidence up…you’re 

forced to expand your mind, and really take in all sides to the subject to be able to create 

that one paper.”  Dipping into how this open analytic approach affected him specifically, 

Gary stretches back to childhood views on homosexuality.  “You know,” he begins 

almost searchingly, “growing up in the south, the Bible belt, what are you taught about at 

a young age?... [Homosexuality] is evil.  It’s taboo.”  Yet something about his classroom 

experience put this view into question, as Gary explains that participating in an academic 

community “where everyone is opening up their minds … and everyone’s open to new 

concepts, new things … it brought me from a place of I don’t want to talk about that.  

Just, like, you do you, to a, okay, that’s your partner, good for you guys.  Love is love.”  
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This astute translation of a shifted attitude and belief regarding a socially inscribed issue 

is firmly grounded in the expanded mindset he feels stems from research-based writing 

and analysis.  “If you’re not looking into all sides of the subject, then you’re stuck in that 

one way, and for me that’s ignorant.  Really.  If you’re not really trying to expand our 

mind on something, and see all sides of it.”  In this way, Gary once again attributes deep 

personal changes to his careful consideration of his ENG 111 experience.  

 Yet it isn’t just the lessons taught in the classroom that enable Gary to grasp the 

value in perceiving multiple view points and reflecting them back on himself.  Gary 

asserts that in addition to his class, his identity as an adult learner has altered his outlook.  

I recall that during our first interview, Gary almost lightly admitted to perceiving his 

status as an adult learner as at times at odds with younger students, but this never 

surfaced in the context of his outlook on learning, as it does today.  Gary mulls over his 

changed views owing to age, “when I was 18, they give me an assignment, I’m going to 

do the bare minimum…. That’s it.  I wasn’t really looking into a topic and want to get the 

information to put on paper, turn it in.”  I can fairly see the thinking behind his soft 

brown eyes as he draws his conclusions.  “So yeah … I think [being an adult learner] 

does help out and want to open my mind to new information than I would’ve had I gone 

to college when I was 18.”  And yet, Gary’s confidence that his “value of culture, the 

value of being able to work on a different sides of a subject” is based on “90 percent life 

experiences, 10 percent of my classmates helping me out,” stands stark contrast to his 

desire to prove himself.  For, the confidence he gained through his English Composition I 

experience leads him to assert, “I believe I’m on the same level as these 18, 19-year-olds 

that just came out of school and are used to the … rigorous course work.”  He repeats the 
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idea with a cautious finality: “I think if I’m on the same level, I’ll be good.”  Tellingly, 

Gary at once espouses his own experiential confidence while also surmising that he lacks 

the purely academic writing skills that traditional-aged college students have.  Reflecting 

the juxtaposition of these seemingly contrary identifications, the conflation of adult 

identity to the attitudes and views adopted through his classroom experience similarly 

speak to the complexity of interpreting the understandings Gary gleans from this 

experience. 

 Mulling over the notion of this complexity, I watch Gary walk deliberately down 

the long office hallway.  Moved to a solemn thoughtfulness myself, I review Gary’s rich 

recount of experience.  In tying his personal and professional goals to English 

Composition I, to recognizing the challenges of being an adult learner in the classroom, 

Gary only touches on the meanings that the course experience imbued him with.  The 

confidence and self-gratification that the course brings also speaks to Gary as a strong 

element of his experience.  And, linked to this growth, the development of more effective 

writing approach germinated an expanded mindset for Gary that enhanced his already 

formulated value for understanding cultures and people as an adult.  Against all of these 

facets of meaning, though, rests Gary’s purposefully contrived efforts to overcome 

anxieties and succeed in his goal to match his traditional-aged college peers in learning to 

write academically and applying such learning to his life experiences beyond the writing 

classroom, beyond college.  The multiple implications his interpretations have for 

understanding his experience in English Composition I strike me with their richness and 

revealing complexity.  Then, bemusedly, I pause in the threshold of my office door, 

stilled at the realization that Gary hadn’t touched his sandwich months earlier, that first 
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interview, a detail neither he nor I noticed at the time, conversation being all.  It seems 

that this time as well, food, apparently, was one of the only things not on his mind. 

Sasha 

“I’d like to start by asking, how did the idea of returning to college in the first 

place arise?” 

 “So, I have to start at first.  I first moved here three years ago.  When I first came 

here … I could read but I couldn’t speak.  Not one word.  So, I thought I have to learn 

English, but I have to college to learn English…. I thought I had to learn English to 

communicate with the peoples.” 

 “Did you want to go just for English skills or did you want to learn towards a 

degree?” 

 “No.  I want to learn towards a degree, but, for that I have to know English, right?  

I have to, to composition – is, for going to university I have to pass a composition class.” 

 And so, Sasha and I together arrive at an understanding of what it means for her 

to begin ENG 111 at her community college, both in terms of her academic goals, but 

more in that the course draws out the challenges of identifying as an English as a second 

language (ESL) student.  Sasha’s story as a 31-year-old new mother and recent immigrant 

reverberates around the closed, gray office space in one of NOVA’s academic buildings, 

the setting of our first interview.  As we speak, I find that with Sasha, it often takes some 

repetition or rephrasing to come to a clear understanding, leading me to take a much more 

active role as an interviewer and include my own voice in relating our communication. 

 To couch how the anxieties associated with her ESL identity inflects her 

experience in ENG 111, Sasha reflects on her experience in ESL composition courses.  
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Sasha readily admits that writing “takes time for me.  Really for two-page essay maybe, it 

takes maybe six, eight hours for me to write it.”  Yet her voice rises in gratified triumph 

as she claims that “I’m not shy or scared to say, ‘oh, I’m from Iran,’ because I’m proud 

of myself that I can speak now after three years.”  Dark, large eyes flash more meaning 

than she can speak, as she claims, “I can read, maybe it takes a lot of time to read two, 

three pages.  I have to translate word by word, word by word, but at least I can read it, 

even if it takes time.”  I sit back, hearing and interpreting her difficult place as a new 

learner of English, struggling and succeeding bit by bit, to arrive now at this new level of 

challenge in her ENG 111 course. 

 Considering her self-reported ESL status, I ask, “how did you feel about entering 

the class for the first time?” 

 “I was scared.  I was scared,” she emphasizes unhesitatingly.  “Even now in our 

presentation, uh, the article for the essay we have to talk in front of everybody…” her 

voice trails off, then, again, “I was scared.” 

 “Yeah, why is that?” I probe, hoping she can articulate her fears surrounding the 

classroom environment. 

 “I don’t know.”  Her voice is an octave higher.  “I think because, like, it’s just not 

complete, or cannot, like talk fluently or, I don’t know.”  But it’s apparent that she does 

know, that her position as an English language learner poses serious barriers to her 

feeling comfortable in the classroom setting and at ease with reading and writing.  

 Interested in how these challenges inflect her writing approach, I ask, “so, then 

can you tell me about, um, how you approach writing assignments now?” 

 “What do you mean, how?” 
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 I try to clarify: “how do you start them, or think about them?” 

 Sasha lights up in understanding.  “Oh, oh, oh!  It’s very hard.  If we have article, 

I first read my article, for a time I try to understand what, what it’s saying.  And then, I 

read it again, and translate the words that I don’t know.  And then, I read it again,” here 

she laughs, ruefully, at the immensity of the whole process.  “So, it’s kind of, maybe, I 

read an article six, seven times to understand.”  The excessive amount of time and 

frustration at not understanding without so much time invested conveys itself clearly in 

the space between us. 

 The idea of her cultural differences also seems to affect her approach to English 

composition assignments.  For an essay topic, Sasha allows that “I chose culture because 

I have culture problem … I faced a lot of culture clash here.”  Yet, she overcomes the 

struggle of difference and difficulties in writing through putting her position as a cultural 

outsider in perspective. 

 “You can imagine if someone from United States comes to your country for three 

years can speak your own language?  No.  So you should be proud of yourself.  I 

sometimes just repeat this sentence to myself.” 

 “So you try to motivate yourself –” 

 “A lot.”  

 “ – put it in perspective.” 

 “Yeah,” Sasha laughs, seemingly grateful that I’ve perceived that navigating her 

writing assignments constantly entails making herself feel comfortable in her 

disadvantaged position as a non-native English speaker without the cultural awareness to 

negotiate American English writing standards, not to mention cultural norms.  
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 Sasha’s experience in addressing her ESL identity carries throughout the course 

and is still very much on her mind as she relates her attitudes during our second 

interview.  This time we have claimed an empty, echoing classroom, and we perch on 

small plastic chairs, the kind attached to mini desktops, as Sasha expounds on her need to 

gain more skills.  Sasha rejects the idea that just because she has finished the ENG 111 

requirement means she has mastered the field, suggesting the arduousness of her 

experience learning the subject.  She relates her thought process: “I should take more 

English classes.  I need them…. Language is very, how do you say, how I can say, has a 

lot of things to learn?  Is very big.”  Moreover, she marvels at the apparent lack of value 

for learning composition that she witnesses in other native English speakers.  “I saw 

many people that they have their high school here.  They born here.  They don’t like 

English classes.  I don’t know why.”   

 Yet, despite how clearly Sasha’s passion for learning English comes through, she 

nevertheless continues to struggle with adapting to learning academic writing.  Echoing 

her earlier comments about her difficulties, she relates that for class, “each article took 

me like, three hours just translate word by word, word by word.  Like, uh, Google 

Translate, but sometimes even when you translate, it’s not worth it.”  This with a rueful 

laugh that bounces around the classroom walls, and I smile in sympathy to the special 

challenges and anxieties she must and does address that other students would never have 

to face, not being ESL learners. 

 Perhaps speaking directly to Sasha’s experience in addressing the challenges of 

her ESL identity is her related but distinct understanding of having gained empowering 

communication skills through ENG 111.  As we begin our first interview, I ask her about 
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her goals for the course, and she outlines her desire to increase her communication 

abilities. “This, English classes, even this composition class helped me a lot, to, how to 

communicate, how to speak, to write, how to understand what’s this sentence.”   

 Sasha underscores the stigma of not being able to communicate: “three years ago, 

when you asked me something, I would just look at you.  When I went to the bank, even 

Starbucks, I didn’t know what to say to get my coffee.”   

I chuckle, and then, curious as to how this relates to her understanding of 

academic writing, venture, “so then for you good academic writing seems to be a lot 

about improving communication – ” 

“Exactly.” 

“ – clarity…” 

“Right!”  We finish the exchange, and I am gratified that I seem to grasp the 

tenacity of her connection with ENG 111 as a means of gaining mastery over her 

language abilities as well as furthering her educational goals. 

 Sasha’s conviction in the power ENG 111 gives her to communicate and move 

forward comes through clearly again, during our second interview, as she expostulates on 

her experience.  Comparing her abilities from a prior ESL course, she says, “last year for 

one paragraph, took me like, eight hours.  Now this year, maybe two hours.  I can 

understand my improvement, I can understand…”   

“Wow,” I comment, impressed at her growth, “and how does that make you feel?” 

“I feel good, I hope getting better, and better, and better.”  Her value for gaining 

power over her words rings through her repeated phrases even as they also convey her 

earnestness in pursuing such knowledge through ENG 111. 
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 Yet Sasha recognizes that her growth in communication and writing skills is an 

ongoing journey complemented, and not completed, by finishing ENG 111.  “I learn 

[writing], but I cannot say specifically I learned only from this class or from my ESL 

class.  I think it’s totally when you put all together helped me a lot for even my 

speaking…. Now at least I can speak, even if I’m not fluent, but I’m trying, yes.”  Her 

passion for learning how to communicate carries through in her pitched emphasis and the 

glint in those dark, almond eyes.  I am impressed not only with this enthusiasm, but also 

her innate grasp of how she understands the ENG 111 experience as one useful to her 

academic and personal communication goals. 

 Never shy to share, Sasha broaches another element of her experience in the 

course by expressing the need to address distractions of her family responsibilities that 

mitigate her time to spend on her ENG 111 assignments.  We sit in her instructor’s gray 

office that first meeting as she runs through her story.  “I know I’m 31, I have a baby; 

baby is like 24-hour job,” Sasha shakes her head and grimaces, the gestures speaking 

louder than the words as to the stressors that new motherhood have delivered.  However, 

ever intrepid, she completes the thought, “but I know I can continue.”   

 This brief allusion to very significant responsibilities comes through more fully 

during our second interview, where I now sense just how much effort it takes Sasha to 

cleave to her dedication to her classroom experience despite it all.  Musing over her 

desire for progress, Sasha allows, “I’m a little bit worried because of my baby.  I start 

writing at 11:00, 12:00 when she sleeps.  That’s hard, you know?”  
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“Mm-hmm,” I nod my affirmative.  Then, surprised that she indicates no other 

meaningful challenges impact her experience with the class, I seek further understanding: 

“how did you navigate that challenge?” 

She offers a long sigh before delving in to explain how she would take advantage 

of any time her baby was sleeping to do what work she could.  Chuckling at her own 

deviousness, she also reports taking advantage of class cancellations to do work for ENG 

111 rather than return home.  “My history class was canceled,” Sasha leans over the tiny 

desk conspiratorially.  “I just stay here.  I didn’t go back home, because I know that time, 

my husband is taking our baby.  If I go home, I have to take care of her, so I just stay 

here, and in these two hours, oh, two hours is like the two weeks for me.  Two hours is 

two hours.”  This last emphasis comes out in an almost desperate tone, and I sit back, 

eyes a bit wide, to hear just how strongly Sasha feels the struggle of finding time to spend 

on her writing and research. 

Indeed, in another near confessional admission, Sasha reveals, “sometimes, I said, 

‘ah, if I didn’t have my baby, or I, I was not married, so I could put more time to learn.’”  

And then, most telling of the weight of her responsibilities, she continues: “I always think 

just put my time on learning how to speak, how to write, just go out to speak.  I don’t 

have time for this…. I think the most time that I speak English was with you, really, in 

four years.”  She nods to me and laughs, loud and rueful. 

“Wow,” I offer, a bit shocked, but impressed at her commitment to me amidst all 

her other demands.  I am impressed, as well, by her steadfast efforts to uphold the priority 

of her ENG 111 course against these other family demands, marking the particularity of 

her experience. 
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Speaking to Sasha’s devotion to academic writing and her class experience is also 

her recognition of the importance of getting the support of others to her success and 

enjoyment of ENG 111.  At the outset, though, Sasha implies a bit of ambivalence when 

considering her interactions with classmates given her shyness and adult learner status.  

That first meeting, under those pale florescent office lights, she relates that while she 

finds group activities helpful, speaking with others is hard.  “When I want to talk to 

somebody,” she clarifies, “it’s kind of hard for me.  I – I scared to speak like, not 

correctly.” 

“But you do it,” I state, trying to confirm my interpretation of her communication 

with others. 

“Yeah, I do, I do it.  I close my eyes and I do it,” she laughs.  “Yes, if I have to do 

it.”  And I nod, sensing the difficulties of speaking to classmates but also her 

determination to push through the experience. 

Of the students, Sasha offers that “they are nice…most of them, they are like 

twenty, twenty-two-three; they are nice,” yet here she lifts her voice as if in question.  

She qualifies, “I think because I am older than them, I think some of their behavior…. 

They don’t know.  They are kids; they have a way to go,” she laughs, dispelling the 

potential judgment.   

 While Sasha starts with her relative disconnect from her younger compatriots, the 

conversation takes a turn when she articulates the care she perceives in her instructor.  “I 

asked her if I can ask her a lot of questions, because I have problems sometimes with 

writing or when to understand what’s the article about.  And she said yes; she’s very 
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nice.”  Sasha insists that “the teacher motivate you to just continue your class” and 

stresses that for ENG 111, she feels she has the understanding of her instructor. 

 Sasha holds to this interpretation of her relationship after the class is over, for 

during our second interview, she speaks glowingly of her instructor’s motivational 

support.  Clarifying how her instructor is helpful, Sasha explains, “you know how you 

feel comfortable with a teacher or professor?  When you’re instructor, when she’s nice, 

you are not scared to talk.”  She continues, “she helped me.  Every second, every moment 

I was on her office asking her questions about my essays and the things how to write my 

essays, even for my research paper.”  

 Relating to her deep fears of speaking incorrectly and shyness, Sasha recounts 

that even in this area, her instructor was supportive and empowering.  “She encouraged 

you to talk, to ask a question,” Sasha narrates the experience, gesturing broadly over her 

classroom desk.  “Because she was always laughing, she was nice; answer your 

questions, listen to you when you were talking.  You know, positive effect, positive.  I’m 

so happy to take this class.  I don’t know about my next class, but I’m pretty sure, pretty 

sure I’m going to learn more, more.”  I smile at her bubbling enthusiasm, touched by 

Sasha’s conviction in her instructor and excitement at the confidence and motivation she 

has gained through this supportive relationship. 

 Not to be discounted, Sasha’s relationship with another older peer in her ENG 111 

course also tells of her experience in the course as one couched in support from others.  

The class had ended, and now curious to see if she had had any positive interactions with 

other classmates over time, I ask, “do you think that your classmates helped you at all?” 



 
 

279 
 

“My classmate _____” Sasha quickly asserts.  She helped me a lot.  She helped me a lot.  

She – after each draft, she just read my essays, and she helped me a lot.  Yeah, only 

______.”  Sasha’s ready insistence here comes through clearly, and she eagerly relates 

how they were able to “reserve a room in the library, like two, three hours.  That was 

great.  And, we started writing, researching.”  The comradery she describes becomes 

evident again when Shasha allows that she expressed her doubts and confusion about 

understanding an article with her classmate, who reportedly admitted that “‘[The article] 

is even hard for me.  I am American, but I don’t understand.’”  Sasha even goes so far as 

to ask her friend to comment on her grammar, relaying again the importance of gaining 

communication skills.  She recounts her injunction to “please correct me.  Don’t be shy.  

I want you to correct me.  If you do not correct me like a, like a teacher or instructor, I’m 

going to repeat the error again, and again, and again.”  The comfort Sasha feels in sharing 

her difficulties, as well as the writing and grammar feedback, then, seem to be elements 

of the relationship that provided a firm support and motivation for her progress in ENG 

111. 

 We wrap up our last conversation, our “thank you,” “no, thank you”s echoing 

through the empty classroom space surrounding us.  Feeling both talked to, talked with, 

and just talked out, I wander down the hall and out into the summer sunlight, replaying 

the conversations in my head.  Sasha’s distinct fears of belonging and being 

misunderstood as an ESL student layer her English composition course experience with a 

nuance that in turn inflects her drive to master English and gain the power to not only 

communicate, but communicate well and in a way that moves her forward in her 

academic career to attain her goal of earning that college degree.  Impacting this, though, 
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is Sasha’s struggle to balance her family responsibilities with her coursework, clearly 

conveyed across both interviews as one that mitigated her classroom experience.  And 

yet, as if in balance to this, the supportive relationships she establishes with her instructor 

and classmate, if not her younger peers, seem to provide her with a motivation and 

confidence that allow her to understand ENG 111 as a course to enjoy as both 

empowering and inspiring.  Despite the few misunderstandings we had along the way, I 

cannot but feel that Sasha communicated the complicated understandings of her 

experience as fully and reflectively as anyone could have wished.  And I smile as 

memories of her last ringing laugh play through my ears at our conversation’s close.  

Blake 

It’s an early evening at the start of summer, but this was impossible to tell in the 

back private library room that Blake and I had procured for our initial interview at the 

NOVA campus.  He smiles up at me as I enter the lamp lit room, close lipped and with a 

nervous quirk.  I offer a broad smile back, taking in his almost grungy causal look, 

punctuated with black denim pants and a tee-shirt emblazoned with a stylized skull.  Yet 

his eyes are dark and anything but aloof, and though I know Blake to be one of the 

younger of my participants, something about the cast of his expression speaks to the 

storied background of multiple jobs, family and personal challenges, and deep seated 

personal goals that I will come to learn mark his story.  For, despite that tentative first 

smile, Blake is not one to hold back any detail in narrating his higher education 

experience. 

When I graduated high school in 2007, um, I immediately, like the next year, like, 

decided to go to college for some reason, even though in retrospect that seemed 
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like a terrible idea, cuse, um, I have no idea what I wanted to do with my life…. 

[I] didn’t feel any reason to be there, um, kinda felt like I was wasting my time, as 

well as like, a whole other list of problems. 

And so Blake begins by outlining his complete lack of engagement with his earlier 

college attempts, which sits in clear juxtaposition against the purposeful motivation that 

suffuses his relation of his ENG 111 experience.  He meticulously relates how the death 

of his father in high school contributed to the “other list of problems” making it a 

challenge to further his education.  Scrubbing the desk in a circular motion with long 

fingered hands, Blake shares that “dealing with the grief of, like all of this stuff, it’s like, 

[I] started having, like, huge anxiety attacks, uh, probably went through like exasperated 

massive depressive episode,” this with a self-deprecating chuckle.  He relates that he felt 

like “it’s just everything’s out of control,” and admits “not really getting a handle of 

[anxiety issues] until recently, actually, which is part of like, why I went back to school 

now.”  In fact, he allows that a few years ago, he had initially tried to go back to NOVA 

but met with as little success as his first exposure to college:  

It’s like, deciding again, it’s like, well, I really need to get a degree because it’s 

easier to get jobs that way.  Or, at least, that’s what everyone says, even though I 

still had like no plan or motivation, or passion behind that.  So, I was like going 

for, like, business administration, as that just seemed like, seemed like it was 

some-somewhat in demand.  Um, but no, s’like, not really super interested in that 

either, so I was just here a few semesters. 

I let Blake continue on this unbroken stream, hearing the real struggles he faced in 

finding both a reason and ability to continue his education.  The turn in his outlook, 
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though, comes about through his own research into psychology in an effort to address his 

own mental health concerns.  It was that academic engagement that led him to return to 

NOVA for the associate’s and then transfer to earn his Bachelor of Arts in Psychology.  

As another professional goal, Blake also announces that he is on track to earn a certificate 

in substance abuse counselling, having readily admitted to struggling with substance 

abuse himself in past years.  Blake reflects that this motivation stems from a growth in 

his self-awareness since he was 18: “I just feel like I’m a much different person now, and 

so, I actually have, like a lot of passion to do, to actually do all the stuff, and do the 

reading and do all the work.”  He punctuates each point with a quick jab to his thigh and 

finishes with emphasis, “I really want to do it now.”  

 Most telling of his experience with ENG 111, though, is Blake’s association with 

it to his personal research and professional interests, where his past background makes 

the course more meaningful.  Deep into our first conversation, Blake’s voice takes on an 

impassioned tone as he expresses that because the instructor assigned the longer research 

paper at the beginning of the course rather than at the end, he had more opportunity to 

explore his interests.  He states that the approach “just makes the other parts like, making 

the research part a lot easier, making the writing part a lot easier because it’s something I 

already care about…. So, having the time to do that is good.”  I sit back, listening with 

impressed interest as Blake expounds on his process of finding a question or statistic in 

his research that inspires his engagement and then shaping his further research and 

writing around it.  Again, voice raised in excitement, Blake recalls how he perceived a 

social issue with providing substance abuse care.  “So, there’s like, this huge need that 

just isn’t being filled, but it’s a weird number where it’s like, the profession and 
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[substance abuse counselling] exist to help people, but people aren’t getting help.  And so 

it’s basically like, like, what is keeping people from getting help?”  And then Blake really 

runs with it, retelling in detail his exploration of the topic and development of his paper 

in a way that leaves no doubt as to the intentionality of his approach.  This approach, too, 

speaks to how Blake weaves in his past personal research and life experiences through his 

current work in a reflection of his motivation to succeed in the course.  

 An instance of this passion plays out again during our second interview, also in a 

low-lit private room in NOVA’s library.  Blake muses on the instructor’s assignment 

strategy, “I think it was a lot more useful to do the big paper first, so you have a lot more 

opportunities to kind of get into that.  Because I think that’s where a lot of the 

[instructor’s] comments go in, and then you have time over the summer to re-write it.  

Um, and I think that helped me more.”  Here, Blake links his appreciation for being able 

to design his own research project to a motivation to improve his academic writing skills, 

underscoring the importance of personal purpose and motivation to learn to his 

experience in the course.  Indeed, in conceptualizing his current value for academic 

writing now, Blake offers that “I still think, you know, it’s really important that, you 

know, people focus on having really good, well written research essays – people, um, 

know how to like, explain concepts to people.”   

 More specifically, Blake illustrates the relevancy he perceives in learning 

academic writing through the course to his more professional aims.  Blake links his 

career in substance abuse counselling to the writing skills learned in the course: 

My career is going to require me to be as less judgmental as possible and to kind 

of look at situations as they are and to see where, you know, I can help someone 



 
 

284 
 

or see where they can help themselves…. I think you can do that through 

language as well…. I think that my job might require like, writing a lot and being 

able to, you know, take the skills I take from academic writing and you know, 

apply them. 

This assessment of the utility of his learning as associated with his career, beyond his 

mere readiness to learn now that he has a better grasp of self, suggests the multiple 

factors affecting Blake’s outlook towards the course.  Even so, Blake’s expressed view of 

his English composition course as fulfilling purpose and newfound intrinsic motivation to 

learn marks this as an important understanding for himself as well, which is most 

important in defining his experience.  

 Attendant to Blake’s purposeful motivation to learn is his experience with 

refining his holistic conception of academic writing, with its conventions and purpose, 

throughout the course.  At our first interview, Blake struggles to find a way to define 

what good academic writing looks like.  With a grimace and quasi apologetic laugh, he 

haltingly parses: 

I know when I see bad academic writing more than when I see good academic 

writing…. Good academic writing almost needs to take so much in consideration, 

um, and just like, bad academic writing just seems like it ignores those 

considerations.  I think really, we covered that a little bit last class. 

While Blake does not explicitly state what those “considerations” might be, the value he 

ascribes to them comes through in his clear distinction between good and bad academic 

writing.  This holds true even for one convention that he does specify, citation formatting, 

which he finds “boring.”  Even at this outset of the course, he grudgingly sketches quite a 
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detailed account of just why citations matter that demonstrates his growing mindfulness 

of what they are for: 

I know [learning citation formatting] is important because it forces you to look for 

who published this; who is the author; what is title exactly; where did you find 

it?... It’s like, when was it published, when you looked at it, um, because that goes 

more into like, how you analyze the source too, cuse you need to take all those 

into consideration, like ‘who’s this person?; what’s the context of the thing … 

could you think of any, like, historical event that may have changed, like, the 

current research?’… So, it forces you to look at, and then, the rest of it just seems 

like crap because then it’s just – how, did you italicize correctly?  It’s like, I don’t 

care. 

His quick laugh belies the thoughtfulness of his response in expressing just why such an 

academic convention exists.  Indeed, Blake seems to have already gleaned much of what 

constitutes the idea of good academic writing, underlining the meaningfulness of his 

writing and reading background to his current experience.  He reflects, “I think I was 

aware of most [conventions], just like through the experience of like, reading stuff,” this 

in reference to his avowedly personal passion for learning and reading he had brought up 

earlier in the conversation.  And, he evinces further in depth recognition of and value for 

quality academic writing in his musing insistence that: 

it’s really important to have um, time to like, practice, and to like, kind of, you 

know, work toward, like, at least being aware of … what an article can offer, but 

also what it’s limitations are, and to see, like, where the information is coming 

from, and see what it’s goals are, and … take into consideration why you’re 
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reading it…. Even if you don’t do the writing part … that part [research] of what 

the class makes you do is important; just do research.  And then writing helps a 

lot because, you know, it teaches you to be creative with it. 

In this way, Blake bridges his past reading and writing conceptions with the lessons 

taught through his ENG 111 course.  Thus, this fusion features as an integral part of his 

understanding of the class experience as one of refining his conceptions of academic 

writing conventions. 

 During the second interview as well, Blake extrapolates the complicated nuances 

of academic writing in such a way as to suggest an extended awareness of academic 

writing elements through class lectures and lessons.  When I ask him about any changes 

he perceives in his conception of good academic writing, Blake crosses his arms over his 

dark tee-shirt and shrugs, “I still think it’s easier to see when it’s bad but because, like, 

the definition of good is way more broad, I guess, but does include a lot of things that you 

could probably sit down and list, but I’m not sure if I could do anything concise.”  Here, 

Blake intimates the difficulties he still has in delineating a tight concept of academic 

writing, indicating its complicated meaning.  Yet in stark contrast to this, he moves on to 

expostulate some of those very elements he is not sure he can list: 

I know, like, good writing … would make sure you understand where all the 

information is coming from.  Um, there would be, like, data linked to any 

statement that’s made, or almost every statement…. Authors most time, like, have 

to go back and reflect on their own biases and then put that into the paper. 

Blake easily elaborates, then, distinct conventions in regard to academic writing here in 

the notion of supporting claims through research and acknowledging author 
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preconceptions.  When I press for other conceptions he may associate with academic 

writing, Blake draws out slowly that the purpose of academic writing lies in: 

trying to present new information, um, trying to put, like, that new information 

into context for specific fields if you can do that, if that’s its purpose…. Starting 

with a question, interrogating that, and then even based on those results even 

presenting sometimes, like, additional questions that the study knows it can’t even 

really question, and then see if someone else has.  Cuse, I guess that’s better for, 

like research. 

At the conclusion of this thought, he looks at me with a glance that silently asks me if this 

is answer enough, to which I smile and assure him that yes, it is certainly enough.  For, 

this methodical expression for how academic writing creates a discourse of related 

research reveals his experience in the classroom as imbued with exposures to this 

function of academic writing. 

Further exhibiting his greater holistic understanding of academic writing and 

research purposes, Blake evinces a more refined grasp of academic writing as comprised 

of multiple genres.  It is during our second interview that this understanding comes to 

light, when Blake runs his hands through his short black hair and describes how engaging 

in various writing assignments led him to delineate between types of academic writing.  

Speaking to the differences between his research and persuasive essays, Blake explains, 

“it’s like the research is different from persuasive, like, you still need evidence in the 

persuasive essay, but for research essay it’s more about presenting things or exploring 

things.”  Blake extends this notion of genres even to media and journalism when he 

remembers how the instructor brought in articles posted on Facebook to illustrate the 
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effects of various styles of writing.  “A lot of articles are more filled with like, emotional 

responses to kind of get your attention and to kind of, like bring you to the next 

paragraph,” Blake extends.  “But, that article at least [the instructor] found that didn’t 

seem to have much of a focus point or any kind of, like, logical reasoning to it I guess…. 

But, it was still effective for like – it brings up a lot of, you know, like opinions that 

people have like really heavy emotions.”  In this, Blake at once demonstrates a critical 

analysis of such articles as well as an allowance for how they are in some way effective 

despite lack of academic rigor.  So, through much discussion and detail, Blake and I 

come to recognize his classroom experience as circumscribed by his growing conception 

of academic writing as one of certain conventions as well as multiple purposes and 

genres.  Blake’s admitted struggle to come up with concise definitions, though, speaks to 

the complexity of the concept as much as his obvious efforts to learn it. 

 Concomitant to Blake’s developing grasp of academic writing is his growth in 

writing confidence through feedback, another central element of his experience.  Blake 

glances aside at our first interview as he considers his interactions with his instructor and 

explains, “it’s mainly just through email communication that mainly I’ve just asked, like, 

questions about the essay and stuff like that or like something about writing or concerns.”  

Looking directly at me now, he continues, “and she’s been pretty good about, like, being 

helpful in that area, and um, giving advice.”  Later in the same conversation, he suggests 

how this helpful relationship allows him to overcome his self-criticism and doubts 

concerning his writing skills.  He relates his coping strategy with such anxieties, 

admitting that in order to complete academic writing: 
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I don’t necessarily care if it’s good or not, um, because then I would just get lost 

in caring if it’s good or not, and that’s not really as important, um, because it’s not 

really for me to judge that, uh, cuse the intended audience for the class is just like, 

getting the grade on the paper, which is up to the teacher. 

I note his linkage of grades to success, which further impresses me with the importance 

of his instructor’s feedback to his conviction in his abilities.  

While Blake’s reliance on grades would seem to indicate that Blake feels 

incapable of judging his own work or feeling confident, he countermands this 

interpretation by elaborating on his reason for desiring feedback.  He recounts his 

instructor’s initial praise for the class’s overall advanced skills, his low voice 

strengthening as he asserts, “I know now that I’m a lot better than most people,” with a 

quick laugh.  “I feel comfortable saying that,” he carries on, “but it’s also, it’s like, I feel 

like there’s a lot of room for improvement, so I would just rather have someone who feels 

like they have like, a really good perspective or like, experience, to like tell me kind of 

what they think about something.”  So, it seems it is not so much that Blake has no 

confidence in his own abilities but that he knows that informed feedback can lead him to 

grow in his skills and confidence. 

Throughout his experience in the course, Blake similarly appreciates feedback 

from others, such as friends or family, especially if they have some authoritative insight 

to offer.  While developing his research topic on addiction counselling, Blake reached out 

to his mother for her views given her related work in the DEA.  “It’s good to get her 

perspective on it…. I want to get talk with people who are more involved with the topic.  

So, if I think they have a new perspective, I’ll talk to them about it, but if I don’t, then I 
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don’t really talk about that.”  Blake laughs again, upturned hands lifting in a gesture of 

rueful acceptance, but his words clearly convey that his experience of class weaves in a 

value for feedback.  Even beyond seeking out opinions from those with an informed 

viewpoint, Blake muses over the importance of gaining insight from his classmates, in 

that “having just other people critique your stuff even if they have no idea what they’re 

doing, maybe they’ll have something to add.”   Though Blake’s classroom experience 

does not incorporate such peer exchanges, illustrating the classroom environment, that he 

welcomes such feedback underscores its potentially to bolster his confidence as well as 

expand on his own conceived ideas. 

Blake’s attitude surrounding feedback and his experience of it remained 

consistent for the duration of the class, marking its import to his understanding of going 

through ENG 111.  “I was really satisfied with what I wrote,” Blake asserts at the 

beginning of our second conversation in that back-library study room.  “[The class] 

wasn’t as intense as I thought it was going to be to the point where I was worrying so 

much if, like, specifically, like, how to annotate things, like, perfectly.”  He explains this 

concern about citations specifically stemmed from the fact that “based on the comments I 

got back, like the only things that [the instructor] didn’t like were I kept messing up, like, 

uh not getting the formats on, like, MLA perfectly.”  Yet, he allows that he received an 

‘A’ for the course, and his overall contentment with his performance again shows how 

his instructor’s feedback informs his own conception of success.  “So, in terms of 

academic writing specifically,” Blake delves further, “I think it was just really useful to 

get comments back on, at least, like the style guide type stuff, and then just … I got a lot 

of comments back on like, language, and sort of … which I think the other papers kind of 
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helped flesh out more.”  Blake’s comment on his utilization of his instructor’s feedback 

throughout the course thoroughly illustrates how he internalized such comments to help 

him improve his writing as well as tamp down his writing anxieties.  Indeed, Blake’s 

interpretation of instructor feedback even led him to ask his instructor if he could be a 

tutor at the campus’s writing center.  Sitting back in his chair, Blake goes on to share: 

So, it was actually kind of helpful to like – over the course for the semester like 

[the instructor] always felt like she was pretty open about giving comments and 

making some time to actually look and read over stuff.  It was kind of cool to see 

that she liked my writing and would actually like hire me for something, which is 

pretty helpful too. 

A ring of prideful confidence tints Blake’s words as the story trails off, and I cannot help 

but smile at witnessing this expression of such a growth in confidence.  And while much 

of it stemmed from the feedback Blake receives throughout the course, the notion that he 

has taken ownership of such confidence, feeling empowered enough to apply to be a 

tutor, speaks to the power of this key facet of his ENG 111 experience. 

 Having come to the end of his narration, we exchange somewhat drawn out 

goodbyes and make our way outside into the warm evening air.  In his own at times 

roundabout ways, Blake has weighted me with a rich tale of someone who has overcome 

much adversity to face his anxieties and find a purpose in returning to academics with 

renewed motivation and goals.  ENG 111, then, becomes tailored to Blake’s rediscovered 

academic goals, as he understands the course as meeting his desire to gain the skill of 

academic writing, which he values it as relevant to his goals.  Tripping through the 

details, Blake also brings to light just how much his growing, if complicated, assessment 
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of what constitutes good academic writing infuses his classroom experience.  In this way 

ever questioning and thoughtful, Blake extends his questing mind to latch on to others’ 

feedback as a way to gain further understanding of academic writing and assure his sense 

of confidence in the field.  Interwoven, then, in the classroom experiences with his 

instructor and mother, if not with his classmates, is Blake’s association of feedback with 

definitive judgment and direction for improvement.  That Blake attests to his conviction 

in this improvement and confidence moving forward asserts the meaning of feedback for 

him as one of helping him move forward in his academic writing goals, if not also his 

larger personal and professional interests.  Layered and recursive as Blake’s story became 

at times, I also recognize the underlying determined passion of purpose driving the thread 

of his narrative, inflecting his interpretation of his experience in the class with evocative 

interconnected themes.    

Rory 

The library fairly hums with a thrumming buzz as patrons converse across low set 

tables or lean over the loosely stacked shelving that crisscrosses the main floor.  At one 

of the more tucked away tables sits Rory, perched upright and leaning forward over the 

smooth surface.  I approach her with a smile, and she responds brightly with a smile of 

her own and quick “hi” as I take a seat across from her.  My youngest participant at 25 

years old, Rory exudes a youthful eagerness, echoed in the jaunty swing of her blond 

ponytail as she retakes her seat after standing to shake my hand.  As she is one of three 

participants from a single spring semester ENG 111 session, I can’t help but wonder at 

how her perspective as a younger adult with past college experience may differ from the 

other narratives I’ve heard.  But then I focus on her wide blue eyes and bring my 
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attention to bear on her own story, distinct and edged with serious challenges that bely 

her relative youth and speak to the intensity of background influences that can 

accumulate even in a short span of years. 

 Rory does not hesitate to launch into the details surrounding her decision to return 

to college and take English Composition I, details that outline that for Rory, the course 

entails a struggle to overcome personal anxiety and family struggles.  Sparing nothing, 

Rory’s tone is almost chipper as she tells me how she transferred schools after taking a 

break to support her father through cancer and “try to mend relationships with my 

family,” who she had not spoken to for a year.  Yet, this gap led to the realization that “I 

kinda lost my confidence in school…. It didn’t click with me.”  So, having transferred 

after having completed one year of college, “I immediately fell into a huge depression 

and had to leave like two months after I got there.”  Unfortunately, the cycle continued, 

as Rory’s third attempt at college ended with the same failures due to anxiety and 

depression.  With a self-deprecating click of her tongue, Rory admits, “that was when I 

decided that I really needed to get help.”  Having sought treatment and receiving 

medication, Rory feels that “this is the year that I’m really – it’s going to happen.  I feel a 

lot better about where I am with my family, where I am with myself.  I feel confident.”  

While her past struggles and conflicts apply more globally to achieving her goal of 

finishing her college degree, it nevertheless directly inflects her understanding of ENG 

111. 

 The direct effect that her past and ongoing family and mental health issues has on 

her academic writing experience becomes clear slightly later into our first conversation in 

the public library.  She shares her regret at not addressing her anxieties after her first 
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couple attempts at college, as this prevented her from gaining confidence in her writing 

abilities while there.  “In my mind,” Rory elaborates, “I can’t write, I can’t do this, I can’t 

be [in college], I’m not good enough.”  Even after she left her last institution, the 

anxieties persisted when she tried to take writing classes at other schools, as “there was 

always something that made me feel timid.  So that’s a challenge, when I, when I write 

I’m always like, ‘can I do this?  Why am I doing this?  This is crazy,’ you know?  I’m not 

a good writer…. And a lot of in my dark mind, you know…”  She trails off, her mouth 

forming a thin closed, line.  In this way, Rory outlines how her deep-seated insecurities 

affect not only her general approach to college, but to academic writing.  Yet Rory 

displays her newfound determination in that despite “insecurities rolling around in my 

head … maybe if I can learn to push through it, maybe it will quiet down.”  She 

punctuates, “so, I feel like that’s the challenge I face when I do write, you know?”  I nod 

my understanding of her experience with her anxieties and writing. 

  Rory’s anxieties similarly come to bear on her ENG 111 course.  With a quick tug 

on her ponytail, Rory grimaces, “I feel like I haven’t written anything that’s worth 

looking at since my junior year of high school.  And that was when I was most proud of 

my work and that was when I thought I could just kick ass at writing.”  She shrugs, “and 

now, it’s a little bit more shaky.  And so, we have an essay due … I’m like, I just need to 

know what I get, I need to know my grade, I need to see [the instructor’s] comments, I 

need to see it all.”  While she smiles at her insistence, the anxieties underlying it clearly 

figure as entrenched in her approach to her class.  When speaking of her goals for herself 

in the course, Rory similarly reveals anxieties that lead her to be less confident with her 

writing abilities.  She recalls a day when the instructor praised another student, “and it’s 
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like, in my mind I’ve created like, competition with her.”  Rory laughs ruefully, “I always 

want obviously to get a good grade, but I feel like my writing hasn’t necessarily 

improved for a really long time…. I’ve probably gone down in terms of quality.”  Here, 

the general mental health struggles Rory has weathered again manifest as pervasive and 

critical to her understanding of the English Composition I course experience.  

 We touch on this issue again during our second interview, this time tucked in a 

small private room on the second floor of my public library.  Rory’s voice carries a faint 

echo as she relates how her mental health issues arose during the class.  “I do suffer from 

depression and I went through it pretty badly this past semester.”  She continues, 

“especially with this research paper, I procrastinated to the point where I didn’t know – 

like it wasn’t going to be good.  ‘Will I finish?’  And I started worrying about it.”  A little 

later in the conversation, Rory opens up even more concerning her patterns in facing 

anxiety and depression.  “I’ve always been, like, I crawled back into my little personal 

cave and that’s where I feel safe and comfortable.”  In ENG 111 specifically, Rory 

realizes that she exhibited this pattern again, “but I was able to notice that I was doing it 

at least…. I didn’t go as hard as previous times, and I was able to get out of it in time to 

still do very well in the class.”  This determination to address her mental health issues led 

to her eventual effort reach out and get the accommodations she needed.  Rory draws her 

knee up to place an Ugg clad foot on the seat of the wooden chair and elaborates how the 

help she received made her realize that “life is not going to end in English class.  It was 

time to salvage my grade.”  Impressed, I sit back in my own chair and consider how 

deeply Rory’s personal struggles with her mental health colored her experience in ENG 
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111 even as her relation of the experience shows her progression in navigating these 

issues and persevering in her goal to be successful in the course. 

 In potential correlation with Rory’s larger challenges with anxiety and mental 

health is the extreme fear of critique in regard to the academic writing she does for her 

English Composition I course.  Early in our first session, and in an almost incongruously 

upbeat tone, Rory expresses how a fear of criticism has plagued her throughout her 

educational experience.  During high school, Rory gushes that she “fell in love with 

English even more, and so writing for me is, it’s like my baby and I have a really hard 

time,” this with a self-depreciating laugh, “getting criticism of it.  It’s really … I hate it.”  

She rolls on, “it’s just one of those things that I just want to burst into tears every time 

somebody grades my writing.”  Ultimately, she admits that this attitude caused her to 

delay taking ENGL 111 until she had to in order to transfer to a four-year institution.   

 We explore the reasons behind this strong fear of critique to discover that they 

revolve around Rory’s preconceptions of how others will interpret, or potentially 

misinterpret, her writing.  Cocking her head in thought, Rory surmises that “I don’t like it 

when people edit for style, and I have my own voice and my own style, and I feel like 

that happened,” she pauses, remembering.  “When my mom used to edit my papers, she 

did the same thing.  My sister, same thing, you know?  And peer editing, you know, same 

thing.”  She gestures expansively as she relates a tale of how a student who had 

inappropriately contracted a word was assigned to review her own work for a grade in a 

past college English composition experience, which she deemed counterproductive to 

professional assessment and growth.  In her own words: “I’m picky about who critiques 

my writing because I don’t know if they’re on par with what I – I need, I guess.”  At a 
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more emotional level, she reflects that “the peer editing thing just broke my heart, and 

that really upset me.”  She elaborates how her aversion developed, asserting that “writing 

used to be a really amazing thing and a really, you know, wonderful kind of thing that I 

love and I have wonderful memories of.”  She lifts her hands in a supplicating gesture.  

“Then it kind of turned into, ‘oh my gosh!  Don’t even look at mine, don’t critique mine.’  

You know,” she continues to address her peer editor, “‘I don’t trust you,’ is basically 

what it comes down to.  ‘I don’t trust you to critique my writing in a way that I think is, is 

correct, basically.’”  She shrugs in consternation, acknowledging the challenges her fears 

and aversions pose to her experience with academic writing. 

 Faced with the daunting task of negotiating this fear of critique in her ENG 111 

course, Rory elucidates how her attitude comes to bear on her course experience.  During 

the course, she shares some of her work with her parents, though “they don’t want to say 

anything that upsets me,” owing to her troubled academic history.  “So,” she explains, 

“when I ask for their opinion, they’re kind of wishy washy about that, so at the same time 

I’m reading in all these crazy thoughts, you know: ‘oh, they hated it!... They don’t take 

my opinion seriously,’ you know, blah, blah” she rambles on, mocking her own reaction.  

A quick moment of silence, and Rory concludes, “so, I share [my academic writing] but 

at the same time [family is] the only people I share it with; I don’t want my friends to 

read this; I don’t want anybody else to read this, like at all.”  This last emphasis 

underscores the pervasiveness of Rory’s fears of criticism through her time in the course.  

As well, it illustrates the lens through which Rory understands what ENG 111 means to 

her in regard to facing this fear out of necessity in meeting her personal academic goals. 
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 Instrumental to Rory’s successes in facing her fears of judgment and critique is 

her ENG 111 instructor’s support and empathy, qualities she values in all professors and 

which mark her experience of the course.  Tellingly, Rory skips through stories of 

supportive instructors, writing and otherwise, that have encouraged her academic efforts 

and helped her grow in confidence.  Referring to her doubts regarding her current writing 

capacities, Rory reflects on such past experiences: “it would just be nice if somebody was 

just like: ‘let me take you under my wing; let me show you what you’re doing right, what 

you’re doing wrong…. I really want to give you great feedback on this essay so that you 

can make it better,’” Rory nods, “which is what my [high school] English teacher did 

with me.”  With this, she reveals her desire for developmental attention and 

understanding.  Rory further illustrates her vision of an ideal professor in recounting her 

interpretation of her political science professor, blurting, “I really enjoy her company; I 

really enjoy her class.  I feel like she’s very open, um, to talking, to, you know maybe 

getting coffee.  You know,” she runs her hand through her ponytail, “someone who’s 

willing to really try and educate, not just in the classroom but outside of the classroom.”  

With these vivid portraits, I am gratified with understanding just the levels of connection, 

approachability, and dedication Rory desires in her relationships with professors. 

 Rory easily features how her English Composition I instructor embodies her 

conception of a valued instructor.  Rory laughs as she gushes, “oh, I love Professor 

______, and I hope she loves me!  That’s basically that.”  A few minutes later, she offers 

a more analytic perspective of just how she relates to her professor.  “I feel like if you’re 

going to have somebody teach you how to write, you need to be on a level with them,” 

Rory flashes a smile at the thought.  “You need to have a connection with them; you need 
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to really … trust them…. They want to help you, and they’re going to try to do that.”  

She allows, “I hope I can have that with Professor ______.”  And indeed, she 

demonstrates just how her instructor is meeting this hope when she recalls that for an 

assignment, Rory had her instructor review it, and “I feel like she gave me really good 

advice, and, uh, I added a lot of things to my paper, that I just feel like made it great.”  

Such an experience leads Rory to express that this “is why I’m looking forward to her 

comments on my paper.”  Thus, even early on in her course experience, Rory feels the 

support and understanding she craves from her instructor. 

 As we sit in our small private library room after the course is over, Rory only 

underlines how the quality of her relationship with her instructor shaped her experience 

of the course.  Ever candid, Rory narrates how her instructor was able to help her 

navigate a bout of depression she went through during the course of the semester.  

“Because I had a good relationship with [the instructor],” Rory explains, “she really gave 

me the benefit of the doubt on some things and it was nice.”  She rushes on, “especially 

with this research paper, I procrastinated to a point where I didn’t know, like, it wasn’t 

going to be good; ‘will I finish?’  And I started worrying about it.  And she gave me an 

extension and that was very nice.”  A few minutes later into the conversation, Rory 

returns to the idea that her instructor’s understanding of her life situations as well as 

instructional skill grounded her ENG 111 class experience.  “I love the topics that she 

brought up in class,” Rory enthuses brightly.  “I love the reading material that we had,” 

and then adds tellingly, “she was very nice to give me that extension and to take into 

consideration other life happening I was in.”  I nod, appreciating how meaningful 

navigating that situation with her professor must have been for her to bring it up again.  
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And yet Rory goes even further, admitting that she struggles to ask for help and that in 

another instance early in the semester, “I didn’t and I screwed up, and I missed some 

assignments, and she was like, ‘You know what? You send them in, I’ll give you half 

credit for everything,’ and that was great.”   

For Rory, though, it seems the largest impression lies in the fact that her instructor 

went above and beyond what was required to relate to Rory and offer the support she 

needed.  Rory marvels, “she obviously didn’t have to do that,” referring to the late 

assignments, “and that was really – that would be up and beyond and helped me push 

back and get out of it and say, ‘all is not lost this semester.  It’s not completely wasted. I 

can finish strongly.’”  Rory quotes her own thoughts with a quiet smile, “and I did.”  

Here, Rory not only expresses the appreciation she has for an instructor open to helping 

her through her struggles but how such support actually changed her entire attitude 

towards the course.  Rory affirms that her instructor was “approachable – she’s one of 

those teachers that if you had a problem, she would care about it or you could go to her 

and say like I did when I’m screwing up.”  In outlining her instructor’s problem solving 

approach, Rory again illustrates her value of instructor support: “she would talk about it 

with you and come up with a solution that work for everybody or even if it’s completely 

unrelated, I feel like she would just be willing to help in the way that she could.”   In this, 

Rory reveals the depth of connection she feels towards her instructor, one which affected 

her experience of the classroom environment as well as her approach to and eventual 

success in the course. 

Rory’s esteem for her ENG 111 instructor seems entwined with the similarly 

impassioned personal value she has for academic writing, which I soon learned infused 
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her understanding of the course, its potentials, and its purpose.  Even before extensive 

teaching had taken place, at the beginning of the semester, Rory reveals her self-directed 

motivation with a musing over her expectations for the class.  “My goal is to become a 

better writer, I guess” her voice rising as if in question.  Answering herself, she bobs her 

head in assertion: “basically, just to get back to where it was would be my goal, but … 

yeah, my expectations for myself, I guess.”  This voicing of her aims, if almost tentative, 

nevertheless shows her conviction in the need to become a strong academic writer.  

Similarly, Rory discusses her writing strategies, and while she does not state outright that 

she values the skill, her dedication to finding relatable topics does speak to her belief in 

academic writing’s importance.  “If I’m interested in a topic, I will try.  If I’m not,” Rory 

drawls, “I will not so as well.  So I really have to be really interested in everything that I 

do because if I’m not, it just turns, you know, out just badly.  Um, so that’s my kind of 

approach,” Rory’s shoulders pop up in a shrug.  Her need to be personally invested and 

self-directed in her writing may, then, slant her attitude towards her interpretation of her 

ENG 111 experience as opposed to other students.   

Indeed, Rory reveals that in part, expanding her academic writing skills is 

important to her “to gain my confidence back, to understand that I can do this.”  She 

leans forward, arms clasped over her knees, “I enjoy writing, and if I am passionate about 

a subject, I can get into it.”  This in echo of her earlier declaration.  “I just want to know 

in terms of my writing and my academic writing that I can do it.  I want it.”  Rory’s tone 

takes on a strained energy, “I want that validation in a huge way that probably not a lot of 

people would understand.”  With this stringent declaration, Rory inscribes her value for 

writing during ENG 111 with a sense of self-worth and confidence that goes beyond the 
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importance of mere composition skills.  Yet overall, the worth of these skills comes out 

in her bald opinion that academic writing is a “life skill that is underrepresented and 

undervalued in this day and age…. I think it’s one of the best way to communicate of 

people.”  These impassioned statements unveil the multifaceted and individualized value 

Rory has for academic writing, from the personal, to the social, and finally the academic.  

Rory’s desire to master academic writing takes an unexpected turn when she 

frames it within her own critique of others’ relatively poor academic writing, in her eyes.  

In a drawn out expression, Rory details her impression of NOVA’s academic standards 

and student population during our first conversation, tossing her ponytail back and 

crying, “I know that it’s an English 101 or 111 course at NOVA, but everybody, I think 

should have a grasp on what a basic essay is, you know?”  In an exasperated tone, she 

punctuates, “introduction, body paragraphs, conclusion, you know?  In text citations are 

important; don’t forget the, the, you know, these types of things.”  She barks a high laugh 

at her own vehemence.  I just smile back and wonder at her inadvertent passion, 

appreciating the desire she holds for all to be skillful at writing, even if she experiences it 

as a form of frustration for her in her ENG 111 course.  In a parallel vein, Rory relates 

her value for academic writing as counterpoised against the distance she feels from her 

younger peers, in that she feels that “maturity level is different, you know, with half the 

class is probably eighteen and then the other half is like, mid-twenties or older.”  

Conflating her attitude towards academic writing with her intrinsic motivation to reach 

her academic goals, she emotes, “I’ve dealt with a lot of bull shit in the past; I’m not 

joking around.  I am there to study, to work.  I am trying to get into a four-year 

institution.”  She picks her head up to look at me with light blue eyes, “I feel like my 
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goals are different from theirs, and it’s hard for us to relate on that level.”  With this 

iteration, I understand that her dedication to succeeding in ENG 111 encompasses her 

value for the skillset but also her distance from other, younger, classmates who might not 

understand the importance of learning academic writing in the same way, or at all. 

Rory again exhibits her internal conviction of the power of focused composition 

in her observation of her classmates’ and others’ neglect of standardized language use.  

Reflecting on NOVA’s student population, Rory wonders, “you know, this is a very rich 

area with some very good [high] schools, you know, why don’t you know what MLA 

formatting is?  Why don’t you know what an essay is?”  Revealing her ENG 111 

experience as one inflected by negotiating interactions with underprepared students, Rory 

grimaces, “I feel like the expectations were super low for some reason…. It goes down to 

the minimum person instead of having everybody come up to the, the person who’s 

highest in the class, and I feel it’s a lot of coddling that’s happened.”  Annoyances at her 

classmates’ lack of ability and her instructors’ allowances carry through her experience of 

the class, but they also underscore her own desire to succeed and learn academic writing 

through the course.  Rory again stresses this value for academic writing when she states 

that when reading good academic writing, “I want to see a thesis statement, number one, 

obviously, if it is an argumentative paper…. I want sentence structure to be not fourth 

grade style.”  Now on a roll, Rory’s voice rises, “I want you to think about what you’re 

saying instead of just writing as you speak…. When people write as they speak, I get 

annoyed.”  Rory’s discouragement at the skill level of her classmates, then, affects her 

learning experience and interpersonal relationships even as it also illustrates the deep 

seated importance of her value for learning academic writing.    
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The clock ticks high on the wall of the library room behind us as we revisit how 

Rory’s value of academic writing weaves through her experience in the ENGL 111 

classroom.  Now that the course is over, in this second session Rory conveys an expanded 

concept of her value of academic writing in her outline of its various elements.  “I feel 

that word choice is especially important in academic writing because I feel like writing is 

the medium where we can understand the most from one another,” Rory states in 

reference to articles she read in class that held unprecise language.  In a similar vein, 

Rory asserts that she appreciates strong grammar, a complex style, and evidence as 

elements that she hopes to see in academic writing.  She expounds that even if the 

academic writing is opinion based, “I want you to have evidence to back up why you 

came to this conclusion.”  She specifies, “I might not agree with you but if you present a 

good argument, I can understand and applaud that and say: ‘I don’t agree in the end, I 

don’t agree in the beginning, but at least you presented evidence to make me think about 

it.’”  Rory’s imagined dialogue shows me not only her understanding of academic writing 

components but also her personal engagement with such writing as developed through the 

course.  She reports that through the class, the instructor “did a good job in just showing 

us what good writing is and what to aspire to.”  She quotes her instructor: “she said, 

‘these are all academic writings and you find yourself in there.  If you happen to relate to 

something more like this, maybe you can find your voice in an area like this writing.”’  

That this comment resonates so strongly with Rory testifies to her investment in learning 

academic writing through the course and her understanding of its power and utility. 

Rory throws this value into tangible relief with her consistent reflection on her 

own writing for the course and hopes for improvement.  “The criticisms that I got a lot in 
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my writing in this class” Rory shares, “was that I tried to do too much in my essays, tried 

to focus on too many things.”  Rory shrugs and finishes brightly, “I’m hoping [the 

criticism] was because I was so precise that it’s just too much for a reader or maybe it 

wasn’t as organized as it could have been.”  She considers her newfound awareness of 

her tendency to “babble a lot in my writing” and lead people astray through going into 

unnecessary context.  “This is a problem, but I feel like it can be shaped into a good 

thing,” she rocks back in her chair, head cocked to the side.  “I feel like this problem has 

potential and some problems don’t, so I’m not as worried about it.”  She ties her desire to 

improve with her personal goal to get a graduate degree, underscoring her aims in 

academic writing.  She nods, ponytail bobbing forward, and explains, “writing a more in-

depth, long, detailed, very specific academic paper is going to be important later in life.  

Hopefully, I can just curve the problem into more organized, better, readable.”  Her voice 

rings out bubbly in the room, impressing me with her growing sense of confidence in her 

writing capacities just as much as with her bright conviction in the value for academic 

writing as experienced during the course.  “Oh yeah,” Rory emphasizes this point, 

“English is important to me and when I feel like a confident writer, I feel like a 

competent student…. I feel like this course has enabled me to feel effective again and that 

has been long missing.”  She smiles up at me, “it was nice to feel like, ‘oh, maybe I 

can.”’  I smile in response, appreciating the extent to which Rory’s value for and 

confidence in her learning to write academically has developed from the beginning of the 

course. 

Rory bounces to her feet as we finish up our interview, and her teeth flash in an 

open smile.  “Thank you,” she pumps my hand.  “This was a fun one.”  I smile back and 
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marvel at her positive interpretation of our conversations given that so much of what 

Rory shared so candidly involved some of the darker moments of her life, both in and 

outside of school.  Her personal background with mental anxieties and family tensions 

affected her outlook of ENGL 111 as a hurdle to surmount, still carrying the stigmas of 

her past writing experiences.  These stigmas clearly reveal themselves in her expression 

of her fears of critique and desire for feedback she can trust.  Against classmates who she 

is leery to consider her equals in regard to purposeful goals and skill level, Rory situates 

herself in the course as a motivated learner in need of personalized support.  And in this, I 

feel that her instructor answered some of that need.  I replay some of Rory’s words in my 

head, her light and energetic tone narrating her hopes for supportive criticisms and more 

personal levels of support and understanding from her instructor, all of which she 

gratefully received.  The motivation and confidence this relationship lent Rory seemed to 

deepen her intrinsic value for academic writing and desire to improve, as exhibited across 

both interviews.  Rory turns away towards the parking lot, and I watch her ponytail 

flounce a last goodbye, glinting blond highlights under the sun.  I offer a low laugh in 

appreciation of just how much Rory’s story of her English Composition I experience 

conveys her resilience, opinions, and values as she moves forward with her larger 

academic goals.   
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Appendix C 

 

Cross-Case Analysis Matrix for Additional Participants 

 

Theme 1 - Applying background experiences to learning attitudes and approaches 

 Rory. 

 I feel like I haven’t written anything that’s worth looking at since my 

junior year of high school.  And that was when I was most proud of my work and 

that was when I thought I could just kick ass at writing, and now, it’s a little bit 

more shaky.  And, so we have an essay due…. I just need to know what I get; I 

need to know my grade.  I need to see her comments, I need to see it all.  

 

So, writing used to be a really amazing thing and a really, you know, wonderful 

kind of thing that I loved and I have wonderful memories of, then it kind of turned 

into, “oh my gosh!  Don’t even – don’t look at mine.  Don’t critique mine …I 

don’t trust you” is basically what it comes down to.  I don’t trust you to critique 

my writing in a way that I think is, is correct, basically. 

 

I feel that, um, because I’ve dealt with a lot of school bullshit in the past, I’m not 

joking around.  I am there to study, to work; I am trying to get into a four-year 

institution.  I have been literally going to school for over seven years, and I’m 

ready to move on.  So, I feel like my goals are different from [traditional-aged 

students], and it’s hard for us to relate on that level.  
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Struggling in school for almost a decade now…. I graduated from high school 

very confident in my abilities and then things that didn’t have to do with my 

abilities just clouded everything.  Who knew it would cloud your confidence in 

going to school and then when I did, it’s like, “oh my God, like, I’m so ineffective 

as a student.”  And then, because of depression and other things, it was like a stop 

and go. 

 

Gary.   

I found out that I could take, uh, the second, uh, eight-week session of the  

spring semester at NOVA, uh, so I decided to do that and just try and knock out, 

un, as many, uh, lower-level courses that I could before I started at [a four-year 

institution], and also the, uh, help that I get from the VA with the post 9-11 GI 

Bill also was a contributing factor as well. 

 

I’m trying to graduate as fast as I can, um, you know, it is – it is tough going back 

to school as a, uh, 27-28 year old, cuse, you know, not looking at graduation till 

30 years old, that means I’m going to a new job field when I’m 30 years old, you 

know?  I mean it is a keen competition, especially with people they can get 

another ten years out of. 

 

[The instructor] would give us a topic, and we just had to write on the topic.  Like, 

I think one topic was: “you are an expert at something, anything.”  Um, you 
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know, “write how you would give advice to someone else.”  So, I ended up 

writing about being an adult in college…. I breezed through the expert essay. 

 

[Academic writing] is rough, and it still is.  Mainly because, I don’t really have a 

strong base for grammar…. I still have trouble with, uh, not being as 

conversational because when I start writing about something I get really excited 

about it, and I want to, you know, get the, you know, whoever’s reading it as 

excited about it as I am…. So, I have to find a way to work around that, uh, but 

for the most part I don’t mind writing. 

 

[Academic writing] is obviously a skill I will be using for a long time, so it’s 

obviously important…. [Academic writing goes] still towards professional goals 

absolutely.  Still towards personal goals.  Uh, not only just want to get that check 

in the box, but it’s been, you know, for a long time I’ve wanted to get my degree.  

So, [value for academic writing] splits between the two. 

 

I can’t really recall a paper that I’ve written in high school that was even – that 

was even, um, noteworthy of me – of me hanging onto it and tell someone, like, 

oh, I wrote about this when I was in high school…. Yeah, I mean I think it’s 90 

percent gratification that “hey, I can do this,” ten percent of, you know – you 

know, scratch that: it’s 100 percent “I can do this.”  It’s pretty much all self-

gratification. 
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It might be the military side of me, and it might just be that I’m just old and I 

don’t understand…. You know, it’s something that my, my parents taught me 

when I was growing up, was like if someone’s talking to you … you give them 

your undivided attention…. So, when I see someone that’s texting, that starts 

getting under my skin, and it’s aggravating, um, because back when I was in the 

military, I could say, “hey, put  your phone down,” you know?  I could discipline 

him, but now it’s not my place, I can’t do those type of things…. I’m trying to 

figure out if there’s ways to cope other than, just, you know, right now I’m just 

ignoring [distractions] and still just trying to fight through it. 

 

I guess going back to my background, and, um, really pushing myself to go back 

so school, um, kinda falls back on, you know, growing up, my family didn’t push 

hard on academics…. I’m also going to be the first one in my family, once I 

graduate, to be the first one with a bachelor’s degree, so that’s always been a huge 

motivator for me, um, to get back in school…. That’s pretty much it, I mean, my 

goal to prove myself right and everybody else wrong. 

 

Blake.   

The summer after I graduated high school, my father passed away…. So, it  

was like, after that…on top of like, not knowing what to do with my life, and also 

like, dealing with the grief of, like, all of this stuff, it’s like, [I] started having, 

like, huge anxiety attacks, uh, probably went through … massive depressive 
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episodes…. Probably not really getting the handle of it until recently, actually, 

which is part of why I went back to school now. 

  

I just feel like I’m a much different person now, and so, I actually have,  

like a lot of passion to do, to actually do all the stuff, and do the reading and do all 

the work.  And, like, I really want to do it now. 

 

I actually loved the history, like, classes in my high school, cuse [teachers] were 

so good at teaching us, like, how to come up with ideas for your, like, research 

and how to like, evaluate a source, um, and to see what has value or what its 

limitations are and stuff like that.  So, that’s something from high school that’s 

always stuck with me, and it’s always been really helpful, um, in academic 

writing. 

 

That’s what my paper is about, it’s like, what are the barriers stopping people 

from getting help [for their substance abuse]?... I had a lot of friends who’ve been 

affected by substance abuse…. I’ve had the same problems with, like, for a few 

years, like, I would drink almost every day.  Um, and then eventually worked it 

out…. It’s like, people who are like depressed or anxious all the time turn to 

certain substances, like, almost self-medication.  

 

Sasha.   

I came [to the United States] three years ago.  When I came here, I 
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couldn’t read.  I mean, I-I could read, but I couldn’t speak, even one word…. So, I 

thought I have to learn English, but I have to go to college to learn English…. I 

want to learn towards a degree, but for that I have to know English, right?… To 

go to university I have to pass a composition class. 

 

When I started with my English, I was scared to write … even in my own 

language I cannot write, even two sentences…. It’s, it’s kind of skill.  Not 

everybody can do it.  Um, so my ESL classes I pass, I get “A,” “A” for my 

essays…. I was thinking that it’s kind of, it’s great that I write…. Now I feel like 

writing. 

 

Even when [people] ask me, “where are you from?” I’m not ashamed…. I’m not 

shy or I’m not scared to say, “oh, I’m from Iran” because I’m proud of myself that 

I can speak now after three years…. I can read, maybe it takes a lot of time to read 

two, three pages.  I have to translate word by word, but at least I can read it, even 

if it takes time. 

 

I always wanted a good grade.  I, I just wanted to be very good to – I wanted my 

teacher – I don’t know it’s my personality – I wanted to do my best, to, to, 

whatever, even not writing – other classes.  I try my best, but if no, then no. 

 

Now I have to write about culture.  We have to write about an essay.  I choose 

culture because I have a culture problem…. So, I faced a lot of culture, uh, how to 
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say – clash here…. When I want to write my essay, I, I, I think first.  I think what 

I want to write. 

 

If I continue my college, and transfer to university, give me good degree, good 

life, good work, good salary, and everything based on that English classes.  

Without English, you cannot take other classes. 

 

[A good final grade in an ESL class] affect me to, to actually go to school.  To 

continue my education … to have more confidence.  To have more confidence to 

talk, to ask, to communicate with other people or even take classes that I don’t 

know, like history…. I have the confidence to go and continue because I know I 

can do it if I pass all of my ESL classes.  Now I’m taking the Composition I, so it 

means I can do the rest. 

 

Theme 2 - Navigating outside responsibility conflicts 

 Rory.   

I do suffer from depression and I went through it pretty badly this  

semester…. It made it harder, obviously, to focus on [writing].  It was harder to 

start the process and get into the “groove” that I talked about because of all the 

noise in the background.  Then, when you’re there, it felt like I was getting to the 

point that I wanted to make but that it could have been cleaned up a bit.  
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The writing experience really depends on what else is going on in my life, I think, 

at that time…. And it’s hard for me to get into the groove if I’m not in the mood 

already.  

 

I’ve always been like, I crawled back into my little personal cave and that’s where 

I feel safe and comfortable.   But I was able to notice that I was doing it at least.  I 

still did it, but I didn’t go as hard as previous times and I was able to get out of it 

in time to still do very well in the class.  

 

Gary.   

Why I don’t share that much with other people other than my wife, is, uh, I 

guess I’m kind of embarrassed about their thought proce – or, you know, how 

they think of me just because I’m a full-time student and my wife’s the one that’s 

full time…. I feel like I’m just, just not being productive enough for the family 

being a full-time student. 

 

I do believe getting a college education is extremely important to that goal of 

being able to provide a comfortable living to your family…. I mean, academic 

writing goes into getting a college degree.  College degree goes into getting that 

job to…goes to supporting your family. 

 

 Blake.   

Because [ENG 111] was a summer course, at least, I think it was a lot  
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easier to focus cuse I only had two classes this [summer].  Uh, next semester I’m 

doing at least 14 credits, so it’s going to be a lot more stuff to do and [I’m] also 

working at the same time, and… I’m pretty confident so far that I’ll be able to do 

it, I’m just also not, like I won’t know until, like, the first week. 

 

I didn’t really feel too stressed out, um, at least this summer doing [work and 

classes], which I’m pretty happy about…. I actually didn’t feel stressed out 

enough to actually feel like I needed to really rely on anyone else…. So, uh 

maybe if like, I had more obligations in terms of time this summer, then maybe 

that would be more of an issue. 

 

I think it’s more of just, like, knowing when things get too much of like trying to 

actually make sure I talk to, like, professors and make sure I can get everything 

done and just talking to employers and talking to family and making sure, like, 

they know what’s going on to see if we can find any solutions or get some 

understanding at least.  Um, cuse I’ve been there before where I don’t talk about 

that at all, and then it’s just a surprise to everyone when it’s like, I just mess 

everything up. 

 

 Sasha.   

I’m 31, I have a baby.  Baby is like 24-hour job.  It’s hard.  But I know I can 

continue. 
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I’m a little bit worried because of my baby.  I start writing at 11:00, 12:00,  

When she sleeps.  That’s hard, you know? 

 

When she was [in] bed or she sleeps, I start my…. Sometimes, when I  

wanted her to sleep, I sleep first.  When I’m tired, right, she’s still playing…. I 

just managed my time because that was not only the classes I have.  I had 

chemistry, I had history.  It was hard. 

 

I didn’t tell my husband we don’t have class because if I told him, he said, “okay, 

go come back home.”... [My classmate and I] reserve a room in the library, like 

two, three hours.  And, we started writing, researching.  I had this time to, I 

remember two or three times happen, where I … use my time.  I – I’m looking for 

free time just to do, how you say, catch it. 

 

Sometimes I said, “ah, if I didn’t have my baby, or I, I was not married, so I could 

put more time to learn.”… But, I always think just put my time on learning how to 

speak, how to write, just go out to speak.  I don’t have time for this. 

 

Theme 3 - Appreciating supportive and equitable interpersonal relationships 

 Rory.   

Because I have a good relationship with [the instructor], she really gave me 

the benefit of the doubt on some things and it was nice.  Especially with this 

research paper, I procrastinated to the point where I didn’t know, like, it wasn’t 
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going to be good, will I finish?  And I started worrying about it.  And she gave me 

an extension and that was very nice. 

 

[The instructor] was very approachable and nice, and so I think that even though 

the class did not speak and did not engage with her in the way that maybe she 

wanted and not that I wanted, but she was still approachable.  She’s one of those 

teachers that if you had a problem, she would care about it or you could go to her 

and say like I did, when I’m screwing up.  I need an extension to mine, and she 

would talk about it with you and come up with a solution that worked for 

everybody, or even if it’s completely unrelated, I feel like she would just be 

willing to help in the way she could. 

 

[My parents] were engaged in my success and that was nice and that felt good.  It 

was nice that the information that they provided was also really useful.  

 

I feel like if you don’t explore getting to know your students … you would never 

have mentorships and you would never perhaps get them really interested into a 

subject because they would never show you how it relates to other things or how 

it could relate to other things.  [You have] a personal interest in your professor 

because you do think they are cool, and you want to hang out with them and could 

really engage you in something that you weren’t engaged with originally…. I feel 

like, on the path of good now. 
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Gary.   

Professor ________ is extremely, um, understanding of, of, you know, the 

students – how serious they are about coming to summer school. 

 

Tell you what, the summer semester has been much greater than the spring 

semester though cuse the spring semester was, um, a lot younger crowd, uh, uh, 

definitely I could not relate to-to most of them at all.  So, there are a few more 

adults in the summer session that I can speak to, you know, in or out of class. 

 

Professor _______ is completely understandable – or understanding, um, so any – 

any problems any students had outside of class, or if they’re having trouble in 

class she’s been extremely helpful….. And then the small interactions I’ve had 

with her, um, I’ve gotten some … great feedback on some of the papers, um, that 

I’ve written. 

 

I usually have my wife proofread.  Um, she’s really extremely helpful so far in 

this, in this process….. She got her, her um undergrad at ________ State 

University a while back and went to law school for a little bit, um before joining 

the Army, so you know, she’s a master’s at [a four-year institution], so she’s been 

an extreme help. 

 

[The instructor] would give us the papers back to share with the group.  And then, 

as the group would each give our input, like, “you did great there,” you know, 
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“change this to the thesis, we think you’re missing this part” … just give feedback 

on how well, and well they wrote…. Hearing my peers, and how they develop 

their papers, help to develop mine.  It really helped me out…. I was pleasantly 

surprised in the people that actually cared. 

 

I had a guy that sat left of me; I spoke to him during the first interview, too.  He 

was 40 years old, so we could related on a lot of different life experiences.  We 

talked all the time.  The papers, like, I would bounce … ideas off of him…. We 

had a break in class and read each other’s paper real quick, and kinda gave each 

other advice.  To the class, it was great. 

 

[The instructor] was the only instructor I had throughout the summer that actually 

took time to, um, one whole day of class she pulled people out, and we were able 

to, like, talk about where we stood in class, um, if we’re having trouble.  So [my 

relationship] stayed pretty positive.  I would take her again I would.  

 

Blake.   

[The instructor] seems like she’ll say anything that’s on her mind, which  

is a lot easier.  Like, those kinds of people are just a lot easier to talk to because 

you feel like they’ll give you a straight answer back.  Um, and so it’s actually, 

like just really easy to like communicate…. She’s been really good about being 

helpful in [addressing writing concerns] and, um giving advice.  
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I want to talk to people who are more, like, in some way involved with the topic.  

So, if I think they have a new perspective, I’ll talk to them about it, but if I don’t, 

then I don’t really talk about that…. It feels good if they have something, like, 

useful to say about it; if not, then I don’t really care.  

 

I just wish we had more opportunities to do [peer review] because I think it’s…at 

least for the one time we did it I was actually able to get some good comments 

back on like um, re-reading it for like, repeated information…. A lot of stuff 

ended up helping a lot and getting someone else’s perspective on it that wasn’t 

like, the professor or just myself, I guess, just constantly reading it.  

 

It was actually kind of helpful to like – over the course for the semester like she 

was always felt, like, she was pretty open about giving comments and making 

some time to actually look and read over stuff.  It was kind of cool to see that she 

liked my writing and would actually like to hire me for [tutoring at the Writing 

Center], which is pretty helpful too…. [The instructor] just seemed like a very 

open person, so it was very easy to approach her. 

 

 Sasha.   

I had another teacher, he was very nice…. I was not afraid to ask him how 

to do my essay, how to write my essay, how I have to think with uh, if I have 

grammar problems or if I have, uh, the sentence fragment.  He would explain to 
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me, and he, he motivated me to write, to just continue writing, just continue to 

take the classes. 

 

Our instructor, she’s very nice…. I asked her if I can ask her a lot of questions, 

because I have problems sometimes with writing or when to understand what’s 

the article about.  And she says, yes; she’s very nice. 

 

My classmate, ________, she helped me a lot.  She helped me a lot.  She – after 

each draft, she just read my essays, and she helped me a lot. 

 

She, my teacher helped me a lot.  I ask her in her office, so she would just read it, 

and say, “okay, you put this here.  You have to change it.  Put more example here.  

You don’t need to put the example on research paper.”  She helped me a lot to do 

it, so now for next class. 

 

My teacher, she was really nice.  She encouraged you to talk, to ask a question.  

Because she was always laughing, she was nice, answer your questions, listen to 

you when you were talking.  You know, positive effect, positive. 

 

Theme 4 - Experiencing greater confidence in academic writing 

 Rory.   

The criticisms that I got a lot in my writing in this class was that I tried to 
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do too much in my essays, tried to focus on too many things…. Hopefully, I can 

just curve the problem into more organized, better, readable.  Hopefully, yeah, 

that I can do that.  I won’t think it’s an issue and will turn it into a positive rather 

than a negative. 

 

I’m not a great grammar student.  I don’t know all the rules, but I know when 

something is wrong and I know I can identify that. 

 

After doing well this past semester, going forth to the next one, I’m a little more 

excited than I was, or excited is a wrong word.  My expectations are not low…I 

feel like this class has prepared me writing-wise to go back [to a four-year 

institution]. 

 

When I get a bad grade on a test, it doesn’t affect me as much as if somebody 

hates my writing because that’s more personal….I feel like an effective student 

when I’m effective in my English classes and in writing in general.  I feel like this 

course has enabled me to feel effective again, and that has been long missing.  It 

was nice to feel like, “oh, maybe I can.” 

 

Gary.   

It’s really a sense of accomplishment that I finished writing something, and I go 

back and look, and you know, I’m like compared to what this probably would 
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have looked like a year ago, two years ago, and just see, you know, step by step, 

how much better I’m getting at, uh, writing.  It’s, it’s, fulfilling. 

 

I think the willingness to want to write has definitely increased.  Just the skills 

I’ve gained, and the confidence I’ve gained from the course and, you know, the 

papers that I wrote and received feedback from was able to extract from those 

papers and make them better…. Before I was extremely intimidated to begin the 

course because I didn’t think I was going to do that great.  I’ve never been a great 

writer.  I definitely gained that confidence to write.  

 

That confidence kept me going from not wanting to write cuse I was intimidated, 

to not caring because I felt like I could do great, and my paper’s not getting 

marked up as, as much anymore because I know, um, what, what my wife’s going 

to be looking for…. Practice makes perfect.  

 

That’s what I’ll carry on, these, these valuable skills that I learned on the basic 

writing course to be able to create an academic paper and have the confidence to 

know that I can create a great academic paper.  That would be something I’d carry 

on to, to take all these other courses. 

 

I’m able to control, um, going down that rabbit hole and being too conversational 

in the paper, or being too informal.  That will be a skill I’ll hold onto, is knowing, 

you know, the line between formal and informal writing.  Knowing what the 
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professor is most likely looking for in the paper when it comes to the research.  

Knowing, like, how to properly analyze research…. How to transfer that 

information from wherever you pull the research from into an academic paper. 

 

 Blake.   

I was really satisfied with what I actually wrote…. I think I actually 

improved for that, um, at least on MLA, um, and just understanding the – what 

exactly [the instructor] demanded from the class. 

   

 I definitely feel from the research essay to the persuasive essay the writing 

was definitely a lot better, um, and then even from the persuasive essay to the 

next essay to the one after that, too…. So, it’s more of academic writing how I’m 

used to thinking about, and improving like, the language and improving like, how 

my thoughts were organized and stuff like that, that improved. 

 

Yeah, I got really good grade and also, it was a really positive experience that 

might bring me more opportunities.  It’s just a lot easier to like, go on with 

everything else, I think, and be encouraged to actually complete it.  And, in terms 

of like, specifics like the writing and how I was doing before, it was just – I think 

I did learn a lot.   

 

I know I’m pretty good at writing, um, it just also helps to get comments back 

kind of reinforce that I guess.  Um, so it’s like, more confident that I know what 
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I’m doing with like, academic writing…. So, yeah, it’s both motivating  and kinda 

like gives me the confidence enough to actually know it’s like, yeah, I’m not 

going to have too much of an issue with [academic writing] I think. 

 

 Sasha.   

[ENG 111] helped a lot.  This, English classes, even this composition 

class helped me a lot, to, how to communicate, how to speak, how to write, how 

to understand what’s this sentence.  We had grammar now, so how to, the, see this 

word is verb or is subject or, it’s kind of, it’s very good. 

 

I can understand that [my academic writing] is getting better.  [My writing 

experience] is kind of different from … others…. For example, um my classmate 

here, he’s, he’s from here.  It’s different.  He has a lot of experience from high 

school.  But for me, I cannot understand.  I improve because I can talk now and 

communicate. 

 

We had a group presentation which helped me a lot to learn my grammar, to 

actually improve my grammar, to know how to use the punctuation…. That was 

great.  It helped me a lot.  

 

[ENG 111] give me self-confidence, yeah, good writing.  I try.  Maybe if you read 

my research or my article, you say, “oh, she’s not professional,” but for myself it 

is professional.  Yeah, it give me a lot of things.  
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Appendix D 

 

Informed Consent Form 

The Adult Learner’s Story: An Exploratory Narrative of Experiencing an Introductory 

English Composition Classroom 

IRB #000000 

Principal Investigator:  Lauren Kaczmar, M.A. 703-835-6382 

You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Lauren Kaczmar of 

the George Washington University.  

You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because you are currently 

enrolled in ENG 111, College Composition I, and are above 25 years of age.  Please read 

this form and ask any questions that will help you decide if you want to be in the study.  

Taking part is completely voluntary and even if you decide you want to participate, you 

can quit at any time. 

Please not that your academic standing/employment status will not be affected in any 

way should you choose not to take part or to withdraw at any time. 

You are 1 of 10 to 15 people taking part in this study through The Northern Virginia 

Community College system. 

Purpose 

This study aims to generate a better understanding of how adult students experience a 

standard English Composition class.  It will examine how personal backgrounds, 

classroom interactions, and teaching practices may affect students’ experiences and 

understandings of the course. 

Procedures 

The total amount of time participants should expect to spend in this study is ranges from 

2 to 3 hours over the course of a 16 week academic semester. 

Those who wish to take part in this study will first participate in an introductory 

exploratory interview that will take approximately one to one and a half hours during the 

first third of the semester long course.  The interview location and time will be arranged 

privately between me and you based on your convenience. 

Second, all those in the study will participate in a follow up interview lasting 

approximately one hour during the last third of the semester.  As before, the interview 
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location and time will be arranged privately between me and you based on your 

convenience. 

Risks and Confidentiality 

The study has the following risks:  

You may feel some emotional stress/discomfort answering the interview questions.  You 

are free to skip any questions or stop the interview at any point.  If you feel the need to 

talk to someone about the emotions you are feeling please contact the Office of Student 

Mental Health and Behavior found at http://www.nvcc.edu/about-

nova/novacares/smhb.html or reached by phone at (703)-323-2136, which will provide 

you with contact information of professional services as needed. 

Confidentiality 

There is a small chance that someone not on our research team could find out that you 

took part in the study or somehow connect your name with the information I collect about 

you; however, the following steps are being taken to reduce this risk: participants’ names 

will be coded and linked to a key stored in a separate, secure location accessed through a 

password protected document.  Once the interview materials have been analyzed, all 

identifying information will be destroyed, including both the key and identifiers. 

The records of this study will be kept private.  In any published articles or presentations, I 

will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you as a subject 

through the use of pseudonyms. 

Participating in this study will not affect your academic standing or final grade for the 

course.  

Your records for the study may be reviewed by the department of the George Washington 

University responsible for overseeing research safety and compliance. 

Benefits 

While you may not benefit directly from participating, by sharing your own experiences 

and stories, you will contribute valuable information that will potentially lead to 

improved learning and teaching in this field.  Also, you may gain insight to your own 

approaches to learning and the classroom experience that will help you moving forward 

with your own academic career. 

Please do talk to me if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have been 

harmed.  You can contact me, the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this form at 

(703) 835-6382.  For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research 

call the GWU Office of Human Research at (202) 994-2715.   
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If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below: 

Participant’s signature:____________________________________     

Date:____________________ 

After you sign this Consent form, I will provide you with a copy.  Please keep it in case 

you want to read it again or call me or someone about the study. 
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Appendix E 

 

Informational Flier 

An Invitation to Participate in Educational Research! 

Are you a student 25 years old or above? 

Are you currently enrolled in ENG 111, Composition I? 

If so, then I would welcome your assistance with my dissertation research study, entitled: 

“The Adult Learner’s Story: An Exploratory Narrative of Experiencing an 

Introductory English Composition Classroom” 

Purpose of the study: to generate a better understanding of how adult students 

experience a standard English Composition class.  It will examine how personal 

backgrounds, classroom interactions, and teaching practices may affect students’ 

experiences and understandings of the course. 

Benefits to you: by sharing your own experiences and stories, you will contribute 

valuable information that will potentially lead to improved learning and teaching in this 

field.  Also, you may gain insight to your own approaches to learning and the classroom 

experience that will help you moving forward with your own academic career. 

Participation expectations: committing to two in person interviews of approximately 

one to one-and-a-half hours long.  The first interview will take place during the first 5 

weeks of the course, and the second interview will take place during the last 5 weeks of 

the course.  Each interview will be conducted in privacy and at a location convenient for 

both researcher and participant. 

Risks and confidentiality: measures will be taken to minimize any emotional risk 

associated with the interview as well as to protect all identifying information.  All records 

and transcripts will be destroyed following the conclusion of the study. 

Contact information: should you wish to participate or find out more information 

regarding the study, please contact the primary investigator, Lauren Kaczmar, at (703)-

835-6382 or via email at lkaczmar@gwu.edu.   
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Appendix F 

 

First Interview Protocol Script 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research study, and I truly appreciate 

your time and commitment.  I’d like to start by giving you some background information 

regarding the study before we begin with the interview.  My research aims at gaining a 

better understanding of how adult students, those over 25 years of age, experience the 

standard English composition classroom.  By hearing the story of experiences of students 

like you, I hope to learn more about how adult students interact with classmates and their 

instructors and how the classroom environment influences the overall experience.  

Finally, I’m interested in learning how students’ backgrounds may also affect their 

understandings and experiences in English composition.   

Hopefully, the study and your participation in it will help uncover ways to better 

understand and serve those adult students taking English composition and composition 

instruction practices themselves.  The first interview session will focus mainly on your 

background information and current understandings of academic writing and the 

composition classroom experience.  Please know that you can refuse to answer any 

question that you are not comfortable with or stop the interview at any time. 

If you’re comfortable to begin, I’d like to start by asking, how did the idea of 

returning to college to get your degree arise? 

What led you to enroll in this English composition course this semester? 

What have been your past experiences with writing assignments that you have 

done for academic courses?  Can you relate how you felt about them? 
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Can you remember any expectations or goals you had in relation to writing done 

for other classes and this course? 

Considering these expectations and goals, how did you feel about entering the 

class for the first time?  What were your impressions about the classroom space 

and environment? 

How would you describe your interactions with other classmates?  What kinds of 

writing activities do you do with them? 

How would you describe your interactions with your instructor?  How might this 

be any different from relationships you’ve had with past writing instructors? 

Can you tell me about how you approach writing assignments?  How do you 

complete them? 

What do you consider to be good academic writing, and why do you think it is 

good?  Can you remember any moments when you felt successful at producing 

good academic writing and tell me how that affected you? 

What types of challenges have you faced with your academic writing?  How have 

you tried to cope with or overcome these? 

Can you describe any challenges you faced with the classroom experience in 

general?  How have you tried to cope with or overcome these? 

Do you share anything of your classroom experience or academic writing with 

family, friends, or coworkers?  Can you tell me what led you to share this?  How 

did you feel about sharing your experiences? 

Would you say that learning how to write academically is important to you or in 

general, and how so, or why not? 
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Is there anything else that you would like to add at this point that you feel is 

important and hasn’t been addressed yet? 

Thank you for your time, again, and the contributions you have made today will 

be very helpful to me in developing my study.  I very much look forward to our 

second interview later on this semester and will be in touch about scheduling that 

soon.  If you have any questions or feedback for me in the meantime, please don’t 

hesitate to contact me. 
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Appendix G 

 

Second Interview Protocol Script 

I want to start by thinking you again for participating in my study and following 

up with me for this second interview now that the semester is almost over.  With this 

interview, I’d like to reflect on some of the answers you gave in your first interview and 

have a more open-ended conversation that addresses understandings that may or may not 

have changed or developed over time.  This way, we can arrive at a better sense of your 

overall experience in the English composition classroom and what it means to you.  As 

with the first interview, you can refuse to answer any of the questions I ask or stop the 

interview at any time. 

If you’re ready, I’d like to start by asking, do you think your views on academic 

writing or feelings about it have changed over the course of this semester?  Can 

you describe how?   

What about your actual writing itself, has it changed, and why do you think it may 

have, if so?  

What do you hope to take away from this class experience? 

Now that we’ve revisited your involvement in the English composition class, is 

there anything else about your experience and our reflection on it that you would 

like to add at this point? 

Once again, I truly thank you for your time and commitment to participating in 

my study.  The story you have shared will be very helpful to future researchers, 

instructors, and students like yourself.  If you have any questions or feedback for 

me, please feel free to contact me. 


