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Land Acknowledgement
All four of us are presenting today from the Denver, Colorado metropolitan area and
representing the University of Denver, and as such, we want to acknowledge that:
“The University of Denver resides on lands that are held in stewardship by the Cheyenne
and Arapaho tribes. It is with much gratitude that we recognize the descendant
communities of the Northern Cheyenne Tribe of Montana, the Northern Arapaho Tribe
of Wyoming, and the Southern Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma and
remember that it is through their sacrifices that we are able to engage in learning and
collaboration to further the study of higher education. To learn more about DU’s
recognition and reconciliation of their involvement in the Sand Creek Massacre, please
review the John Evan’s Report at
https://portfolio.du.edu/evcomm/page/52699”

Positionality Statement

We recognize that as four white faculty working at a predominantly white institution,
our perspectives are limited. It is our hope that presenting and discussing our research
methodologies and our curriculum and pedagogy today will allow us to further
recognize our limitations. We are committed to listening, continually revising, and
improving our practices with the ongoing goal of greater inclusion of the richly diverse
identities and experiences of our colleagues and students.

Roundtable Format
● What specific student populations are in need of greater support at your home
institution(s)? Institutional barriers?
● What curriculum or pedagogy have you designed to help support
underrepresented student populations in your classroom?
● In what ways might interventions designed for a specific student population be
beneficial to all students?
● How might some of the research methods we describe be adapted to your own
institutional contexts? Institutional barriers?
● How might some of the pedagogical interventions we describe today be useful
to you or your students? What adaptations might be necessary for your
institutional contexts?

Piloting-and Researching- Spaces for
Transfer Student Community
April Chapman-Ludwig
and Rob Gilmor

By the Numbers

Average # of transfer students
admitted to DU = 174
61% transferring from 4-year to 4year institute
66% are out-of-state
47% transfer as sophomores
25% transfer as juniors
25% First-Generation students
26% Students of color

Bridging Academic and
Social Communities

Current scholarship suggests
that transfer students benefit
from a “supportive university
environment” that facilitates
activities that are “customized to
their needs and designed to
promote their positive
engagement”
(Townley et al. 280).

STRATEGIES FOR
TRANSFER STUDENT SUCCESS
❏ Acknowledge transfer students’
previous writing experiences
❏ Make students’ stories visible in
the classroom
❏ Cultivate peer connections within
the classroom community
❏ Familiarize students with campus
resources
❏ Connect students to university,
institutional histories, and
traditions

Participants: 101 Transfer Students
● Race Ethnicity
○ Black or African American (5)
○ Jewish (4)
○ Mexican (10)
○ Asian (1)
○ White or Caucasian (72)
○ Multi-racial (3)
○ Native American (1)
○ Middle Eastern (2)
○ International Chinese,
Vietnamese (3)

●
●

●
●

Gender
○ Women (61)
○ Men (40)
Age
○ Average (20)
○ Youngest (19)
○ Oldest (41)
○ Above 20 years (70 students)
25 First-Gen American Students
14 Veterans

(2017-2022) WRIT 1533 Transfer Cohort

Preliminary
Findings from a
Six-Year
Longitudinal Study

●

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

About 1/3 of students have transferred from
multiple universities (2 or more) by the time they
transfer to DU
The majority of transfer students work while
attending school
Roughly half live off campus, while 14 have lived in
the Transfer Student House
Many were frustrated with their orientation
experience, half had taken a campus tour
Only half can identify their major advisor and many
didn’t know how to petition for class transfer credit
Most indicated they preferred to take a class with
peers their age
Most found 1533 directly connected them to the
DU community
Most found friendships with other transfer
students
All students who took the survey said they would
recommend the course to other transfer students

High Impact Course Design

Campus Photo Field Work

Campus Photo Field Work

Why Archives?

● Different from students’ past
experiences and resistant to “easy”
Google answers (Hayden 2015)
● Can foster a sense of community
(Hayden 2015)
● Higher rates of course completion,
better grades, better passing rates
(TeachArchives.org)

Student Reflection
"One of the most memorable experiences I have had from our class took
place towards the beginning of the quarter when we were assigned to
examine different photos of the DU campus that were taken many years
ago … This was a meaningful exercise for me for several reasons. First, I
was able to explore the DU campus more in-depth than I had when I
started here … I felt as though I was able to better connect with the
campus and understand the evolution that has taken place at DU.”

Student Reflection
“We were challenged to find and recreate old pictures of the DU campus.
The assignment provided me with the opportunity to explore the campus in
a way that I probably would not otherwise have done. It was fun to walk
around campus and learn about the history of the campus and of the
buildings that I did not know before. Additionally, it was a good way to
connect and get to know the other students in the class. We got to
collaborate, work together, and problem-solve to complete the assignment.
This was one of the first activities that made me feel connected and
comfortable in the DU community.”

Autoethnography is an approach to
research and writing that seeks to
describe and systematically analyze
(graphy) personal experience (auto) in
order to understand cultural experience
(ethno) (Ellis, 2004; Holman Jones,
2005).
It is a form of qualitative research in
which an author uses self-reflection and
writing to explore their personal
experience and connect this
autobiographical story to wider cultural,
political, and social meanings and
understandings.

“People ask, ‘what are you?’ in a genuine attempt
to understand. The assumption becomes “you are
‘two or more races,’” and the question seems
harmless, but we slowly begin to grapple with self.
Did they ask because they could tell I am mixed?
Am I being recognized for being different?
It’s in these moments I find my own self-love. It’s
a hardship that many multi-ethnic people face, but
as an artist, self-acceptance becomes even more
critical to success. People support what feels
familiar, but when multi-ethnic people do not have
a community of ‘familiar’ individuals, we must
support ourselves until we are recognized for our
abilities rather than some feigned familiarity.”

Student Reflection on Autoethnography
“The most memorable assignment was the autoethnography. Seeing all the
work that we did throughout the quarter come together was rewarding. It
was also the most memorable because, as it was based on a topic of
interest and we put all this work into it, I felt proud of the product I was able
to turn in and what I created – and it has been a long time since I have
genuinely felt this way about a piece that has some relevance for me
personally. After looking back on it, it is satisfying to see that I created a
paper with that much academic content but was still able to include me, my
own story.”
(Student who wrote an autoethnography on multiethnic artists)

“There were plenty of fun
and insightful moments
throughout the class –
even uniquely
unforgettable
experiences.
Having the opportunity to
learn with other transfer
students not only taught
us content from the class,
but valuable skills that
enabled us to be more
familiar with the campus
and how the academic
system works at DU.”

“This course has been my favorite and most positive experience at DU. Taking a
course with other transfer students gave us the chance to learn information that
other classes wouldn’t take the time to talk about like registering for classes and
how to find your advisors. Everyone is essentially in the same position and I felt
that my transition to DU wouldn’t have been as smooth if I hadn’t had this course
to see, first hand, there are plenty of other transfer students that have similar
obstacles.”

Supporting First-Gen College Students
through Qualitative Research and
Intentional Course Design
Aubrey Schiavone

Research Questions:
Understanding The
Literacies of FirstGen College Students

How do first-generation college
students describe the literacies
they are asked to practice in the
first year writing classroom?
● How do first-generation college
students describe the literacies
they practice outside the
classroom?
● How do these students describe
strategies for successfully or
unsuccessfully navigating the
relationship between literacies
they practice outside first year
writing and literacies they are
asked to practice in first year
writing?
●

Research Methods:
Understanding The
Literacies of FirstGen College
Students

● Surveys
● Observations
● Three Interviews
○ Life history: family, high school,
college choice processes
○ First-year writing contexts
○ Home, work, extracurricular
contexts
● 78 hours of interview data, about
five hours with each student
● Inductive and deductive coding with
77 codes across 5 categories

Participants: 15 First-Gen College Students
● Race Ethnicity
○ Black or African American
(7)
○ Jewish (1)
○ Mexican (1)
○ White or Caucasian (5)
○ Haitian (1)
○ Bengali (1)
○ Middle Eastern/Arab/Yemeni
(1)
● 3 First-Gen American Students
● 9 Bi/Multi-lingual Students

● Gender
○ Women (8)
○ Men (7)
● Sexuality
○ 3 students disclosed
LGBTQIA+ identities
● Religious Affiliation
○ Catholic (2)
○ Jewish and Christian (1)
○ Muslim (1)

Major Findings and
Implications from
the Study

First-Gen College Students
●

●

●

Know a lot about social class inequality and are often
motivated by those inequalities to attend college. They
can tell you a lot about their personal experiences and
about more abstract theories and principles if given the
space and asked the right questions.
Have worked and are working throughout their pathways
to and through college. They know a lot about how to
transfer skills and knowledge between academic
environments and workplaces.
Have moved through many different contexts and
communities and are excellent rhetorical listeners.

Higher Education Institutions and Field
●
●

Needs more research with these students—research that
accounts for first-gens’ lived experiences in rich detail.
We need institutional change to better support these
students. They are already transforming our institutions,
making them more diverse and more inclusive. They
contribute so much to our universities already with
considerable institutional barrier in place. Imagine what
they could do with better support.

Intentional Course
Design: “Who Are You
And Why Are You
Here?: Social Class
and College Culture”

● 16% of DU’s Fall 2021 entering
class identifies as First-Gen
● Required “First-Year Seminar”
course (not first-year writing)
● Aimed at building community and
modeling academic inquiry
● Learning goal: “active member of
an intellectual community”
● First-year, first-quarter students
● Teaching, advising, and mentoring
components

Intentional Course
Design: “Who Are You
And Why Are You
Here?: Social Class
and College Culture”

● Want students to feel
empowered to critique higher
education even as they benefit
from it
● Want students to feel
empowered to enact change in
unequal systems (of education)
● Want students to feel that their
individual experiences matter
and connect them to
communities of support
● Colleges and universities are
institutions with many facets
and stakeholders not just
schools where students take
classes

The Curriculum: Class Readings

The Curriculum: Class Readings

The Curriculum: Class Readings

Intentional Course
Design: Scaffolded
Assignments

●
●
●
●

Weekly Reflections
Photo Projects
Video Compositions
Reflective ePortfolio

Student Projects:
Maya’s Weekly
Reflection

Student Projects: Fernanda’s Reflections and Video
Fernanda’s Weekly Reflection

Student Projects:
Gracie’s Photo
Project

Student Example: Robel’s Video Composition

Student Example: Jaylee’s Final Portfolio

Student Example: Cassandra’s Final Portfolio
“But now, I’m learning to push myself more out of my comfort zone. I’m trying new things
in college, I’m meeting new people, and I’m living my life with no regrets, which makes
me feel happier. I think that in terms of me as a learner, I’m more willing to be wrong and
ask for help when I need it, which is something that has definitely helped me in my
FSEM this past quarter.
My perception of college has significantly changed throughout my time at DU, but more
specifically my FSEM. I see the impact of social class in universities, which has made
me more empathetic to understanding other people’s experiences. It makes me want to
fix the issues of socioeconomic class in our society, however, I know that it’s a very
unrealistic goal to achieve.”

Some Takeaways

●
●

●

I think it’s working?
In our institutional context, this most
directly means supporting privileged
students in examining their
educational experiences and
opportunities with an eye towards
effecting change and challenging the
status quo.
But, there are a many different kinds of
students in the classroom, as these
projects show. And, I think/hope this
curriculum is working to support all
students, not only more privileged
students.

Some Takeaways

●

●
●

Overall, students’ projects show some
evidence that they are thinking
critically about the institution of
college, about our home institution of
DU, and reflecting on their personal
experiences and goals for their college
careers.
It’s not easy; I have to constantly
revise and adapt.
It would be easy to teach this course
about a less controversial topic, but I
think it’s worth it to support students in
thinking critically about educational
inequality and our roles in perpetuating
or interrupting it.

Education, Ethics,
Empathy

●

●

These students will likely become part
of the 36% of Americans who have
bachelor’s degrees (US Census
Bureau). I want them to start thinking
now about why that matters and what
they can and should do with the
privilege of their college degrees.
I hope these students will become
professionals and leaders who care
about and empathize with the people
around them, especially those whose
experiences differ from their own.

Course Syllabus

Here is a link to the course syllabus if
you’d like to adapt all or part of it to your
classrooms and courses. I’m always
happy to talk pedagogy, so please feel
welcome to contact me at
aubrey.schiavone@du.edu

Environmental Justice in First-Year
Writing
Russell Brakefield

Context: Environmental Justice
“A shift is occurring as social justice activists are
leveraging the climate emergency to address
social justice and climate activists are
leveraging Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, and
other social justice movements to motivate
climate action.”
~ Jennie C. Stephens
“Despite the tensions that have driven our
perception of this problem, we will rise or fall
together, not as separate ethnic groups.”
~ Harriet A. Washington

Context: FYW Classroom As A Space for Social Change
“Far from stifling the free exchange of ideas,
therefore, political advocacy [...] facilitates
and enriches the dialogue of writing
classes.”
~Fitts and France
“The subject of rhetoric can seldom be
divorced from its social and political
context.”
~Thomas Sloane

2021 Pilot Study of FYW Students
Survey of 80 students across two campuses
Research Questions:
● How do students perceive the first year writing classroom as a potential space
for advocacy around racial equity and environmental justice?
● What opportunities and barriers do students encounter in discussing and
writing about these issues in the first-year writing classroom?
● What types of first year writing pedagogy encourage more robust and
equitable communication around these issues?
● How do students’ perspectives differ across different types of programs?

Big Takeaways

1. Students across different schools and populations DO value this curriculum
and do see the FYW classroom as an important space for activism, resistance,
and identity representation.
2. Many students feel an obligation to explore these issues and don’t feel they
have an opportunity to do so in other courses.
3. Across both schools, a significant percentage of the students reported
struggling with discussing or writing about issues of inequality, race, and
privilege as well discussing or writing about the intersections of these issues
and environmental issues.
4. A significant portion of students say that their FYW coursework helped them to
more effectively communicate about these issues.
5. Students identified specific pedagogical practices that helped them engage
with these issues.

Barriers Students Experienced
Minority identity
“I found some issues difficult to discuss because I could tell I was in the minority opinion in the class.”
“It was difficult for us to discuss the fact that environmental concerns are more relevant to
minoritized communities and by ignoring them you systemically contribute to social inequalities.”
“It is difficult to discuss these issues at a private university where a majority of the population does
not include people of color or low-income folks.”
Privilege/ Lack of Diversity on Campus
“I am not a person who is terribly diverse and so I did not feel like it was a place that I could have an
opinion.”
“While I think this is probably a difficult topic to discuss no matter where you go to school, it is especially
difficult with our overwhelming lack of diversity.”

Barriers Students Experienced
Fear of judgement from peers/fear of ”politicizing” issues
“The reason is that most people have pretty firm beliefs in this regard. It makes it hard to
navigate a conversation when you don’t want to be seen as controversially.”
“It's always hard to bring up political issues because everyone has a different opinion and
perspective and it's hard to feel comfortable saying what you think in a room with so many
other opinions.”
“It was difficult because I feel like it is a sensitive topic and the last thing I would want to do is to
offend someone.”
“I was always scared a conversation about politics would create conflict.”

Opportunities Created by FYW Curriculum
A majority of students said that their FYW coursework did help them to explore these issues and to effectively
communicate about them:

Specifically, my research confirms previous scholarship that says primary research helps students better engage with
these issues. Students doing this work were more comfortable writing and speaking about these topics AND were more
likely to say that their writing, speaking, and research skills improved.

Demographic Limitations of this Study

2022 Research Initiative
Survey of 100 students in two different first-year writing courses.
Research Questions:
●

How do students perceive the first year writing classroom as a potential space for
advocacy around racial equity and environmental justice?

●

What opportunities and barriers do students encounter in discussing and writing about
these issues in the first-year writing classroom?

●

What types of first year writing pedagogy encourage more robust and equitable
communication around these issues?

●

How do course themes in first year writing influence student learning outcomes
and impact student’s reception of and engagement with ideas around inequality
and justice?

Initial Findings
Initial findings in courses with environmental themes mimic those original
numbers pretty closely.
Students reported:
● Limited opportunities for engagement with curriculum about systemic
inequality AND limited opportunities for engagement with curriculum
about environmentalism.
● Strong desire for more of both.
● Limited knowledge about concepts of environmental (in)justice.
● Reports of struggling with discussion and writing around these concepts.

In non-themed courses there was a small dip in the importance students
placed on curriculum about systemic injustice, but no significant dip in
importance placed on curriculum about issues of environmentalism.

“We have one planet, and it is dying. Climate action is the most important issue.”

In terms of desire for additional curriculum about these issues…

Other Findings
●

Students in courses that did not directly engage in
environmental curriculum reported generally less
satisfactory experiences developing writing and
research skills.

●

Students in courses that did not directly engage in
environmental curriculum felt their course had
less impact on communities outside of DU.
Responses from students in other courses was
almost the direct inverse.

●

Students across both types of courses reported a
desire for more to engage with communities
outside their institution.

Reflections on Pedagogy
Student Responses
●
●

●

In-Class Discussions
Readings and Other Resources

Writing for Public Facing
Audiences and Authentic Genres

Pedagogical Moves
Meta work around discussion practices
●
●
●
●

More readings about justice and equality
More readings about how to have discussions
Readings about unconscious bias, anti-racism, etc.
Parliamentary process (reflection)

Revision of Assignments
●
●
●

Open letter
Feature article assignment
Policy brief

Writing for the real world / writing as social activism
●

Primary Research

●
●
●
●

Emphasising opportunities created by primary research
“Sites of Environmental Justice” project
Archival research work
Community engaged projects

Student Response
“I have learned several tactics to garner attention about topics I believe
should be at the forefront of everyone's mind.”.
“I think this class has allowed me to think about other perspectives before
developing my own opinion.”
“This class has showed me how trying to walk a middle ground or relate to
the other side of an argument can strengthen an argument.”
“I have really been trying to use the “parlor” idea when in debates
recently.”

Thank you!
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Contact:
Russell Brakefield, russell.brakefield@du.edu

Let’s Discuss
● What specific student populations are in need of greater support at your home
institution(s)? Institutional barriers?
● What curriculum or pedagogy have you designed to help support
underrepresented student populations in your classrooms?
● In what ways might interventions designed for a specific student population be
beneficial to all students?
● How might some of the research methods we describe be adapted to your own
institutional contexts? Institutional barriers?
● How might some of the pedagogical interventions we describe be useful to you
or your students? What adaptations might be necessary for your institutional
contexts?
● Questions, concerns, responses beyond these?

