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ABSTRACT 

WANDA M. WALLER 

AN EXPLORATION IN PHRONESIS AND ETHOS: TRANSGRESSING 
BOUNDARIES OF GENDER, ETHNICITY, AND CLASS FOR 

(NON)TRADITIONAL AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN 

AUGUST2008 

This qualitative study examines how phronesis enables nontraditional African 

American women students to construct ethos in their discourse by establishing the link 

between sociocultural factors in their social lives and their academic tenure. Five 

nontraditional African American women students provide na~ratives of their individual 

experiences as undergraduate students in writing classes. The themes which emerge from 

their oral narratives include: (1) identifying goals and purposes for themselves and their 

communities, (2) strategizing concurrent roles in their families, workplaces, and 

communities, (3) recognizing and confronting their subordinate status socially and 

academically, ( 4) engaging in social and academic relationships, and (5) developing 

rhetorical insights. Content analysis of the participants' narratives reveals that the 

interrelationship of gender, ethnicity, and class and their nontraditional student status are 

factors that inhibit their ability to establish credibility in their discourse. Findings suggest 

that the multidimensional aspects of phronesis, the deliberative, performative, and 

spiritual dimensions, enable the women to transcend the limitations of these inhibiting 

factors and establish ethos. Implications for students, faculty, and higher education 
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administration point to the significance of relationship building strategies, 

acknowledgement of cultural and experiential knowledge claims, and development of 

positive classroom experiences for diverse student populations. Recommendations for 

further study are discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 

REVEALING AND CONCEALING THE "OTHER": 

ASSUMPTIONS AND REALITIES 

There is a knowingness that is as much a part of us as flesh and blood and bones. It's 
intuition, the deepest natural knowing . .. Intuition is the voice within forever pressing 

us to stretch ourselves, to take risks, to keep us loving and giving birth to a new self, regardless of 

circumstances. Susan L. Taylor from Proud Sisters: The Wisdom & Wit of African-American Women 

In the above epigraph, former editor director of Essence magazine, Susan Taylor 

describes the significance of "intuition," the "natural knowing" of African American 

women. As nontraditional African American women enter universities and colleges, it is 

this "knowing," or phronesis, that motivates them to excel regardless of the 

circumstances. The population of nontraditional or reentry students in universities across 

the United States are increasing, and consequently, adding to the cultural, linguistic, and 

social diversity of college classrooms. According to a recent survey, women are the 

fastest growing cohort of the nontraditional population, representing over 50 percent of 

all female college students, and African American women comprise the largest group of 

nontraditional students of color at the undergraduate and graduate levels (Johnson-Bailey, 

Sistahs 97-98). Because African American women represent the largest cohort of 

nontraditional students of color, this study seeks to determine how they create discourse 

in the academic environment. By acknowledging generational oppressions of race, 

gender, and class in African American women lives, I hope to determine what role, if 
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any, these factors play in their discourse and to determine how these women negotiate 

beyond these oppressions to establish credibility 8;11d authority in their writing. Questions 

guiding my study include: 

• What practical power dynamics do these women identify as constraining 

or liberating to their success in the writing classroom? 

• How do nontraditional African Americanwomen negotiate credibility 

among multiple discourses? 

• What structured approaches work best to teach academic writing to 

nontraditional African American women? 

Ethos: Perspectives and Problems 

In the Rhetoric, Aristotle establishes the link between phronesis and ethos. He 

outlines the modes of persuasion and asserts that the speaker's character, his ethos, "may 

almost be called the most effective means of persuasion he possesses" and describes the 

rhetorical components of ethos: "good sense [phronesis], good moral character [arete], 

and goodwill [eunoia]" (R 1356a); 1378b). Ethos and practical wisdom or phronesis are 

essential to the art of rhetorical excellence. Since the link between phronesis and ethos is 

established throughout the history of rhetoric, viewing the negotiations of nontraditional 

African American women in writing classes as phronetic practices also provides a means 

to determine how they establish ethos in their discourse. 

Interpretations of the relationship of ethos to rhetoric are varied and often 

contradictory. While some scholars argue that an Aristotelian concept of ethos arises 

from the speech only, others assert that ethos is a function of the audience's knowledge of 
2 



the speaker's character. Arguing for a rational principle of ethos, some critics claim that 

Aristotle's concept includes both the orator and oratory. In The Ethos of Rhetoric, 

Michael J. Hyde believes that understanding ethos as "dwelling places" informs 

Aristotle's doctrine of rhetoric, whereby ethos is tied to the "past social, political, and 

rhetorical transactions that inform the orator's and his audience's ongoing communal 

existence" (xvi). Hyde's position on Aristotle's concept of ethos predates its proverbial 

meaning of moral character and ethics as it relates to rhetoric. 

Modem interpretations discuss ethos in respect to its psychological and 

sociological perspectives. Pierre Bourdieu posits a sociological aspect to ethos. In 

Language and Symbolic Power, Bourdieu insists that rhetorically "the force of discourse 

is not dependent on the image of the self the orator produces in speech, but on his or her 

social position and 'the access he [ or she] can have to the language of the institution, that 

is the official, orthodox and legitimate speech'" (qtd. in Amossy 2). In other words, 

discourse becomes authoritative only when it is "pronounced by the person legitimated to 

pronounce it, in a legitimate situation, hence before legitimate receivers" (Amossy 3). 

Establishing ethos for nontraditional African American women is problematic 

because "who they are" and "what they say" are factors that have been distorted by their 

gender, race, and class. Thus, in order for nontraditional African American women 

students to establish authority and ethos in their discourse, they must first reposition 

themselves within the academy as legitimate producers of knowledge. Therefore, their 

successful engagement in academic writing depends on practical wisdom in order to 

validate their identity and their discourse. Considering the marginalized position of 
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nontraditional African American women, this study will investigate how nontraditional 

African American women reposition themselves within the academy in order to establish 

ethos in their discourse. 

Phronesis: Multidimensional Perspectives 

Central to this investigation is the concept of phronesis, a composite of "wisdom, 

knowledge, virtue, and decorum" (Gaines 601). While all four elements of phronesis are 

significant to understanding this concept, emphasis will be given to practical wisdom, 

"the capacity to reason well about matters that are probable rather than certain, and that 

require decisions about actions to be taken" (Johnstone 632). Major philosophical 

commitments to practical wisdom resonate in the lives of nontraditional African 

American women, both academically and socially. Christopher Johnstone reveals several 

connections: 

· (1) in the sphere of choice and action, 'truth' is contingent on 

circumstances that are mutable and dynamic ... (2) we can attain only 

probable knowledge of this kind of truth ... (3) practical truths ... are 

relative to the individual or group that apprehends them ... and ( 4) 

practical truth is attained through a process of deliberation, of weighing 

opposing reasons justifying alternative potential courses of conduct. (634-

635) 

Because phronesis enables appropriate responses in unpredictable, contingent 

circumstance~, it is fundamental in discovering the rhetorical skills that empower 

nontraditional African American women. The writing classroom represents a contingent 
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situation for many nontraditional African American women. Not only is it an unfamiliar 

environment for many of them, but also in many cases it can be perceived as a hostile 

environment that mirrors the world of their reality. In "Beginning Writers: Diverse 

Voices and Individual Identity," Joy Ritchie observes that writing classes are "like any 

social situation, multifaceted, shifting scenes full of conflicting and contending values, 

purposes" (153). Practical wisdom functions to help nontraditional African American 

women negotiate their identity in their contingent social world. 

This study explores phronesis as employed by nontraditional African American 

women in three operative dimensions: deliberative, performative, and metaphysical or 

spiritual. However, these dimensions do not function independently. The interrelationship 

of these dimensions determines if and when practical wisdom is employed in the 

decision-making process. The deliberative dimension of phronesis is a mode of reasoning ' 

about contingent matters in order to select the best course of action. It relies on 

experience and emphasizes rational deliberations in oral or written discourse. In the 

performative dimension, phronetic deliberations of the mind are realized in action 

through discourse. The metaphysical or spiritual dimension of phronesis is a creative 

process and seeks to transform oppressive ideologies into empowering opportunities. It is 

informed by African American culture, history, and values. In order to create a response 

to present rhetorical situations, nontraditional African American women writers attend to 

the classical contributions of the concept of phronesis in each of its operative dimensions. 
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Phronesis: Deliberative Dimension 

As deliberative function, phronesis involves careful consideration in contingent or 

probable situations. Experiential knowledge plays a significant role in what decision is 

made as well as who makes the decision. In Book VI ofNicomachean Ethics, Aristotle 

describes practical wisdom as one of the five intellectual virtues or states of the soul and 

establishes the relationship between practical wisdom and deliberation or rhetoric. 

According to Aristotle, a "mark of a man [ or woman] of practical wisdom," or 

phronimos, is "to be able to deliberate well about what is good and expedient for himself, 

not in some particular respect ... but about what sorts of thing conduce to the good life in 

general" (1140a). He adds that these matters concern both "universals" and "particulars," 

which are "familiar from experience" and require action (l 141a-1142a). Although 

practical wisdom has "universal" value, it is most significant in the "particular," where 

experience acts as a bridge, connecting knowledge of the past to present situations. In this 

respect, practical wisdom strengthens determinacy in reasoning or in action in contingent 

or probable situations. Lois Self finds that "The man [ or woman] of practi<;al wisdom 

continuously balances the good and the expedient, the ideal and the possible. The 

consistent quality of his deliberations is such that virtue is defined by his choices and 

behavior" (133). 

Phronesis: Performative Dimension 

In a similar manner,phronesis, in the performative dimension is also informed by 

classical knowledge. It is a consequence of deliberations and transfers experiential 

knowledge into knowledge-making strategies in the academic setting. Isocrates 
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emphasizes performance as an elemental factor of phronesis. In Antidosis, Isocrates 

claims, "the power to speak well is taken as the surest index of a sound understanding" 

(75). However, the significance of phronesis in performance is not a matter of display of 

rhetorical skills only. Analyzing the construction of discourse through the complexities of 

the rhetorical situation reveals how nontraditional African American women writers 

challenge the boundaries of social and cultural factors to achieve their rhetorical 

objectives. Lloyd Bitzer defines the rhetorical situation as "a complex of persons, events, 

objects, and relations presenting an actual or potential exigence which can be completely 

or partially removed if discourse, introduced into the situation, can so constrain human 

decision or action as to bring about the significant modification of the exigence" (6). 

Bitzer identifies three constituents of the rhetorical situation: exigence, audience, and 

constraints. Exigence is "an imperfection marked by urgency; it is a defect, an obstacle, 

something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it should be" (6). It identifies 

the interaction of conflicting political and social relations in our environment that are 

"capable of positive modification" through discourse (7). As nontraditional African 

American women students create discourse, their exigence concerns debunking the 

categorical identity of adult learners who are inconspicuously present as the invisible 

"other." This study delineates the social and political influences that oppose their 

rhetorical development academically as well as socially, and seeks to understand how 

they challenge these influences. 

The second constituent in the rhetorical situation is the audience. Bitzer argues, 

"Since rhetorical discourse produces changes by influencing the decision and action of 
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persons who function as mediators of change, it follows that rhetoric always requires an 

audience" that is "capable of being influenced and of being mediators of change" (8). 

That is, the negotiation of meaning between writers and readers can be viewed as a 

negotiation between knowledge and power, whereby audience can be opportunities for 

change or an inhibiting factor to change. James Berlin acknowledges how an audience's 

responses are a function of its "subject formations-formations that include race, class, 

gender, ethnic, sexual orientation, and age designations" (83). These formations do not 

exist independently of the writer nor are they predictable. Therefore, in composing a text, 

nontraditional African American women must engage in a dialectical relationship with 

the audience, whereby writer and audience "change in response to each other" and are 

"mutually interactive" (84 ). In other words, nontraditional African American writers must 

learn to validate their experiences within social and political injustices of racism, sexism, 

and classism, and simultaneously to (re)conceptualize those experiences in effective 

discourse in response to each audience. 

This study acknowledges that all acts of composing occur within a complex 

network of social, political, and cultural parameters. Bitzer identifies these parameters as ' 

constraints, which he defines as "persons, events, objects, and relations which are pa11s 

of the situation because they have the power to constrain decision and action needed to 

modify the exgience (8). Constraints that arise from social, historical, or political control 

are external to the writer's control. However, because language is a product of social 

relations, the construction of discourse invariably and continuously challenges 

constraints. Learning how nontraditional African American women use constraints to 
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their advantage provides insights into the rhetorical strategies that problematize adult 

learning generalizations. Exgience, audience, and constraints describe the performative 

dimension of phronesis relevant to how nontraditional African American women 

construct discourse. 

Phronesis: Metaphysical or Spiritual Dimension 

An exploration in phronesis as guide to discover the rhetorical skills of 

nontraditional African American women must include the creative process that is 

associated with the metaphysical or spiritual dimension. Since medieval times 

rhetoricians have acknowledged divine influence as a presence in their work. For 

example, in On Christian Doctrine, St. Augustine acknowledges the relationship among 

wisdom, eloquence, and divine intervention. Assessing his own writing, Augustine 

claims, "For these words were not written by human industry, but were poured forth by 

Divine Intelligence, with wisdom and eloquence-wisdom not being intent on eloquence, 

but eloquence not deserting wisdom" ( 464 ). Although Augustine subordinates eloquence 

to wisdom, both wisdom and eloquence originate from the Divine Intelligence. 

In an effort to have a more holistic approach to adult learning, adult educators are 

embracing the spiritual dimension in adult education. Adult learning educators define 

spirituality as "awareness of something greater than ourselves, a sense that we are 

connected to all human beings and to all of creation" (English and Gillen 1 ). Spiritual 

approaches to adult learning advocate honoring the experience of each person and 

focusing on informal learning processes, such as mentoring, self-directed learning, and 

dialogue. One approach to adult learning, referred to as "spirited epistemology," 
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recognizes power that adult learners have to make decisions about their own learning (7). 

Spirited epistemology opposes the banking system of education, and supports a context

based application of skills, whereby acquired skills parallel the needs of the adult learner. 

Jane Vella posits three assumptions to a "spirited" epistemology: 

1. Human beings are designed to be Subjects, or decision makers, in their 

own lives and learning. 

2. Each learning event is a moment of spiritual development in which 

people practice being what they are-Subjects of their own lives and 

learning. · 

3. Transformation is not grasping an external set of information, 

knowledge, or skills, but rather a change into one's new self, informed 

by the new knowledge and skills. (8) 

Assumptions in spirited epistemology relate to Paolo Freire' s critical pedagogical 

philosophy. Freirean inspired philosophy attempts to develop pedagogical practices that 

promote change in the social and political structure of education. While Freirean 

pedagogy is not synonymous with adult education, it also avoids the banking system of 

education and supports a transformative pedagogy. The learner's perpetual experiences 

are the stimulus for transformation of the self and reality. Thus, in Freire's philosophy, 

education is an ongoing process that has the potential to contribute to social change 

(McLaren 50-51 ). 

The spiritual dimensions of adult learning relate to the functional and social view 

of spirituality for many African Americans. Within this context, spirituality acts as a 
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creative force combating cultural oppressions and establishing self-identity. Carlyle 

Stewart defines spirituality as "a creative process and practice by which black people 

interpret, respond to, shape, and live out their understandings of divine reality and culture 

in the context of racial, political, and social oppression" ( 6). However, this process is 

distinguished from religion in that religion involves "institutionalization of rites, rituals, 

and dogmas" (Bridges 1 ). Spirituality, on the other hand, involves a "'transpersonal 

ultimacy"' that results from an actual encounter with the Divine (Bridges 2). As such, 

spirituality infuses the whole self as it embraces both African heritage and the African 

American experience. 

Spirituality, as experienced by African Americans, generally evolved from three 

primary sources. Through a combination of surviving African ancestral religions from the 

African diaspora, the experiences of the enslaved in America, and the European-Christian 

theologies, the emerging spirituality provided African Americans with the creative 

potential. This tri-fold influence empowered African Americans in general, and African 

American women specifically, to create survival mechanisms for human existence, 

identity formation, and community development among multiple forms of oppressions. 

Because concerns relevant to patriarchy and sexism remain unresolved for African 

American women, spirituality offers new possibilities for change that crosses gender 

lines. 

The connection between African American women's spirituality and the struggle 

for social justice defines phronesis as an intellectual process that influences the everyday 

existence of African American women. While Dona Richards supports the intellectual 
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significance of African American spirituality, she also notes the difficulty of relating the 

experience in traditional W estem language. "We [ African Americans] experience our 

spirituality often, but the translation of that experience into an intellectual language can 

never be accurate" ( qtd. in Collins, Fighting Words 245). Thus, while spirituality does 

not conform to logical rules, and is not a rational concept, its significance in the actions 

and decisions of African American women's everyday existence cannot be 

underestimated. P hronesis encompasses the practical application of spirituality for 

African American women. 

Gayraud S. Wilmore discusses a "pragmatic spirituality," which emphasizes 

"practic~l or human considerations and consequences" (4). By description, it concentrates 

on everyday problems and- purposes of life, and remains dynamic and adaptable to 

unpredictable and contingent circumstances. Although it is engaged with the materialistic 

world, it is grounded in sacred beliefs and traditions. Jacquelyn Grant claims, "for Black 

women it [pragmatic spirituality] signified that their tri-dimensional oppressive existence 

is not the end, but merely represents the contexts in which people struggle to experience 

hope and liberation" ( qtd. in Wilmore 5-6). In pragmatic spirituality, the hope and 

liberation include not only mystical experiences that include prayer and meditation, but 

also the influence of the Divine evokes a utilitarian involvement that works to improve 

the social and political struggles in the lives of African Americans. 

The deliberative, performative, and metaphysical or spiritual dimensions 

constitute three operative functions of phronesis for nontraditional African American 

women. Analyzing phronesis through its deliberative, performative, and spiritual 
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dimensions perspectives provides a methodology to examine the discursive practices of 

nontraditional African American women. 

Defining Nontraditional Students 

Scholars define a nontraditional or reentry student as someone who either 

interrupted her or his college education for a period of five or more years or who delayed 

entering college directly after high school and is currently attending college (Johnson

Bailey, "Participation and Retention" 9). A 2002 survey by the United States Department 

of Education indicates that adult women comprise the largest population of nontraditional 

students, representing 56 percent of the undergraduate population (1). However, past 

profiles depict the typical reentry woman as "White, middle-aged, middle class whose 

concerns and experiences are similar across the group" (Johnson-Bailey, Sistah 97). For 

example, a 1975 survey by the American Council on Education Cooperative Institutional 

Research characterized the typical female participant in continuing education as "36, 

white, from a middle class background, married to a business professional man" (Tittle 

and Denker 28). 

Today, the profile of the reentry or nontraditional woman is more "radically 

diverse," encompassing more women, particularly more African American women, more 

individuals with varying socioeconomic status, and more first-generation college students 

(Thomas 140). The United States Department of Education estimates that 73 percent of 

all undergraduates in all types of postsecondary institutions have one or more 

characteristics that define them as nontraditional or reentry (1 ). These characteristics 

include delayed enrollment, employment status, financial dependency status, family 
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situation, or high school completion status (2). Although the National Center for 

Education (NCES) defines the nontraditional student on a continuum based on the 

number of characteristics, this study investigates nontraditional African American female 

students who are over 24 years old. 

African American women comprise the largest group of nontraditional students of 

' 
color at the undergraduate and graduate levels (Johnson-Bailey, "Participation and 

Retention" 9). However, their experiences do not support broad generalizations about 

nontraditional women students whose motivations, barriers, and support systems are in 

direct contrast to many nontraditional African American women students. Because of 

race, gender, and class oppressions, they are distinguished from other reentry women. 

The relationship of these oppressions to their overall tenure in higher education is 

significant to the reentry African American women. Therefore, the dynamics of their 

history of race, gender, and class oppressions necessitates greater analysis in order to 

avoid false representations of the generic nontraditional woman student. 

Typically, studies in composition on adult learners are at two extremes. They 

perpetuate a mythic nontraditional writer as either a "basic" writer who needs extensive 

remediation in writing courses or a highly advanced writer who creates discourse easily 

from his or her rich experiences. Although these assumptions may be valid for some 

nontraditional writers, they do not provide accurate representations of nontraditional 

writers as they attempt to construct meaning in the unfamiliar environment of the writing 

classroom. Furthermore, the diversity within the nontraditional student population defies 
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narrow and inaccurate generalizations that do not address specific needs and concerns of 

the students. 

Race, Gender, and Class: Historical Aspects 

Undeniably, the effects of history extend beyond immediate time frames. In 

"History in the Spaces Left: African American Presence and Narratives of Composition 

Studies" Jacqueline Jones Royster and Jean C. Williams confirm that history influences 

major aspects of individuals' lives. "History is important, not just in terms of who writes 

it and what gets included or excluded, but also because history, by the very nature of its 

inscription as history, has social, political, and cultural consequences" ( 414 original 

emphasis). African American women live in a society inscribed with a history of race, 

gender, and class oppressions. Perhaps the greatest threat to African American women 

throughout history is that they are relatively invisible in the academic environment and 

society at large. As the revolutionary activist bell hooks notes, 

no other group in America has so had their identity socialized out of 

existence as have black women. We are rarely recognized as a group 

separate and distinct from black men, or a present part of the larger group 

"women" in this culture ... When black people are talked about the focus 

tends to be on black men; and when women are talked about the focus 

tends to be on white women. (7) 

In essence, African American women are subject to double invisibility. The double 

jeopardy of being both African American and female intensifies the contradiction and 

confusion associated with creating discourse in writing classes. As nontraditional African 
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American women negotiate an identity within their social reality, they face the same 

complexities in learning to compose texts, the problem of articulating a self-identity, an 

ethos from marginalized positions as women and African Americans. 

Equally problematic for African American women in creating a self-identity is 

determining how to dispel a legacy ofrepresentations as the "other." While definitions of 

"other" or "othering" vary, essentially it is a way of defining one's own identity by 

vilifying an "other." Often, social markers such as race, class, or gender form constructs 

that define the "other" and justify the "other's" marginalized position. Without exception, 

the practice of "othering" has negative consequences. It disempowers individuals, 

relegating them to subordinate positions, which inhibits the "other" from establishing an 

identity. Patricia Hill Collins finds that African American women continuously struggle 

to create a self-identity. 

Black women's lives are a series of negotiations that aim to reconcile the 

contradictions separating our own internally defined images of self as 

African American women with our objectification as the Other. The 

struggle of living two lives ... creates a peculiar tension to construct 

independent self-definitions within a context w~ere Black womanhood 

remains routinely derogated. (Black Feminist Thought 99-100) 

Patricia Hill Collins finds that basic elements shape the foundations of the Other: 

"binary thinking," "objectification," and "domination" (Black Feminist Thought 70-71). 

Binary thinking involves characterizing people in terms of their difference from one 

another. In other words, binary thinking presupposes that one person or thing is held in 
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higher regard than another. It rejects complementary possibilities and accepts only the 

oppositional difference. In a similar fashion, objectification of the "other" determines 

who can be controlled, manipulated, or exploited. Not only does the objectification of 

African American women deny them emotional, social, and economic consideration, but 

also it renders them invisible. Objectification of subordinate groups is always conjoined 

with domination, and domination assigns who maintains power and who is subject to 

power. hooks examines the relationship between objectification and domination, "'As 

objects, one's reality is defined by others, one's identity created by others, [and] one's 

history named in ways that define one's relationship to those who are subject"' (qtd. in 

Collins, Black Feminist Thought 71). Collectively, binary thinking, objectification, and 

domination configure how the "other" is constructed and how it functions to deny self

identity to African American women. 

Historically, the practice of "othering" exacerbates ideologies that stigmatize 

African American women. Stereotypical images from the antebellum era to present day, 

of "mammy," "jezebel or hoochie," or "matriarch" perpetuate and maintain gender 

oppressions of African American women (Collins, Black Feminist Thought 72-77). These 

mythic representations mask the interrelationship of gender and racial oppression in their 

construction, and justify the construct of "other." 

Equally significant class oppressions intensify the construction of "other." Present 

day concerns of economic stability, or rather instability, link the increasing poverty rate 

among African Americans to the prevalence of households headed by African American 
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women. Despite evidence that disproves these claims, African American women are 

routinely blamed for these economic ills. 

Race, Gender, Class: Higher Education Experience 

Studies relative to nontraditional students in higher education often do not 

problematize the African American's woman complex histories and experiences, 

particularly the effects of racism, sexism, and classism on higher education attainment. 

Thus, the experiences of African American women are assumed to be synonymous with 

that of either African American males or White females. Researchers Althea Smith and 

Abigail Stewart report that the assumption of parallelism between racism and sexism for 

African American women, African American men, and White women have both positive 

and negative effects. In some cases, identification of some common effects and insights 

are derived from this assumption, but at the same time, understanding the conditions 

under which processes or effects occur is limited. Thus, the assumption of parallelism 

"masked the differences in these processes for different groups" ( 4 ). Although class was 

not an issue considered in Smith and Stewart's analysis, the reality of racism and sexism 

suggests economic disadvantage. 

In a recent study Johnson-Bailey examined the experiences of nontraditional 

African American women to determine if their experiences differed from other 

nontraditional students (Sistahs 118). She discovered that African American women 

perceived their positions in academia to be distinct from that of White women and from 

\ 

Black men. The simultaneous effects of gender and race issues were direct constraints 

that framed their lives in society as well as in higher education institutions. Indirectly, the 
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limitations of class differentiations negatively intensified their perceived marginality in 

higher education. Given the interdependent relationship among these oppressions, 

African American women experience the effects exponentially when compared to white 

women or African American males. The convergence of these oppressions is often 

ignored or invisible as African American women seek postsecondary education. 

Despite the presence and impact of these oppressions, nontraditional African 

American women are defying the odds and succeeding in higher education. More often 

than not, the social location occupied by nontraditional African American women in 

higher education is a "microcosm of familiarity" which is framed with contradictions 

(Johnson-Bailey, Sistahs 105). On one hand, their presence in higher education assumes 

equity in power relations, privilege, and opportunity. On the other hand, these privileges 

are not actualized because of the interlocking oppressions of race, gender, and class. 

These oppressions situate African American women in an unstable social 

location, which ultimately affects their academic position as students seeking higher 

education. Patricia Hill Collins describes their social location as an "outsider-within" 

location, "social locations or border spaces occupied by groups of unequal power" 

(Fighting Words 5). Although the outsider-within" location is an unstable and 

contradictory social position, it affords African American women with new angles of 

vision on oppression that are potentially empowering and transformative. Empowerment 

leads to transformation as African American women develop new knowledge constructs 

that enable them to resist and challenge ideologies of the dominant culture. Through 

resistance, transformation is a possibility. Because of their "outsider-within" location, 
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African American women are positioned strategically at the site of social and political 

reform in higher education. 

On the other hand, an "outsider-within" location potentially disempowers African 

American women, constructs false illusions of equality, and creates a "double

consciousness," a concept conceived by W. E. B. DuBois in The Souls of Black Folk, as 

early as 1903. Dubois explains, "It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this 

sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others" (11). In this state of 

"cultural limbo," attempts to "recontextualize oneself, to lose one's own history ... and 

to adopt someone's else's history and culture without any opportunity for complete entry 

and privilege in that culture" are unsuccessful, and ultimately, unrewarding (Parks 107). 

In a similar fashion, an outsider-within location is what Gloria Anzaldua calls a 

"borderland," "a vague and undetermined space created by emotional residue." 

According to Anzaldua, the inhabitants of the borderlands are "transgressors, aliens" 

filled with "tension . . . ambivalence and unrest" (25-6). Although some may argue that 

the borderland Anzaldua refers to is a physical rather than psychological location, 

Anzaldua maintain that "borderlands are physically present where two or more cultures 

edge each other, where people of different races occupy the same territory, where under, 

lower, middle and upper classes touch, where the space between two individuals shrinks 

with intimacy" (Anzaldua preface). Particularly for African American women, the higher 

education environment is a borderland where not only knowledge is contested but also 

where power relations are manifest. 
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As members of a hierarchal society where race, gender, and class dictate privilege 

and power, African American women essentia~ly have neither, and higher education often 

duplicates their conditions in society. Acknowledging the conflict of power relations 

present in higher education, Chandra Mohanty argues, "Educational sites represent 

accommodations and contestation over knowledge by differently empowered social 

constituencies ... [T]hus education is a central terrain where power and politics operate 

out of the lived culture of individuals and groups situated in asymmetrical social and 

political positions" ( 43-4). Power negotiations within higher education institutions are 

critical to the survival of nontraditional African American women whose hope for 

economic and social empowerment is intricately connected to their education attainment. 

Successful degree attainment in higher education for nontraditional African American 

women necessitates a merger of consciousness, whereby African American women can 

transcend their differences of race, class, and gender. 

Rhetorically, transcendence occurs through a merger of consciousness where 

individuals cease to be opposites or the "other." In Language as Symbolic Action, 

Kenneth Burke defines transcendence as "the building of a terministic bridge whereby 

one realm is transcended by being viewed in terms of a realm 'beyond' it" (187). The 

symbolic terministic bridge created by language pervades contending ideologies and 

constructs in order to form a new, dialectical relationship to its former self, and collective 

identification evolves which allows individuals to transcend their differences. 
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The Politics of Discourse in the Writing Classroom 

Composition scholars generally accept the idea that writing is a social activity. 

For example, in Writing as Social Action, Marilyn Cooper and Michael Holzman claim 

"writing is a part of the way in which some people live in the world. Thus, when thinking 

about writing, we must also think about the way that people live in the world" (xii). If 

their claim is accurate, then it is safe to assume that nontraditional African American 

women face the same challenges in establishing ethos in their academic environment as 

they do in their social world. Therefore, theoretical assumptions that link authority to the 

efficacy of language use in texts only deny the power relations intrinsic to the writer's 

social circumstances. 

For women in general, and African American women specifically, the issue of 

gender is a major barrier in establishing ethos in their writing. In "What Happens When 

Things Go Wrong: Women and Writing Block," Mary Kupiec Cayton explains why 

establishing authority can be problematic for women: 

For both women and men, engaging in academic discourse means 

envisioning oneself as having sufficient cultural authority to utilize a 

privilege language associated with authority ... it entails experiencing 

oneself as accepted by others as possessing appropriate cultural authority 

. . . [ and] grappling with the power relations inscribed in the discourse 

itself. All of these can (and sometimes do) become problems for male 

writers. However, by virtue of their social positioning and long-standing 
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exclusion from cultural authority, it is difficult for women to escape them. 

(51) 

Although Cayton's research specifically looks at gender-related issues, she admits that 

research is needed to address how other marginalizing factors, such as race and class, 

affect writers' ability to establish authority (63). Since race is an embodied category of 

difference and cannot be ignored, and class dictates hierarchical privilege, both factors 

should be considered in examining how nontraditional African American women 

establish ethos in academic discourse. Therefore, in order to understand the experiences 

and effects of nontraditional African American women in higher education, it ·is 

necessary to place them within their unique social and historical context. 

Certainly, power negotiations in higher education are complicated by the personal 

and political histories that students bring to the classroom. However, the writing 

classroom offers a unique site to examine how students challenge or transform dominant 

power structures that support oppressive ideologies such as racism, classism, and sexism. 

Challenging dominant power structures in the classroom social environment may be 

problematic for nontraditional African American women whose history of oppressions 

competes with members of a privilege class. However, to simply locate the difficulties 

they face in their social situation and acquiesce denies them the potential of challenging 

and transcending the oppressive realities of racism, sexism, and classism in the classroom 

and in society. Nontraditional African American women face a dilemma: how to 

challenge and resist dominant ideologies in order to change how language is used to 

oppress individuals, and at the same time, to learn the language of the academy in order 
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to access the socioeconomic privilege associated with higher education attainment. This 

predicament calls into question their positionality as it relates to their social position in 

society and in the writing classroom where discourse often constructs their reality. As 

James Berlin points out, 

Thus, in composing or in interpreting a text, a person engages in an 

analysis of the cultural codes operating in defining his or her subject 

position, the subject positions of the audience, and the constructions 

of the matter to be considered. These function in a dialectical relation 

to each other, so that the writer must engage in complex decision 

making in shaping the t~xt. (84) 

Berlin further acknowledges the shifting, unpredictable relationship of these factors as 

they interact with each other to determine how discourse is produced and how it is 

received. Since language structures the dissonance between what is received and what is 

intended, "it constitutes arenas in which ideological battles are continually fought" 

(Berlin 86). Through language, opposition and resistance to power relations from groups 

of conflicting interest and experiences reinforce ideological conceptions about reality, 

identity, and knowledge as writers respond to political, social, and economic 

constructions of their existence. Therefore, given the "ubiquitous role of discourse in 

human affairs," it is necessary to examine the embedded "regimes of power" which 

constitute discourse producti~n (93). 

From a feminist perspective, knowledge and power directly affect positional 

aspects of race, gender, and class. Frances A. Maher and Mary Kay Thompson Tetreault 
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define positionality as the way "in which people are defined not in terms of fixed 

identities, but by their location within shifting networks of relationships, which can be 

analyzed and changed" ( 164 ). Because of the dynamics of their positioning, African 

American women must situate their discourse within multiple, and sometimes 

contradictory, power structures. These power structures and positions complicate how 

concepts of authority, identity, and voice are constructed in the classroom. While scholars 

differ in their views on how authority is defined and engaged in the classroom, the fact 

remains constant that "authority attends the negotiation of power within the context of 

communities" (Mortensen and Kirsch 556). From this perspective authority and the 

power it infers form a dependent relationship with one's positio_nality. 

Considering their positionality, some may argue that nontraditional African 

American women appear to be the least capable of repositioning themselves within the 

social order of higher education. However, within their borderline position, two 

significant empowering processes occur for African American women. First, they are 

afforded an angle of vision on oppression that questions and demystifies the 

contradictions of dominant actions and ideologies of African American womanhood and 

of the dominant culture itself. Second, they generate more specialized knowledge as in 

oppositional knowledge, which can be used to analyze, challenge, and resist oppressive 

viewpoints (Collins, Black Feminist 11-12). 

Clearly, effective discourse is contingent on who is heard as well as what is the 

content of their argument. As nontraditional African American women attempt to 

establish authority in their discursive practices, neither assimilation by adopting voices of 
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institutional authority nor resistance by questioning the epistemological assumptions in a 

"rhetoric of dissensus" effectively mediates their situation (Mortensen and Kirsch 558-

59). Perhaps a rhetoric that acknowledges cultural and social dissonance between socially 

disadvantaged students and the academy, and at the' same time, utilizes the dissonance to 

develop critical learners who are capable of contesting the academy has the potential to 

motivate nontraditional African American women to become critical of the "ideological 

development of discourse" (Herndl 350). Examining the rhetorical concept of ethos and 

authority is central to the development of nontraditional African American women in 

order to become critical learners. 

Following a sociological framework for the location of authority or ethos, Paulo 

Freire advances a radical pedagogy for writing theory that assumes a relationship 

between education and society. According to Paulo Freire mere acceptance of oppression 

results in a "'culture of silence' by the 'misrecognition' of your relation to the social and 

ideological" (qtd. in Herndl 351). In other words, '"misrecognition"' constitutes a failure 

to recognize the ideological and political construction of oppression, leading to 

submission to and compliance with the ideological structures of oppression. Freire 

proposes that students "neither accommodate nor merely oppose social order ... but 

actively reposition themselves within it" (qtd. in Herndl 351). 

Much like Freire's pedagogy of cultural self-consciousness which encourages 

repositioning, Min-Zhan Lu observes that the process of repositioning for marginalized 

students as they learn a new discourse occurs at sites of political and linguistic conflict, 

where a writer "repositions herself in relation not to a single, monolithic discourse but to 
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a range of competing discourses" ("Writing" 18). Rather than conforming to academic 

ways of thinking and writing or becoming "discursive schizophrenics," writing 

alternatively between their cultural experiences and academic discourse, Lu recommends 

that students use their experiences of cultural dissonance "to problematize the domination 

of academic culture both within and outside the classroom" (20). The resulting effect is a 

new consciousness that emerges, breaking down "rigid boundaries of social and linguistic 

paradigms" ("Conflict and Struggle" 888). Lu compares the struggle of socially 

marginalized students repositioning themselves in the process of reading and writing to 

Anzaldua's border resident who develops a '"mestiza consciousness."' A "'mestiza 

consciousness'" enables them "to act on rather than merely react to the conditions of their 

life." This new consciousness turns "awareness of the situation into 'inner changes'which 

in tum bring about changes in society" (888). Lu agrees with other scholars who find that 

not only does learning a new discourse have an effect on "re-forming" the individual's 

consciousness but also that "individual consciousness is necessarily heterogeneous, 

contradictory, and in process" (889). 

Phronesis as practical wisdom affords nontraditional African American women 

the ability to analyze and change their location within shifting relationships, despite the 

reality of their cultural, social, or political position. As Patricia Hill Collins 

acknowledges, "Living life as Black women requires wisdom because knowledge about 

the dynamics of intersecting oppressions has been essential to U.S. Black women's 

survival" (Black Feminist Thought 257). 
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The argument for this dissertation is structured in five parts. Chapter one has 

established the relationship of phronesis and ethos to nontraditional African American 

women and identified the nontraditional African American woman in social, academic, 

and cultural spaces. Chapter two explores the historical presence of phronesis and ethos 

and presents a discussion of gender, race, and class as it relates to composition theory. 

Chapter three provides a narrative research design of data from interviews of 

nontraditional African American women students. In chapter four, oral histories of 

college writing experiences will reveal the realities nontraditional African American 

women confronted and describe how they succeeded. I will examine how phronesis 

informed their success in writing and how the women constructed ethos in their writing 

experiences. Finally, chapter five will provide summations, implications, and 

recommendations for further study regarding the rhetorical potential of nontraditional 

African American women. 
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CHAPTER II 

RECLAIMING PHRONESIS AND ETHOS: 

A LITERATURE REVIEW OF THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Hadn't the passage of four decades brought me, if not wisdom, at least a certain composure, 
authority, and self-assurance? Couldn't time be considered an ally as well as an enemy? 

Peggy Taylor from Proud Sisters: The Wisdom & Wit of African-American Women 

Critical to the educational success of nontraditional African American women 

students is understanding how to translate and negotiate their language and experiences 

into academic writing. This understanding is the role of rhetoric, and more specifically it 

commands the practice ethos in rhetoric. In a review of The Ethos of Rhetoric, Hugh 

Bums claims, "The alliances a writer-speaker invents for the sake of establishing an 

effective ethos differs by the recipe of purpose and situation." Thus, negotiating cultural 

and social barriers for each purpose and situation requires one to exercise phronesis. 

Creating an authentic ethos for nontraditional African American women 

necessarily engages their history of intersecting oppressions of race, gender, and class 

oppressions. Their history shapes much of the realities they face inside and outside the 

classroom and locates them outside the traditional academic community. Key to 

understanding how nontraditional African American women produce texts in the 

discourse conventions of the academic community and how they establish ethos for 

themselves, as women, African Americans, and writers requires understanding the 

barriers, incentives and acts of negotiations and resistance they experience in their 

academic and social lives. In "Theoretical Frameworks for African American Women," 
29 



Mary F. Howard-Hamilton identifies three reasons why African American women face 

multiple challenges when entering college: "First, they had little experience in public or 

community affairs; second they had internalized traditional beliefs about women's roles 

due to gender-bound upbringing; and third, they had adopted a self-defeating perspective 

on life" (20). Their success in higher education, in spite of these oppressions, is a result 

of exercising phronesis. 

The following literature review discloses scholarly discussion of phronesis and 

ethos and examines the nontraditional African American woman student as an adult 

learner. In section one I highlight scholarship that reveals characteristics/elements of an 

Aristotelian concept of phronesis. I focus on how African American women's use of 

phronesis provides situational insight in deliberations, develops and maintains moral 

character, and guides reasonable actions in performance. 

In section two I explore scholarship on the concept of ethos, emphasizing the 

connections among writer, text, and audience. In the Rhetoric Aristotle posits that ethos is 

a composite of "good sense, good moral character, and goodwill" (1378a). Therefore, 

ethos is an expression of phronetic deliberations evident in moral character and 

performance. Considering the dynamics of gender, race, and class oppressions imposed 

on the writer, establishing ethos has greater significance to the nontraditional African 

American woman writer, as these contingencies constrain her relationship with the text 

and the audience. This scholarship reveals how nontraditional African American women 

create ethos within the texts they write in the presence of these constraints. 
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In the final section scholarship focuses on how gender, race, and class impacts the 

writing of nontraditional women learners, generally, and nontraditional African American 

women specifically. I explore scholarship on the discursive strategies that nontraditional 

African American women employ in the writing classroom in asserting their identity in 

their texts and how the dynamics of gender, race, and class relate to their experiences in 

writing. 

The Plurality of Phronesis 

Although phronesis is commonly interpreted as "practical wisdom," this 

simplistic description obscures its plurality. Various interpretations of phronesis provide 

a clearer understanding of the concept. In Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle defines 

phronesis or practical wisdom as " a reasoned and true state of capacity to act with regard 

to human good" ( 1140b ). He distinguishes phronesis from other modes of reason, such as 

techne or praxis by its relation to one's character and experience as revealed in 

contingent situations. In Back to the Rough Ground: 'Phronesis' and "Techne' in Modem 

Philosophy and in Aristotle, Joseph Dunne summarizes Aristotle's analysis of the 

concept. 

Phronesis ... characterizes a person who knows how to live well ... It is 

acquired and deployed not in the making of any product separate from 

oneself but rather in one's actions with one's fellows. It is personal 

knowledge in that, in the living of one's life, it characterizes and expresses 

the kind of person that one is. (244) 

31 



Even though Dunne constructs a careful analysis of phronesis, he also regards it as a 

'"deviant"' concept that occupies "an ambiguous place in the ... hierarchy of knowledge" 

(245). According to Dunne, phronesis is treated in a "fragmentary and unsystematic 

fashion" in the Aristotelian philosophical canon. Paradoxically, it is the ambiguity of 

phronesis, its "flexibility, openness, and improvisation" that gives it a significant 

presence in human affairs (245). 

Historically, scholars emphasize two dimensions of phronesis, practical wisdom 

or prudence, to articulate how it accommodates human affairs in the private and public 

sectors: an Aristotelian deliberative dimension and a Ciceronian performative dimension. 

Emphasizing the deliberative dimension, in "Sizing Things Ul?: Colloquial Reflection as 

Practical Wisdom," Thomas Farrell charges, "It [practical wisdom] can only be a by

product of our deliberations ... " (9). In a similar fashion, Eugene Garver argues, "The 

role of practical reasoning in our lives emerges when we deliberate together, persuade 

each other, are persuaded by each other, and consider how we should persuade and be 

persuaded" ( 1 ). 

On the other hand, scholars also address the practical action characteristic of the 

performative dimension of phronesis. Steve Schwarze problematizes the performative 

dimension of phronesis in "Performing Phronesis: The Case of Isocrates' Helen" in order 

to address the "shifting relationship between phronesis and rhetoric" (80). Schwarze 

locates the interconnections between Isocrates' concept of display and Aristotle's 

deliberations to develop alternative conceptions of phronesis in practice (81 ). Also 

emphasizing the performative context, Robert Hariman in "Prudence/Performance" finds, 
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"This context often is implicit, since prudence also denotes practical action by ordinary 

decision-makers possessing common knowledge and conventional skills" (27). 

More recently, however, Robert Hariman in Prudence: Classical Virtue, 

Postmodern Practice finds limitations in both scholarly treatments of phronesis. He 

acknowledges the complications of phronesis when attempting to categorize the concept 

he refers to as "prudence." 

If it [prudence] is a trait, prudence is the fixed feature of an individual; if it 

is a virtue, it is something an individual may require; if it is a norm, it is 

the feature of a group and perhaps capable of slow change; if it is a skill, it 

is teachable; if it is a form of character, it will be evident even when 

unskilled; and so forth. Essential features of prudence such as its plasticity 

and lack of hierarchical internal organization are visible only when 

considering the set of terms. (293-294) 

In that prudence resists categorizing, its multifaceted nature appropriately adapts to and 

contends with the unpredictable and complex circumstances of the human condition. 

Thus, the interconnectedness of the deliberative or performative aspects of phronesis 

renders any attempts to categorize phronesis as futile. Perhaps, characterizing the 

qualities and elements of phronesis provides a greater understanding of how it operates in 

the lives of African American women as they negotiate an identity in their academic and 

personal lives. 
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Elemental Characteristics of Phronesis 

Regardless of scholars' investigative interest of phronesis, deliberative or 

performative, three elements of phronesis commonly manifest themselves in any analysis 

of the concept: an independence of rules, a dependence on experience, and a connection 

to virtue or moral conduct. Rhetorically, these elements assist in creating the skills 

needed to transcend oppressive social and political oppressions. 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of phronesis is that it avoids the 

restrictions and limitations of universal rules in its application to practical, social, or 

political concerns. Aristotle acknowledges the inadequacy of universal laws concerning 

matters of practical wisdom: 

The reason is that all law is universal but about some things it is not 

possible to make a universal statement which shall be correct. In those 

cases, then, in which it is necessary to speak universally, but not possible 

to do so correctly, the law takes the usual case, though it is not ignorant of 

the possibility of error. And it is none the less correct; for the error is not 

in the law nor in the legislator but in the nature of the thing, since the 

matter of practical affairs is of this kind from the start. (NE 113 7b) 

From a modern perspective, Hariman, like Aristotle before him, also notes the 

limitations of rules in phronetic deliberation. In "Prudence/Performance," Hariman 

claims, "If prudential thinking is a guide to action, it must carry somehow those 

characteristics of action that cannot be specified in rules, formulae, algorithms, and the 

like" (28). However, Hariman does not dismiss the value of rules. Instead he proposes 
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that rather than the formulaic algorithms and heuristics designed to control and dictate 

prudential deliberations, "prudential rules are rules for "designing, predicting, and 

evaluating an event" and "escape reduction to the rules for composition" (30). Thus, the 

person of practical wisdom avoids dogmatic, formulaic, and stagnate rules in responding 

to contingent circumstances. 

In a similar fashion, Martha Nussbaum, in The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and 

Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy. regards flexibility in rules as a requirement for 

good deliberation. Nussbaum argues, "Good deliberation ... accommodates itself to what 

it finds, responsively and with respect for complexity. It does not assume that the form of 

the rule governs [original emphasis] the appearances; it.allow~ the appearances to govern 

themselves and to be normative for correctness of rule" (301 ). Nussbaum identifies three 

features of practical matters that explain why phronetic deliberation cannot be limited by 

universal rules: "mutability, indeterminacy, particularity" (302). According to Nussbaum, 

"mutability," or "lack of fixity of the practical," requires "the person of practical wisdom 

to be prepared to meet the new with responsiveness and imagination, cultivating the sort 

of flexibility and perceptiveness that will permit him [her] ... to improvise what is 

required" (302-303). Indeterminacy responds to "the variety of the practical contexts and 

the situation-relativity of appropriate choice" (Nussbaum 303). As matters of the practical 

contain elements that are "ultimately particular and non-repeatable," universal rules are 

not applicable (304). In other words, the uniqueness of each situation necessitates a 

totally unique application of deliberation. Although the components of each practical 

matter may be familiar to some degree, mutability, indeterminacy, and particularity 
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render each case specific due to the complex variations. Thus, "practical wisdom ... uses 

rules only as summaries and guides; it must be flexible, ready for surprise, prepared to 

see, resourceful at improvisation" (305). 

The relationship between lived experience and phronesis is another critical 

element in classical and modern concepts of phronesis. Dunne describes experience as 

"an achieved state that is the fruit of universalizing and consolidating the meaning of 

many previous discrete impressions" (292). Experience complements the proper exercise 

of phronesis through its attention to concrete universal rules and laws. Although 

phronesis is not rule driven, and in matters of the practical requires a degree of flexibility, 

its connection to experience provides guidance for ideas and ~ction in particular 

situations often through universal rules. Dunne explains, "Experience ... stabilizes the 

succession of individual and particular impressions ... this through a process of 

universalization ... to include a reference to the particulars" (293 original emphasis). 

Still, without character or virtue, experience is nothing more than cleverness or in 

Aristotle's terminology, techne, knowledge that is useful in producing things as opposed 

to producing a good life. This is the tragedy of the postmodern variant of phronesis. In 

"Lyotard's Postmodern Prudence," Maurice Charland analyzes Jean-Francois Lyotard's 

the postmodern concept of prudence. He finds that Lyotard' s concept of prudence is 

"sophistically rhetorical" and links it to kairos (273). Charland claims that Lyotard's 

prudence concerns "tactical judgment, of seizing opportunities [and] ... identifying the 

proper strategy that the weak or disenfranchised can deploy against the strong" (273-

274). This variation of prudence rejects "the ethos of the citizen" because it is 
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incompatible with the Idea of justice" (275-276). Lyotard's postmodemphronesis 

emphasizes performance as a consequence of experience, but it does not provide a means 

to legitimate experience. Only when character or virtue is developed through experience 

is e?(perience legitimated which expresses ethos. Then,phronesis becomes fully realized 

in action and deliberation. 

Scholars note that Aristotle presents a circular explanation of the relationship 

amongphronesis, experience, and virtue or character. Aristotle states, "Actions, then, are 

called just and temperate when they are such as the just or the temperate man would do ... 

it is by doing just acts that the just man is produced, and by doing temperate acts the 

temperate man" (NE 1105b). Dunne explains this "remarkable circularity" in Aristotle's 

analysis, whereby experience is the key to understanding the circle, as it provides a "way 

of mediating 'phronesis' and 'virtue' (278-279): 

Now when a person is experienced we might say that the virtue through 

which he or she exploits that experience or put what has been learned from 

it to work-and in the process learns more and so further develops and 

refines his or her experience-is phronesis. P hronesis is what enables 

experience to be self-correcting and to avoid settling into mere routine. 

(292) 

In a similar fashion, Nussbaum also relates the purpose of lived experience to 

phronesis and character. Nussbaum claims, "Practical perception is gained only through a 

long process of living and choosing that develops the agent's resourcefulness and 

responsiveness (305). Nussbaum's assessment of experience is formed in a person who 
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has internalized ethical values through years of training that provides guidelines for 

action in particular situations. Ethical training insures that a person will develop good 

character concerning matters of "friendship," "justice," "courage," "moderation," and 

"generosity" (306). These values that are nurtured from lived experience will 

continuously be considered and demonstrated in what a person does and how a person 

perceives new situations. 

Training in virtuous conduct or habitual ethical experiences implies that phronesis 

and virtue are not innate qualities and that they can be learned through experience. Arthur 

B. Miller, in "Aristotle on Habit (e0oc;) and Character (170oc;)," relates habitual action or 

experience to prudence and virtue (310). Habitual experiences in doing just acts 

ultimately leads to virtue being practiced, and phronesis or prudence determines what 

actions should become habitual in developing ethos (312). Miller maintains, "through 

virtuous habits the prudent man avoid errors related to moral virtue, but through his 

experiences he is able to avoid errors injudgment" (313). These lifestyles become 

virtuous as a result of education or training in virtuous conduct and practice in habitual 

virtuous actions. Thus, through a history of virtuous experience, the individual projects 

phronesis in deliberation and performance. These values that are nurtured from lived 

experience will continuously be considered and demonstrated in what a person does and 

how a person perceives new situations. 

The emphasis on character is implicit in Aristotle's schema of phronesis. While 

character is not an innate quality, Dunne suggests that repeated experience will result in 

virtuous character. In other words, actions, which are guided by phronesis, produce 
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experience and, subsequently, develop a person's character. "Phronesis is simply a 

continuation of the dynamism whereby ... experience arises out of memory and memory 

out of individual perceptions ( or, in the ethical context of experience as character, of 

individual acts)" (292). Therefore, in ethical deliberation, experience enables the 

effective integration of phronesis and character. 

Rhetoric and Phronesis 

The link between phronesis and rhetoric is vital in the Aristotelian schema of the 

art of persuasion. In "Judgment, Probability, and Aristotle's Rhetoric, Barbara Warnick 

views rhetoric within the context of the intellectual virtues to show how they work to 

produce effective rhetorical deliberations. She believes, "only when it [rhetoric] reaches 

its fruition in phronesis is rhetoric made effective" (305). In other words, phronesis 

distinguishes rhetoric as an art "to achieve the good for the state and its citizenry" and not 

merely a knack or a skill such as techne. Warnick contends that phronesis uses effective 

deliberation in particular cases in order to make decisions and determine action. Rhetoric 

is actualized in right action. Thus, "argumentative discourse is productive of rather than 

produced by phronesis" (309). 

In "Rhetoric and Phronesis: the Aristotelian Ideal," Lois Self also establishes 

parallels between phronesis and the art of rhetoric in order to establish the ethical stance 

of Aristotle's art of rhetoric. Self summarizes the theoretical and practical relationship 

between rhetoric and phronesis: 

Rhetoric is an art, phronesis an intellectual virtue; both are special 

"reasoned capacities" which properly function in the world of 
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probabilities; both are normative processes in that they involve rational 

principles of choice-making; both have general applicability but always 

require careful analysis of particulars in determining the best response to 

each specifi~ situation; both ideally take into account the wholeness of 

human nature (rhetoric in its three appeals, phronesis in its balance of 

desire and reason); and finally, both have social utility in that both treat 

matters of the public good. (135) 

Self demonstrates that when phronesis is applied to rhetoric, it facilitates good judgment 

in all genres of discourse. 

In "Aristotelian Trilogy: Ethics, Rhetoric, Politics, and the Search for Moral 

Truth," Christopher Lyle Johnstone explores the connection between rhetoric and 

Aristotle's ethical theory. He advances a trilateral relationship amongphronesis, logos, 

and rhetoric, whereby Aristotle's moral virtue is established. Johnstone finds that logos 

"emerges as the foundation of moral virtue," and phronesis manifests as "the essentially 

human power of logos" (2). Because Johnstone perceives that logos dictates the standards 

by which practical deliberations are judged and appraised, practical wisdom acts as a 

catalyst for good deliberation of the practical intellect. The balance of "reason and 

desire," and "choice (proairesis) and judgment (krisis)," is an activity of the practical 

intellect that denotes a rhetorical activity (7). Practical wisdom, like rhetoric, is central to 

the determination of conduct and judgment. When characterizing rhetoric in terms of its 

moral purpose, the linkage between rhetoric and practical wisdom is explicit in 

determining true and just decisions (10). For Johnstone, "practical wisdom and rhetorical 
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expertise are in some respects identical" because both practical wisdom and rhetoric 

facilitate reasoning in practical deliberation by "finding and evaluating justifications for, 

and objections to, alternative courses of conduct" (11-12). Johnstone finds that logos is 

the common factor which unifies rhetoric and practical wisdom in deliberation. 

Eugene Garver's For the Sake of Argument: Practical Reasoning, Character, and 

the Ethics of Belief addresses the ethical dimension of practical wisdom through the 

rhetorical argument. Garver provides evidence from Aristotle's works that supports a 

vision of practical wisdom that "relies on the interrelation between thought and character, 

where the non-rhetorical alternatives make us choose between them" (3). This vision of 

practical reasoning neither denies nor affirms rational, scientific reason in rhetoric, but 

rather uses rhetoric to show "how reason can be contingent, emotional, and interested 

without ceasing to be rational" (3). Therefore, according to Garver's interpretation, 

"What it lacks by not being methodical, it compensates by connecting reason and 

character" ( 4 ). Garver understands practical reasoning as "'the exercise of a living faculty 

in the individual intellect"' ( 4-5). This model of practical reasoning depends as much on 

logos as it does on ethos. Garver concludes, "the road to rhetorical ethos is through 

[practical] reasoning" (7). 

Ethos: Historical Significance 

The central concern of ethos remains the same today as in previous eras: the 

notion of identity and the negotiation of identity in discourse. In the introduction to his 

collection of essays in Ethos: New Essays in Rhetorical and Critical Theory~ James 

Baumlin proposes that "ethos concerns the problematic relation between human character 
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and discourse; more specifically, it raises questions concerning the inclusion of the 

speaker's character as an aspect of discourse [original emphasis], the representation of 

that character in discourse, and the role of that character in persuasion" (xvii). 

Unquestionably, Aristotle's emphasis on the speaker's character, his ethos, as almost 

being "the most effective means of persuasion" attests to the significance of a writer's 

character or identity and his or her ability to communicate. However, throughout the 

history of rhetoric ethos has assumed various meanings and descriptions that depend on 

the nature or state of the speaker or writer's character in discourse. 

James S. Baumlin in "Ethos" from the Encyclopedia of Rhetoric provides an 

overview ethos from classical rhetoric to postmodern discourse. Complicated by evolving 

ideas of character, Baumlin defines ethos "broadly and tentatively, as 'character as it 

emerges in language"' (263). For example, Baumlin provides a description of an 

Isocratean ethos, whereas the speaker's moral character, perfected through education in 

Greek rhetorical culture, will make the discourse credible (265). According to Baumlin, a 

Platonic ethos asserts that "truth must be incarnate within the individual, and a person's 

language must express ( or, first discover) this truth" (264). In Aristotelian ethos, "the 

speaker's moral character is to be constructed within (and solely by means of) the speech 

itself, apart from the speaker's previous reputation or prior acquaintance with the 

audience" (265-266). Baumlin notes that in Roman rhetorical practice character was 

"presumed to remain constant, thereby determining an individual's choices and actions" 

and that an individual could not ... 'change or disguise for any lengthy period his ethos 

or way of life"' (268). Recalling the works of Cicero and Quintilian, Baumlin finds that 
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ethos is intimately bound to and revealed by moral character. The later Christian 

influence unites both a learned, style-based Ciceronian ethos and an ethos of "inspired 

eloquence" from "Spirit-filled speech" (270). Saint Augustine, however, primarily relies 

on Christian authority to create ethos that is equated with the character of the speaker. 

According to Baumlin medieval authors did not make significant contributions to the 

tradition of rhetorical ethos, affirming a Ciceronian style-based ethos or adopting an 

Augustinian ethos. However, cultural changes through the Renaissance from the 

'"collective self' to modern individualism" seemingly dispel notions of a dependence on 

good character for ethos. While these variations on character form the basis of ethos in 

much scholarly discussion, their different perspectives on how ethos actually manifests in 

discourse complicate the rhetorical concept of ethos. 

Perhaps more than any other classical rhetorician, scholars have attended to 

Aristotle's concept of ethos. However, disagreement exists among scholars in 

determining what role, if any, the speaker's character plays in developing rhetorical skill. 

Some argue that the orator's artistic skill in presenting a perceived character establishes 

ethos. For example, In Aristotle's Voice: Rhetoric, Theory, and Writing in America, 

Jasper Neel understands an Aristotelian ethos as distinct from the speaker's lived life. 

Neel claims, 

Aristotelian ethos operates as professional discourse, discourse having 

nothing at all to do with the human discourse that the speaker would have 

to speak with a lifelong friend, a family member, or anyone who knows 
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enough about the speaker's personal history to compare the discourse with 

the known events and behaviors of the speaker's life. (165) 

On the other hand, other scholars maintain that an orator's lived character, who he 

or she is essentially, develops ethos. In "From Aristotle to Madison Avenue: Ethos and 

the Ethics of Argument," James L. Kinneavy and Susan C. Warshauer advocate teaching 

students "how to shape their self-image in discourse ... how their character affects an 

audience, and how any change in the presentation of this character elicits a corresponding 

change in an audience's response" (172). 

Because both views have limitations, Michael J. Hyde attempts to bring 

consensus to the debate. In Hyde's volume, The Ethos of Rhetoric, he argues, "ethos 

takes form as a result of the orator's abilities to argue and to deliberate and thereby to 

inspire trust in an audience" (xvi). He notes that the Aristotelian concept of ethos 

includes "a person's moral character, communal existence, and oratorical skill" (xvii). 

Hyde, among others, argues Aristotle's understanding of ethos "directs our attention 

away from an understanding of ethos as a person's well-lived existence and toward an 

understanding of ethos as an artistic accomplishment," taking place in the orator's text 

(xvi). Admittedly, this text is "itself contextualized and thereby made possible by past 

social, political, and rhetorical transactions that inform the orator's and his audience's 

communal existence" (xvi). In other words, the text is a manifestation of the construction 

of the orator's identity and character. 
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Representing Identity or Character in Ethos 

Contemporary scholars theorize about the relationship between a writer or 

speaker's character and his or her ability to communicate. In "Self-Structure as a 

Rhetorical Device: Modern Ethos and the Divisiveness of the Self," Marshall W. Alcorn 

reiterates that "Character ... is not something behind the force of an argument; character, 

in many instances, is the force of an argument" (original emphasis 4). Alcom's statement 

implies that the writer's identity or character is not isolated from the rhetorical process in 

conveying ethos, but necessarily implicated in its construction and embodied in the text. 

Therefore, determining what character is and how writers represent their character in the 

text defines the nature and functionality of ethos. 

Character, identity, the self, and voice convey different meanings in composition 

theory, but share equally in their relationship to ethos. Classical views on the self support 

the process of habituation for development of character, and subsequently ethos. This 

view postulates that the individual is an independent agent who freely makes moral and 

ethical decisions. S. Michael Halloran supports this view. In "Aristotle's Concept of 

Ethos, or If Not His Somebody Else's," Halloran claims, "If ethos is manifested in 

rhetorical action, and if ethos is formed by choosing ethical modes of action, it follows 

that educating a person in rhetorical action, schooling him in proper rhetorical habits, is a 

means of forming his character" ( 61 ). Although Halloran acknowledges that Aristotle did 

not promote rhetorical education with this intent, Halloran believes Cicero's and 

Quintilian's views ofrhetorical education support his position. However, this hypothesis 
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denies individuals the potential of asserting their own identity by relegating them to the 

moral education of the dominant discourse. 

Similarly, in "Ethos Dwells Pervasively," Craig R. Smith advances a classical 

dimension of ethos, emphasizing the character of the audience as a compelling 

component. Smith argues, "For Aristotle, ethos was about building the credibility of a 

speaker before an audience, not about the speaker's inherent worth" (5). In other words, a 

writer's "public personae" constitutes an element of ethos that is significant to 

persuasion. In Smith's equation, the "public personae" must align with the audience's 

beliefs, for "determining the audience's beliefs is the key to successful adaptation in 

terms of building credibility" ( 6). However, Smith does not account for differences 

between the speaker and audience that limit or totally prevent collaboration and 

consensus with the audience, particularly an audience who is estranged when those 

differences present themselves physically, culturally, and socially. 

However, in postmodern interpretations of ethos physica~, cultural, and social 

differences are at the forefront of modern identity formation for individuals. For example, 

in "Reconceiving Ethos in Relation to the Personal: Strategies of Placement in Pioneer 

Women's Writing," Julie Nelson Christoph argues that social and political forces are the 

main determinants in identity formation. 

For a theory of ethos to function in modern writing theory, it needs to 

incorporate contemporary conceptions of identity, which are much less 

under the control of the individual ... identity is radically contingent, and 

emerges through encounters with the shifting dynamics of social and 
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cultural conditions ... the poststructuralist writer is limited by political, 

cultural, and psychological constraints that restrict his or her ability to 

choose any option for self-representation. (665) 

While Christoph admits that power relations do not prohibit the writer's ability to create 

ethos in discourse, she also believes that because of subconscious influences of these 

constraints, "completely controlling one's ethos is not possible" (666). Christoph's 

position, however, leaves individuals subordinate to and exploited by circumstances 

beyond their control. 

Finding limitations in both classical and poststructuralist concepts of the character 

or "self," Alcorn proposes a different perspective on character formation and ethos. For 

Alcorn, the classical view of the development of character or the "self' as a "coherent 

behavioral role acquired through repeated performances" of rhetorical habits or education 

does not account for the "limitations of human nature-those moments when people 

encounter lack of freedom" (5-6). Similarly, the poststructuralist view, as an "interplay of 

social, political, and linguistic forces," merely emphasizes the selfs "lack of freedom" 

and inability to resist discourses that define it (6). Rather, Alcom's concept of the self 

relies on two principles: "the self is not something universal but is something deeply 

crafted by history and by changing social formations" and " although various forms of the 

self change over time, the particular selves formed by historical conditions have 

relatively stable self-structures" (6). As selves change in response to changing social and 

historical circumstances, ethos also changes. He understands ethos as something 

"energized by the plural, self-oppositional, and divided nature of both the self and 
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conflictual cultural ideologies" (21). At the same time that Alcom's analysis 

acknowledges the impact of social and political forces on the formation of the self, it 

elevates the self as having agency that is capable of going beyond those forces. 

In a similar fashion Mary Louise Buley-Meissner in "Rhetorics of the Self' sees 

the self as the center of discourse, but questions whether the self can be captured in 

writing. She describes the self as "a unique intersection of history, language, culture, and 

individual experience" ( 48). As such, the self lacks certainty and completeness as it is in 

constant flux because of our experiences. Thus, a rhetoric of the self resists final 

definition in discourse. Identities are not static. Ethos is dynamic. Buley-Meissner 

proposes that teachers should engage a student in a dialogue "that places the student in 

active, critical relationship to teachers, texts, institutions ... history, and culture" (54). As 

students obtain more knowledge and experiences, their voice or self will also become 

more distinct as they discover and rediscover themselves through language. 

While postmodern interpretations of ethos focus on how social and political 

constraints affect identity formation, feminist interpretations focus on how women 

negotiate their location to create ethos while positioned within these constraints or in 

other words, in the margins. In "Ethos as Location: New Sites for Understanding 

Discursive Authority," Nedra Reynolds suggests new locations for writers to negotiate 

and construct ethos-from the "margins and the 'betweens'" (327). Rather than viewing 

the margins as a site of struggle for women and other oppressed groups, Reynolds 

believes writers should exercise responsibility for their marginal locations by "stating 

explicitly their identities, positions or locations, and political goals"(330). This 
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empowering strategy contributes to an ethos by challenging the pretense of the dominant 

discourse (332). Reynolds relates the "betweens" to a spatial metaphor associated with 

the definition of ethos as "a haunt, an abode, and accustomed place" (333). Through 

negotiation in written discourse, ethos occurs at points of "intersections with others," 

specifically the writer and reader (333). 

Johanna Schmertz, in "Constructing Essences: Ethos and the Postmodern Subject 

of Feminism," considers new intersections of ethos and feminist theory. Schmertz 

redefines ethos for feminism as, neither manufactured nor fixed, neither tool nor 

character, but rather the stopping points at which the subject (re)negotiates her own 

essence to call upon whatever agency that essence enables ( original emphasis 86). Using 

contemporary feminist subject positions theories which construct ethos as "points of 

intersections," Schmertz locates and charts ethos in its "essence," the creation of identity 

through naming (88). In response to a rhetorical environment, Schmertz names a "politics 

of location" which creates "new points of convergence ... a new ethos, a new speaking 

location" (89). 

Paradigms in the Ethos of African American Women 

Perhaps the margin is the only location available for African American women to 

claim and establish an identity. However, as Cheryl A. Wall observes in the introduction 

to Taking Positions and Changing Words, "the position or place we [African American 

women] are assigned on the margins ... informs but does not determine the positions or 

stances we take" (2). Thus, the margin is framed by contradiction. In the preface to 

Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, bell hooks explains how the margins function 
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as a location of authority in ethos formation for African American women, despite the 

harsh conditions of a marginal positionality. 

To be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the main body 

... We could enter that world but we could not live there. We had always 

to return to the margin ... Living as we did-on the edge-we developed 

a particular way of seeing reality. We look both from the outside in and 

from the inside out. We focused our attention on the center as well as on 

the margin. We understood both. This mode of seeing reminded us of the 

existence of a whole universe, a main body made up of both margin and 

center. Our survival depended on an ongoing public awareness of the 

separation between margin and center and an ongoing private 

acknowledgement that we were a necessary, vital part of that whole. 

This sense of wholeness, impressed upon our conscious by the structure 

of our daily lives, provided us an oppositional world view-a mode of 

seeing unknown to most of our oppressors, that sustained us, aided us in 

our struggle to transcend poverty and despair, strengthen our sense of self 

and our solidarity. (Preface) 

The dual vision of this insider-outsider location that hooks describes creates not only 

access to new locations for the construction of ethos but also insights to a critical 

limitation of feminist theory for African American women whose "points of intersection" 

and "essences" have never been established or accepted. The struggle is indeed difficult 

for African American women who have never been at the center, or even close to it. 
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Historically, African American women are typically the farthest from the center 

because gender, race, and class status typically determines who is positioned at or 

negotiates in this rhetorical location. In Traces of a Stream: Literacy and Social Change 

Among African American Women, Jacqueline Jones Royster identifies the challenges 

black women face as they attempt to create a positive ethos. Royster claims, 

Traditionally, such women [ African American] have come to a rhetorical 

task with a reputation, that is, with a situated ethos more often than not 

deeply compromised, especially when they seek as one of their target 

audiences those outside their immediate home community. In such 

scenarios, African American women are called upon to define themselves 

against stereotypes and other negative expectations, and thereby to shift 

the ground of rhetorical engagement by means of their abilities to invent 

themselves and create their own sense of character, agency, authority, and 

power. (65) 

The task to create ethos requires the rhetorical skill to redefine their identity in discourse, 

considering how their identity has been defamed historically by a legacy of racism, 

sexism, and classism. 

More recently, Royster describes how African American women's rhetorical 

engagement with action and vision restores their identity. In "Responsible Citizenship: 

Ethos Action and Voices of African American Women," Royster claims, "in the 
' ' 

ephemeral space between vision and action, ethos forms," as vision and rhetorical action 

are dynamically linked ( 4 7). Rhetorically, the discourse of African American women 
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express a "multifocality, a way of seeing and being, rather than just a "multivocality . .. 

an effect of positionality ( 48 original emphasis). As the sense-making strategies of 

multifocality shift in perspectives, voicing, and frequencies, audiences are persuaded "to 

see their [African American women] views of the world as reasonable, viable, worthy, 

and compelling" ( 48). In other words, the rhetorical shifts involved in multifocality 

produce ethos. As evidenced by African American women's commitment to social 

responsibility and reform, they created an ethos in their discourse as "an agenda for 

positive action" (52). 

The primary challenges African American women must address are to acquire a 

positive ethos that not only validates their experiences as victims of interlocking 

oppressions but also to create new or alternative paradigms for ethos, which are inclusive 

of their status as women and as African Americans. Coretta Pittman, in "Black Women 

Writers and the Trouble with Ethos: Harriet Jacobs, Billie Holiday, and Sister Souljah," 

determines how African American women writers redefine their identity from "an ethos 

of immorality" to an "ethos of respectability" in their slave narratives and 

autobiographical texts ( 43). Pittman finds that the traditional Aristotelian definitions of 

ethos that are linked to moral character are especially problematic for African American 

women. In respect to African American women's lack of sovereignty to make deliberate 

virtuous choices, Pittman dispels the Aristotelian notion that ethos results from deliberate 

choice. Rather, she claims that survival is a constituent of the ethos of African American 

writers, which offers an alternative "ethos of' difference,' strength, fortitude, and 

craftiness," contradicting an Aristotelian model of ethos based on "magnanimity, 
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liberality, gentleness, and prudence" (52). Pittman asserts that in order to project a 

positive ethos to the world, African American women circumvent an Aristotelian model 

of ethos, which reflects "strength, depth, courage, and vitality" ( 61 ). In another contrast 

of ethos, Pittman demonstrates how the Aristotelian model ignores lived experiences 

resulting from race, gender, and class. However, in the African American women's 

alternative ethos, experience, responsibility, "craftiness, street smarts, and toughness" are 

characteristics that enable practical wisdom and.build credibility in a hostile society (65). 

Rather than refute Aristotle's conception of ethos, the alternative ethos of African 

American women proposed by Pittman expands the concept to ethos to reveal how the 

complex relationship of race, gender, and class makes ethos an issue of survival for 

African American women. 

College Experiences of Nontraditional African American Women 

Despite liberal social and political movements that promote racial and gender 

equity, racial and gender oppressions remain serious issues for African American women 

in higher education. In "Black Women in Academia: A Statement from the Periphery," 

Linda Carty describes her experiences as an undergraduate woman of color attending a 

university: 

There is little difference between what we [African American women] 

experience on the streets as Black women and the experiences we have 

inside the university. In both environments those experiences are 

structured by the same racist impulses and work to objectify and 

marginalize us. Within the university certain nuances and subtleties-the 
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university's common sense appeal to reason and science-may take the 

rough edges off or sediment the particular behaviour (sic), but the impact 

is no less severe. (15) 

Carty's experiences parallel those of other African American women who find that they 

do not experience the effects of their gender or race, but both their gender and race, 

simultaneously. Feelings of invisibility, isolation, and marginalization characterize many 

African American women's college experiences and consequently, hinder their academic 

and social development. In the "Metalanguage of Race" Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham 

sees this phenomena as one of the ills of our society. Higginbotham asserts, ''[I]n 

societies where racial demarcation is endemic to their socio-cultural fabric and 

heritage ... gender identity is inextricably linked to and even determined by racial 

identity" (254). 

Lisa Jackson in "The Influence of Both Race and Gender on the Experiences of 

African American College Women," offers another example of the race-gender dyad. 

Jackson reports, "[W]omen ... often experience race and gender as related constructs 

with their self-concepts" (3 72). In a study involving African American women college 

students, Jackson's findings indicate that the dilemma of choosing between identifying 

with their racial identity or their ethnic identity has consequences for the women's 

academic achievement and their social and psychological welfare. Determining what role 

higher education experiences play in identity formation is critical to understanding how 

African American women establish ethos in discourse. Focusing on issues of identity 

conflicts in academic writing with nontraditional students, Roz Ivanic points out in 
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Writing and Identity: The Discoursal of Identity in Academic Writing~ "the social worlds 

in which people move define ... and restrict the discoursal resources people have 

available for self-presentation. It is not just a question of accidents of individual 

biography, but differential opportunities which are shaped by class, gender, and race" 

(213). 

Consistent with previous findings, Constance Carroll reveals how the university is 

often a site of struggle for African American women, regardless of their university 

status-undergraduate student, faculty, or administrator. In "Three's a Crowd: The 

Dilemma of the Black Woman in Higher Education" Carroll reports that "Black women 

in higher education are isolated, underutilized and often demoralized" (115). Carroll 

identifies the intersection of racial and sexual discrimination as detrimental academically 

and socially to African American women students as well as faculty and administrators. 

Although these women perceive education as the "'way out,"' the absence of other 

African American women as role models either in the classroom or administrative 

positions affect if and how the women developed a healthy self-concept or identity 

(Carroll 119). As a result, African American women students feel isolated and "locked

in" socially, even on campuses with a large student population. Carroll concludes, "The 

Black woman will never rediscover her pride and her identity by learning to be second

class a second time" (122 original emphasis). 

Although nontraditional students generally and nontraditional African American 

women specifically are enrolling in higher education in record numbers, they often feel 

alienated and devalued. Higher education often does not consider their life experiences as 
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valuable knowledge. Angela Karach describes this phenomenon in "The Politics of 

Dislocation: Some Mature Undergraduate Women's Experiences of Higher Education." 

Mature women undergraduates bring to higher education a wealth of 

valuable, diverse, and common experiences, knowledge, and skills from 

which we all can share and learn. That is, knowledge and skills we have 

gained from our experiences of work, political activities, motherhood, our 

multicultural and class backgrounds, our diverse sexualities, friendships 

and special interests ... These experiences constitute dimensions of who 

we are. Together they form our identities, consciousness-our whole 

living beings-and influence us in how we relate to other beings, nature, 

and society. Yet in general, in ... courses, we find our knowledge 

continues to be devalued in higher education, and excluded from the 

shallow academic definition of what constitutes worthy knowledge. (309) 

This representation of higher education describes the social and cultural context that 

nontraditional women students confront. Although Karach does not specifically make this 

claim for African American women, their historical legacy of race, gender, and class 

oppression supports its validity for African American women as well. Because their 

identities as African American women affect how they acquire and sustain ethos in 

writing, these circumstances circumvent efforts to establish ethos in engagements with · 

academic writing. 

Juanita Johnson-Bailey reports similar findings to Karach's in a study on reentry 

African American women. In "Black Reentry Women in the Academy: Making a Way 
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Out of No Way" Johnson-Bailey reveal that "race and gender oppressions overwhelming 

affected them both inside and outside of the classroom" ( 40). Although class issues also 

emerged as themes in their reentry experiences, these issues were marginal in 

comparison. The women endured isolation in social relations in and out of the classroom 

environments and contended with gender issues relating to "self doubt, child care, 

household responsibilities, and relationships" ( 42). 

The interplay of race and class also affects the motivations and negotiations 

nontraditional African American women experience in higher education, and 

consequently, their construction of ethos. In "Class and Teaching" Tom Nesbit explains 

the complexities of class in adult education and identifies five principles related to social 

class and education: 

First, it focuses on materialist concepts regarding the production and 

reproduction of social life ... Second, it reveals the fundamental and 

dynamic relationships between economic and social structures; the 

ideologies that frame our world; and the way we experience, understand, 

and shape it. Third, it suggests that social phenomena are not explained by 

their surface manifestations or individual experiences but are 

representations of external divisions of power. Fourth, it explains why 

people organize themselves into collective forces to resist injustice and 

exploitation. Finally, a focus on class raises several important questions 

for those committed to social justice: How are dominant ideologies and 

relations of ruling negotiated or internalized? How might alternative ones 
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develop? How can marginalized people, silenced by social, economic, and 

cultural relations of power, recover their voices and the right to be heard? 

(16-17). 

Finding educational institutions complicit in "transmitting, sustaining, and legitimizing 

particular systems of structured inequality," Nesbit promotes more active citizenship in 

classroom instruction (18). He suggests that classroom pedagogies should acknowledge 

learners' experiences and culture to reflect a balance of political and social power by 

restructuring educational practices. Thus, students are encouraged "to become knowledge 

creators rather than recipients of prepackaged content" (20). Although Nesbit admits that 

power relations cannot be eliminated completely, he finds that learners who have the 

opportunity to engage in interactive practices that critique social class will ultimately 

begin to form positive identities regardless of their social position. 

Unfortunately, Nesbit's lofty goals are yet to be realized in today's society for 

most nontraditional African American women. According to Kathleen E. Selvin and C. 

Ray Wingrove in From Stumbling Block to Stepping Stones, African American women 

perceived that racial and gender discrimination could be avoided or perhaps diminished, 

if they had an education. "Education represented both a survival tool in an inhospitable 

world and a strategy of resistance to those who would deny African Americans the 

advantages that the educated enjoy (~6). However, limitations imposed by the impact of 

class, gender, and race often dictate college and career choices. Selvin and Wingrove 

reveal that "poor Black women ... were even more limited in career choices" due to the 

lack of financial support and gender discrimination in male dominated career options 
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(84). Nevertheless, within the constraints of race, gender, and class oppressions, African 

American women rely on their ability to negotiate pass these obstacles. 

African American Women: Negotiating Gender, Race, and Class 

Although the interrelationship of these barriers interferes in discourse 

engagements, African American women have employed rhetorical strategies that assist in 

identity formation and reconstruction. In The Construction of Negotiated Meaning. Linda 

Flower maintains that while writing is a construction created by a specific rhetorical 

situation, part of the constructive process is negotiation between the "goals, plans, 

criteria, desires ... [ and] the constraints of the historical and social situation ( 45). She 

notes that in the classroom the construction process requires students to go beyond 

following conventions to include discovering strategies to solve problematic situations, 

where points of conflicts, discovery, and decision are embedded in acts of negotiation. In 

Flower's model of writing social and cultural forces appear as "inner voices," allowing 

writers to enter into the construction of negotiated meaning. 

Reflecting a Burkean analysis of identification, Delindus R. Brown and Wanda F. 

Anderson identify two strategies used by African American women to negotiate meaning. 

In "A Survey of the Black Woman and the Persuasion Process," the researchers find that 

identification and resistance offer insights into the African American woman's persuasion 

process. Brown and Anderson define persuasion as "a communication process that occurs 

within the interpersonal or public communicative setting in which the sender of a 

message seeks to change the attitude and behavior of his receiver through verbal or non

verbal stimuli" (233). In the communicative situation identification occurs as "verbal or 
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nonverbal sign-cues are related to individuals prior to resistance (235). Invoking Burke, 

Brown and Anderson relate African American women's "unconscious identification" 

with an "uncanny sense of 'division' between the perceived enemy and herself' (237). A 

"conscious identification" occurs when African American women advantageously use the 

"sign-cues" to determine improvements in future communications with the perceived 

enemy (239). Depending on the degree of success of the identification strategy, passive 

or active resistance follows and responds accordingly to the rhetorical situation (243). In 

essence, the identification and resistance strategies are phronetic processes that facilitate 

the African American woman's persuasive techniques, which are central to her survival. 

Due to the effects of gender, race, and class oppressions in their daily lives, 

identity is not a stable concept for many African American women. In order to counteract 

the effects of these barriers, they change who they are personally and professionally, 

sometimes, at a moment's notice. Researchers, Charisse Jones and Kumea Shorter-

Gooden describe this process as "shifting" ( 61 ). In Shifting: The Double Lives of Black 

Women in America, Jones and Shorter-Gooden reveal that African American women 

historically practice shifting as a survival mechanism and coping strategy in a society 

where gender and racial bias prevail. Although Jones and Shorter-Gooden admit that all 

people alter their thinking or behavior in response to particular situations, they argue this 

point: "Because of the unique status and legacy of African Americans in this society, and 

because of the hatred, misconceptions, and lowered expectations that bigotry evokes, 

Black women may have to shift more often and consistently than most other Americans" 

(63). Jones and Shorter-Gooden reveal that the constant shift in one's identity, between 
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who one is and who one must pretend to be, often results in emotional and physical 

destruction (64). 

Because success is often contingent upon communication, both academically and 

professionally, the double jeopardy of being both female and African American 

compounds issues of competence and authority in the communication process. In "The 

Ultimate Negotiation: Communication Challenges for African American Women in 

Higher Education," Mary Ann Williams describes the difficulties African American 

women confrontand the negotiations they must make in their personal, academic, and 

professional communication process in the higher education. Williams claims that the 

African American women's communication challenges are twofold: "(1) how to keep the 

heart in humanity and (2) how to pass through life leaving a mark that is not a deep, deep 

scar" ( 42). In order to ameliorate the challenges of communication, Williams 

recommends that African American women must learn how to articulate their intentions 

and desires while negotiating the verbal and nonverbal communication signals on a 

"moment to moment basis" ( 42). Keys to the negotiation includes understanding when to 

confront or not confront issues, how to interpret what is not being said, or who or what 

resources are available, in other words, the strategic use of phronesis. 

The negotiations involved in African American women's behavior are directly 

related to their lived experiences. In order to transcend negative stereotypes of African 

American womanhood, African American women adapt their unique communication 

styles to accommodate the rhetorical situation. In "Multiple Perspectives: African 

American Women Conceive Their Talk,'' Marsha Houston argues that "African 
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American women's communication must ... account for the heterogeneity of black 

women's lived experiences suggested by multiple jeopardy and multiple consciousness" 

( 11 ). In a study involving African American professional women and college students, 

Houston describes three perspectives taken by African American women in describing 

their communication style: "evasive, accommodating, and celebratory" (12). While all 

three styles are critical to communication, the celebratory perspective reveals three 

dimensions of African American women's interpersonal communication: "wisdom, 

fortitude, and caring" (14). Houston concludes that each style "demonstrated the 

respondent's struggle to positively construct her voice in the midst of a discourse 

environment that continues to disparage speech and speaker marked as black and 

woman" ( original emphasis 16). 

Although women recognize the challenges to their survival, both academically 

and personally, their motivations to succeed in higher education outweigh these concerns. 

For example, in "African American Female Adult Learners: Motivations, Challenges, and 

Coping Strategies," Angela Coker documents the experiences, motivations, challenges, 

and coping strategies of adult African American women students. Coker reports three 

primary concerns for their motivation to pursue higher education: "self-development, 

family development, and community development" ( 662). In some respects, these 

motivational factors mirror factors expressed by all women, particularly in the areas of 

self-identity and economic stability. However, nontraditional African American 

motivational factors extended beyond personal and economic goals to cultural and 
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political improvement. Coker attributes this difference to the "sense of kinship and _ 

community" interwoven in African American women's socialization process (666). 

Despite the increasing proportion of nontraditional African American women 

students in higher education, facilitating the successful tenure of nontraditional African 

American women students in higher education has not been a primary concern among 

educators as noted in these women's low percentage of degree completion. Researchers 

Robin L. Hughes and Mary F. Howard-Hamilton, in "Insights: Emphasizing Issues That 

Affect African American Women" advise institutions of higher education to become 

cognizant of the experiences and needs of African American women students. 

African American women on college campuses should not be placed into 

the one-size fits all framework of "black people," because it ignores the 

within-group differences that affect them. Not being attentive to these 

issues continues to exacerbate the problems African American women 

face on campus, thus stifling the dialogue that could empower and uplift 

them. (95). 

Chapter three describes the narrative research methodology used in this study. I 

present an overview my research population and procedures and explain the process 

involved in conducting narrative research. Because African American women researchers 

have made important contributions in research on African American women, I review 

narrative research by and about African American women to determine universal themes 

and procedures. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCHING NONTRADITIONAL AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN: 

METHODOLOGY 

What matters is that lives do not serve as models; only stories do that. And it is a hard thing to make up 
stories to live by. We can only retell and live by the stories we have read or heard. We live our lives 

through text . . . Whatever their form of medium, these stories have formed us all; they are what we must · 
use to make newfictions, new narratives. (qtd. in Connelly and Clandinin 2) 

The above quote emphasizes the importance of oral narratives in understanding 

our lives and in creating new texts for future generations. Capturing the text of oral 

narratives requires researchers not only to inform audiences of the experience of the 

narratives but also to validate the methodology the researcher used in communicating that 

experience. Because this investigation seeks to capture the personal and academic 

experiences of nontraditional African American women students in their own voices, 

narrative research informs this study. The specifics of narrative research methodology in 

this study is the focus of this chapter. 

Researchers F. Michael Connelly and D. Jean Clandinin capture the essence of 

narrative research. Although their work focuses on narrative inquiry primarily in 

education, their analysis has interdisciplinary application. Connelly and Clandinin cite 

two main reasons why narrative inquiry is important in other disciplines: "it is a 

fundamental structure of human experience ... and it has a holistic quality" (2). Since 

humans experience the world socially through storied lives, narrative inquiry provides a 

means of not only conveying those storied experiences but also learning and theorizing 
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from those experiences. John Creswell describes narrative research designs as a "distinct 

form of qualitative research" in which "researchers describe the lives of individuals, 

collect and tell stories about people's lives, and write narratives of individual 

experiences" ( 4 7 4 ). In this regard, the narrative not only includes the perspective of the 

participants but also the perspectives of the researcher and reader as they discover the 

nature and meaning of the individual's experiences. 

Important to this study is analyzing the methodology of African American women 

researchers in narrative research on African American women. Because I acknowledge 

my position as a researcher who shares social and cultural relationships with the 

participants in this study, I find that African American woinen researchers address issues 

in their methodology typical to this phenomenon. African American women researchers 

find that narrative research honors and authenticates the experiences of African American 

women, and their research has made significant contributions in research on African 

American women. Their scholarship informs the methodology of this study and supports 

emergent themes that are articulated in the narrative interviews. 

Three significant aspects of narrative research highlight this chapter. First, I 

describe the design of the narrative methodology used in this study to situate the 

experiences of nontraditional African American women in academic writing 

environments. Second, I present an overview of narrative research methodology, 

emphasizing the "narrative turn" in interdisciplinary research. Finally, I investigate oral 

narratives by .and about African American women to determine common themes and 

procedures. 
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Research Population and Procedures 

As the researcher in this narrative study, I invoke the lived experiences of 

nontraditional African American women graduates to determine what role, if any, does 

race, gender, and class play in their discourse construction. I hope to determine how these 

women negotiate beyond these oppressions to establish credibility and authority in their 

writing. Significant to my study is the use of oral narrative analysis to reveal their 

phronetic practices as they establish ethos in their discourse construction. Through their 

narrative voices, these women reveal how their marginalized social positions define who 

they are as creators of discourse and how they transcend the limitations imposed by these 

definitions. Three research questions inform my study: (1) What practical power 

dynamics do these women identify as constraining or liberating to their success in the 

writing classroom? (2) How do nontraditional African American women negotiate 

credibility among multiple discourses? (3) What are the best pedagogical writing 

practices for nontraditional African American women? 

I imposed several limitations on the population of participants for this study. First, 

participants were limited to women who self-identify as African American and female. 

Because African American women represent the largest group of nontraditional students 

of color at the undergraduate and graduate levels, this researcher believes their 

experiences warrant distinction, given African American women's history of intersecting 

oppressions of race, gender, and class. Second, participants must be classified as 

"nontraditional." Although the National Center for Education statistics has redefined the 

nontraditional students on a continuum based on a number of characteristics, this study 
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investigates students who are at least twenty-four years old. Since absence of an age 

cohort is one of the characteristics, typically, students in this age range classify as 

nontraditional. Third, participants must have graduated with an Associate's degree or 

higher. Although the high enrollment of nontraditional African American women in 

higher education suggests a high graduation rate, statistics indicate that persistence and 

attainment to degree are less likely to occur for nontraditional students. Identifying why 

this discrepancy exists has enormous import for education in general and composition 

pedagogy in particular. 

Although the women shared commonalities within the limitations of this study, 

the population of participants reveals diverse backgrounds, academically and socially. 

Participants are graduates of five different colleges and universities located within a 

seventy-mile radius of their communities. All five African American women who 

participated in this study were first generation students at the beginning of their academic 

journey. Three of the women graduated with honors from their respective universities, 

and two are presently pursuing higher degrees. One participant is a re-entry student who 

began her education at the traditional age, but had a stop-out period of five years. The 

remaining four participants started college following a twenty-year separation from 

formal academic education. All participants were from similar socioeconomic 

backgrounds, shared similar apprehensions about pursuing higher education at the time of 

their enrollment, and reported similar reasons for going or returning to college. For the 

purposes of this study, participants chose a pseudonym to protect their identities and the 

names of colleges and universities are not revealed. 
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After obtaining approval from the Institutional Review Board, this investigator 

began the recruitment process for potential participants (Appendix A). The recruitment 

process involved negotiating with the Caddo Community Action Agency (CCAA) which 

is currently instrumental in assisting adults in their goal to pursue higher education. 

Although this agency does not discriminate on the basis of ethnicity or gender, many of 

the recipients of their services are African American women. Additionally, this 

organization is not affiliated with a specific college or university. Through volunteer 

work as a tutor, I developed a relationship with the educational coordinator, who also 

served as a gatekeeper for my study. In our discussions, I explained the details of my 

study and provided her with documentation of my research approval (Appendix B). 

Through her efforts, I obtained the names of potential participants who met my research 

criteria and mailed invitations to them to participate in the study (Appendix C). The 

invitation briefly explained the purpose, procedures, and contact information of the 

researcher, if they decided to participate. This researcher initially set a sample size of ten 

participants. Creswell advises that "it is typical in qualitative research to study a few 

individual or a few cases ... in order to present the complexity of a site or of the 

information provided by the individuals (207). Of the fifty invitations mailed, ten women 

responded positively, and another participant was obtained through a referral from the 

original group. However, at a later date, six of these eleven women decided not to 

participate. The remaining five African American women constitute the participants for 

this study. This researcher then scheduled interviews for each participant at their 

convenience. 
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The procedures involved in the scheduled interview followed a "one-on-one" 

interview process, used when responses are sensitive or personal (Creswell 361). Before 

the interview process began, the researcher asked the participant to read and sign an 

informed consent form explaining the purpose of this research study, the procedures, 

risks, participation and benefits, and the contact information of the researchers and the 

researcher's university research office (Appendix D). The participants were free to ask 

the researcher questions before, during, or after the interview process. After the consent 

form was signed, the researcher asked the participant to complete a questionnaire that 

addressed closed-end questions such as biographical information, educational history, 

and employment history (Appendix E). This information verifies that the participant met 

the criteria established by the researcher. 

Before beginning the interview, I reminded the participants that the interview 

session would be audiotaped, and I began the interview with introductory remarks, 

instructing the participant to tell her story in her own words. In order to encourage the 

participant to reflect on her experiences of writing in college classes, the researcher used 

verbal prompts (Appendix F). These prompts helped participants to recall specific 

incidents with details and examples of their experiences. Each interview session lasted 

between 45 minutes to one hour. In order to insure clarity of the participants' statements, 

the researcher verified the participants' responses during the interview session. After 

discussing any questions the participant posed, the researcher thanked the participant for 

the interview. 
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As a nontraditional African American woman student, this researcher shares 

many of the participants' lived experiences. The researcher acknowledges her 

positionality as both an insider and outsider in this narrative research study. However, I 

did not experience any difficulty establishing a rapport with participants or realize other 

problems as a consequence of my cultural identity with the participants as Michele Foster 

warns (216). Rather, all participants were eager to tell their stories, which revealed the 

practical wisdom gained through their survival experiences and accomplishments. 

Narrative Research Methodology 

Narrative research focuses and characterizes the phenomena of human experience. 

It gives voice to the participant, and at the same time, validates their experiences 

(Connelly and Clandinin 4). Although oral narrative research does not attempt to 

represent any single life history as the standard for all women, narration confronts 

dominant pedagogy by acknowledging women's history and experience in their own 

voices. In this study the narrative voice of nontraditional African American women as 

they create discourse in the academic writing environment provides evidence of their 

phronetic practices and reveals if and how race, gender, and class impact their ability to 

create ethos. Additionally, their narratives acknowledge the importance ofrepresenting 

the nontraditional African American woman as a unique student population in higher 

education. Thus, their ,narratives offer the potential to reclaim their distinct experiences 

within the complexity of composition and black feminist theory. 

Although narrative research assumes multiple forms, such as autobiographies, 

biographies, oral histories or personal narratives, all forms share common characteristics 
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that define and distinguish narrative research from other research methodologies. 

According to Creswell, the following characteristics are central to narrative research: 

"individual experiences, chronology of the experiences, collecting individual stories, 

restorying, coding for themes, context or setting, [ and] collaborating with participants" 

( 4 78-4 79). When narrative researchers investigate individual experiences, they focus on 

how an individual's past experiences contribute to present and future experiences. The 

researcher then analyzes the experiences in a sequence or chronology about the 

participant's past, present and future. Often participants tell their "story" in the first

person, constructed with literary elements of plot, scene, and setting. The researcher 

describes the context and setting where the individual experiences the phenomenon ( 483). 

Because participants are not likely to tell their stories chronologically, researchers must 

retell or "restory" in their story in order to provide sequence and logic to the experience. 

As researchers restory the individual's story, they identify a number of themes through 

coding. Throughout the narrative process, the researcher collaborates with participants in 

order to "lessen the potential gap between the narrative told and the narrative reported" 

( 483). The characteristics of narrative research correlates with the procedures involved in 

the actual process of data collection and data analysis of qualitative research designs. 

The process of conducting narrative research involves a series of steps that are 

interrelated and nonlinear. Creswell identifies seven steps in narrative research ( 484-87). 

Step one assumes that the researcher has identified a specific phenomenon to study. Step 

two requires the research to select individuals who can provide an understanding of the 

phenomenon. In step three the researcher collects the story or field text from the 
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individual. In step four "restorying" or retelling the individual's story, the researcher 

examines the data and identifies the elements of the narrative in order to provide the 

reader with greater understanding of the significance of the story. In the restorying 

process, Creswell warns researchers to maintain the "voice" of the participants by using 

extensive quotes and the precise language of the participants. Step five involves 

collaboration with the participant-storyteller and the researcher. It is interactive with all 

the other steps in the process. Collaboration begins immediately-from the earliest 

negotiations with participants to obtain their narrative-and ends at the final report. In 

step six the researcher writes the narrative report, highlighting specific themes that 

emerged. Finally, in step seven the researcher validates the accuracy of the narrative 

report. The report should reflect the participant's point of view and not the researcher's. 

Although narrative research emanates chiefly from history and anthropology, its 

use in interdisciplinary research is becoming increasingly more common, particularly in 

education, literary criticism, feminist theory, and the social sciences. With the exception 

of this study, few, if any, studies in rhetoric have used narrative research. Despite 

differences in form or genre, three basic tenets characterize narrative research: 

First ... that human beings organize their experiences of the world into 

narratives. Second, narrative researchers maintain that the stories that are 

told depend on the individual's past and present experiences, her or his 

values, the people the stories are beings told to, the addressees, and when 

and where they are being told. The third claim ... concerns the 

multivoicedness that occurs in the narratives. (Moen 4-5) 
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Through the storyteller's narratives or stories, researchers retell or "restory" the narrated 

experiences and develop a "metastory," creating a new meaning and insights from the 

storyteller's experiences (Creswell 479). Because of the hermeneutic nature of narratives, 

Colleen M. Fairbanks believes that the purpose of narrative research is "to share meaning 

and understanding of phenomena encountered through and constructed from experience" 

(323-24).' Thus, narrative research captures and communicates the storytellers' social and 

cultural experiences in the world through their own perspectives. 

The theoretical groundings for narrative approaches legitimatize narrative 

research as a mode of knowing rather than a mere report. In "Reflections on the Narrative 
I 

Research Approach," Torill Moen situates narrative research within the framework of 

sociocultural theory, whereby the narrative structures life experiences. Because these 

experiences reflect social and cultural interactions, narrative research is essential to 

understanding the individual and his or her environment. At the same time, Moen argues 

that narrative research abolishes the "dualism between the individual and her or his social 

environment," also called the "mind-world" problem (2). Focusing on Vygotsky's theory 

on the social and cultural aspects oflearning and development and Bakhtin's ideas of 

dialogism, Moen argues that researchers need to go beyond the isolated individual to 

understand human action in order to avoid "individualistic and societal reductionism" (3). 

Consequently, narrative texts often do not provide closure or a single interpretation, but 

instead offer multivoiced texts, akin to Bakhtin's concept of heteroglossia. Thus, 

narrative research links the individual with his or her social and cultural context through 

collective voices that are shaped by historical, cultural, and social experiences ( 5). 
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In the interest of ascertaining "truth," the roles of the participant, researcher, and 

the participant-researcher relationship are critical in the narrative research process. 

Fairbanks charges, "The inescapably moral aspect of narrative research, then, 'demands 

that we be conscious of how we come to our knowledge and as conscious as we can be 

about the values that lead us to our perspectives"' (327). As such, researchers argue 

against a positivist approach to narrative research, which privileges the researcher as the · 

"bearer of the scientific canon" and renders cultural determinations marginal (Casey 

231 ). Rather, narrative researchers argue for more "democratic social relations of 

research," which respect "the authenticity and integrity of narrators' stories, to see them 

as subjects creating their own history rather than as objects ofresearch" (231-32). Thus, 

reconstructing the relationship between the researcher and the narrator necessitates a 

move toward equality in the researcher-narrator relationship. Discussing narrative inquiry 

involving teachers in education, Connelly and Clandinin observe the dilemma that arises 

when narrators do not feel empowered or have a voice in the narrative inquiry and have 

difficulty telling their story. They promote a collaborative relationship between the 

researcher and the narrator in which "both practitioners and researchers feel cared for and 

have a voice with which to tell their stories" ( 4). As the narrators engage in telling their 

stories, Connelly and Clandinin admit that the researcher becomes part of the process 

through the "shared narrative construction and reconstruction" in the inquiry ( 5). 

Equally important in narrative research is the quality of the narrative. In Acts of 

Meaning, Jerome Burner identifies five distinguishing elements which contribute to the 

quality of the narrative in research: "(1) composition and form, (2) tradition and heritage, 
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(3) linkages between the exceptional and the ordinary, (4) dramatic-moral qualities, and 

(5) dual landscapes" (qtd. in Fairbanks 324). The narrative's "overall configuration of the 

sequence as a whole" contributes to the quality and inherent meaning (324). The mutual 

relationships of these elements form the basic structure to narratives and characterize 

narrative construction. 

As a cultural construct, tradition and heritage dramatize the actions individuals 

use to make sense of what they experience. The construction of knowledge in narrative 

research acknowledges their experiences by distinguishing the exceptional from the · 

seemingly ordinary. Fairbanks considers moral qualities of narrative inquiry to be the 

"most complicated" aspect of conducting narrative research (327). Because all 

"experiences are constructed through the filter of cultural and discursive formations that 

operate invisibly, shaping the very means by which individuals observe the phenomena 
\ 

that surround them," quality and meaning are contingent upon the moral nature of both 

the narrative and the narrator (328). The duality involved in the telling and retelling of 

stories from the narrator's and the researcher's perspectives is connected in a "continuous 

double structure" with what one understands (328). 

Credibility or authenticity in the narrative is essential to providing new insight 

and understanding to individual experience. Because a narrative account can be viewed 

as an interpretation, some researchers claiin that "there is no meaning to be discovered, 

uncontaminated by the researchers" (Verhesschen 4-5). Because of the possibility of 

discrepancies or distortion in narratives, Creswell issues several precautions to 

researchers relative to collecting authentic narratives from participants. First, to ensure 
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that good data is obtained, multiple field texts should be collected, triangulated, and 

member checked ( 484). Triangulation involves "corroborating evidence from different 

individuals ... types of data ... or methods of data collection" (252). Similarly, in 

"member checking" the researcher asks the participant to validate the accuracy of the 

information collected. Creswell also advises that participants may subconsciously distort 

stories because of emotional stress associated with the memory or "fear of reprisals" 

( 484 ). While these elements may impose a threat to the authenticity of a narrative, 

narrative researchers maintain that stories are "'truths of our experiences' and that any 

story told has an element of truth in it" ( 484 ). 

Because narratives of experiences are constructed through social and cultural 

interactions rather than logical conventions, ethos of both the participant and the 

researcher is essential in establishing the authenticity of the narrative and interpretation of 

that narrative. James Boyd White offers three rhetorical aspects of the narrative that 

assess its credibility: "( 1) the inherited language, the language at the disposal of the 

writer or speaker; (2) the art of the text, the way a writer arranges the text or uses the 

language; and (3) the rhetorical community, the relationship to which the writer invites 

the reader" (qtd. in Fairbanks 330). Access to the inherited language of the discourse 

community reveals imbedded meaning that allows analysis of the narrative to transpire. 

Implicated in the creation of a research narrative is the construction of reality (335). 

Thus, the degree to which the writer establishes coherence through language with his or 

her social, cultural, and gendered positions shapes the credibility of the text. The 

rhetorical community evaluates the cumulative effects of the art of the text and the 
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discourse within which the narrative is created (336). The interrelationship of these three 

variables reflects how the narrative generates from and responds to both the participants 

and the researcher in narrative inquiry. A review of narrative research by and about 

African American women reveals how narrative research methodology assists in 

informing their knowledge claims. 

African American Women Narrative Researchers 

Although the intersections of race, class, and gender oppressions have rendered 

African American women silent because o·f their lack of access to positions of power, · 

narrative research provides a unique opportunity to understand African American 

women's experiences. In examining the oral history of older African American women, 

Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis finds that oral narratives not only articulate the neglected history 

of African American women, but also honor their experiences. . 

It is oral narrative that is ideally suited to revealing the "multilayered 

texture of black women's lives." The resulting information is not a mere 

complication of idiosyncratic recollections only interesting to a specialized 

audience; rather, black women's life stories enrich our understanding of 

issues ofrace and gender. To this end, I select ... narratives that 

' exemplify the perils and triumphs of being black and female in America. 

("Black Women's Life Stories" 43) 

As a research methodology, narrative research establishes a new canon for African 

American women that projects their concerns in their own voice. 

77 



Collectively, as African American women tell their stories, narrative patterns or 

styles emerge, revealing "status, interpersonal relationships, and perceptions of language, 

self, and the world" ( 44). Although nffi!atives styles are not exclusive to African 

American women and no single style is restricted a single narrator, narrative styles 

provide additional information about the narrator's life or embedded messages about her · 

experiences. Etter-Lewis identifies three distinct oral narrative styles in African 

American women's unedited narrative texts: "unified, segmented, and conversational" 

(45-47). When women respond in a unified narrative style,words and phrases all relate to 

a central idea to answer a particular que~tion. A segmented narrative style is 

characterized by "seemingly unrelated utterances" ( 46). In a conversational narrative 

style, the narrator indirectly responds to a question by reconstructing past conversations. 

Etter-Lewis suggests that conversation may function as a "buffer to screen out 

uncomfortable emotions" ( 4 7). Although the narrative styles for African American 

women appear to be simplistic linguistic constructions, they are, in fact, replete with 

meaning that underscores their existence as both women and African Americans. 

Researchers have identified distinct themes present in the oral narrative analysis 

by and about African American women. Examining edited collections of oral narratives 

of African American women, Subrina J. Robinson finds five recurrent themes present in 

narrative projects: "( 1) theories of the flesh, (2) oral histories as survival stories, (3) 

recovering the silent voices, ( 4) connecting the past and present marginalization, [and] (5) 

problematizing the insider and outsider positionality of Black women researchers" 

78 



(original emphasis 41). Each of these themes documents the phronetic-based experiential 

knowledge claims of African American women. 

Narrative projects that demonstrate the theme of "theories of the flesh" raise 

awareness of how the physicality of the body and its location theorize the world for 

African Americans. Theories of the flesh subordinate positivist scientific analysis and 

experimentation to cultural, social, and physical realities of the lived experience of 

subjugated people. Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua explain that a theory in the flesh 

means "one where the physical realities of our lives ... all fuse to create a politic born 

out of necessity" (21 ). Echoing in the oral narratives of African American women are the 

metaphors of lived experience that provide new, or rather different, epistemologies or · 

"theories of the flesh," which they use to cope and resist race, gender, and class 

oppressions. 

Oral narrative researcher D. Soyini Madison determines the origin, purpose, and 

performance of theories of the flesh in the narratives of African American women. By 

design, theories of the flesh originate from the "homeplace," the indigenous analysis of 

expressions and meditations of the "folks who made this life possible" (319). They 

"privilege agency and interrogate notions of the 'lethargic masses' or the 'voiceless 

victims,"' and they "mark black feminist ways of knowing" (320). Thus, "when we 

[ African American women] speak from theories of the flesh, we speak from homeplace 

and, in tum, nam[ e] the location from which we come to voice" (320). Emphasizing the 

sound and rhythm of black vernacular discourse, Madison expresses the text of her 

narratives in a poetic form in order to capture the performance of the black vernacular. 
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Madison maintains that "word and rhythm make sound indispensable in understanding 

the meaning of speech. Without the sound ... the identifying context with its social and 

historical distinctions becomes opaque and the 'signifying difference that makes the 

difference' loses its profundity" (322). Framing theories of the flesh in a performative 

paradigm infused by African American culture and tradition makes accessible "the 'fit'

conjunction or disjunction-of a person and his or her world-as-experienced" (338). 

Thus, theories of the flesh infuse traditional intellect of black discourse with specialized 

knowledge and black feminist thought. 

Perhaps oral histories as survival stories constitute the most common theme in 

narrative research. Studies that recognize the connection between experience and 
\ 

consciousness characterize survival techniques for African American women individually 

and as a group. As these experiences are shared from one generation to the next, they 

become the collective wisdom of a "Black women's standpoint" (Collins, Black Feminist 

256). Collins defines standpoint theory as "a social theory arguing that a group in 

hierarchical power relations produces common challenges for individuals in those groups. 

Moreover, shared experiences can foster similar angles of vision leading to group 

knowledge or standpoint deemed essential for informed political action" (300). These 

shared experiences and family histories beginning from slavery and continuing to the 

present compose oral narratives of survival that collectively chronicle the group's 

experiences and develop into a collective standpoint or "collective wisdom" (24 ). 

In "From the Inside Out: Survival and Continuity in African American Women's 

Oral Narratives," Etter-Lewis observes, African American oral family stories and oral 
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narratives of older generations serve a dual purpose. They establish "group solidarity" 

and "bridge the inevitable gap between generations" (171 ). Although survival texts 

generally describe how families survived slavery, anq more recently other forms of 

racism, Etter-Lewis also finds evidence of survival as it relates to classism and sexism in 

the oral narratives. The role and status of women within African American families, as 

well as "non-kin" relationships, are central topics in the survival narratives (177). One of 

the common discourse strategies of survival narratives includes "telescopic structuring," 

which reveals close attention to details about the experience. On the other hand, other 

narratives are fragmented, embedded with "'bits and pieces and patches"' of their shared 

past ( 170). Even though many narratives of survival do not always reveal positive . 

outcomes or show the happily ever-after endings, they all contribute to "lessons for 

living, surviving, and prospering" for future generations of African Americans (176). 

The task of reclaiming or recovering silent voices represents an important task for 

researchers as they attempt to acknowledge African American women's roles as activists 

in private and public sectors of their lives. With few exceptions, African American 

women have typically been excluded from research involving formal political activism 

confronting race, class, and gender oppressions. Yet, as Collins suggests, "it may be more 

useful to assess Black women's activism less by the ideological content of individual 

Black women's belief systems ... and more by Black women's collective actions within 

everyday life that challenge domination in these multifaceted domains" (Black Feminist 

203). Thus, the oral narrative history of the everyday lives of African American women, 

both past and contemporary, gives voice to these silent masses. In "Ophelia and Me: 
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Tribute to an Early Narrative Researcher," Martha Graham Goodson, investigates the oral 

history of an early narrative researcher, Ophelia Egypt, whose work chronicled post-Civil 

War slave stories. Although familiar accounts of the hardships of slavery are included in 

the research, Egypt gives voice to ex-slaves' oral narratives "that went untold to white 

collectors" ( 13 ). Firsthand testimonies of resistance, amusing anecdotes, and cultural 

traditions reveal how women resist attempts to dehumanize them, and at the same time, 

perpetuate cultural maintenance. 

Similarly, in efforts to recover silent voices through oral narratives, researchers 

often uncover the connection between past and present marginalization. A history of race, 

class, and gender oppressions continue to place African American women at the margins 

of research and literature. Etter-Lewis comments on research involving women of color: 

"Our experiences and contributions usually are subsumed by a norm/model that marks us -

as odd exceptions or completely ignores us (Introduction 3). Thus, researching 

experiences of African American women reflects historical and present day oppressions. 

Etter-Lewis finds that cultural variables in traditional research methodology, such as race 

and class, are disregarded and that criteria imposed by the dominant -group to define 

women of color are inadequate. Furthermore, she concludes that the problem of 

documentation of women's lives is further complicated by "women's relatively low 

social status and marginalization within society" (8). Oral narrative research attempts to 

reposition the status of women by removing them from the margins of their historical 

experience and placing them at the center. 
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The final theme of oral narrative research, problematizing the insider and outsider 

positionality of Black women researchers; challenges how researchers collaborate with 

participants in establishing rapport with them. The insider and outsider dilemma names 

the researcher as a member of the group who is bound by cultural perspectives of their 

home communities, but at the same time, the researcher becomes a nonmember who may 

challenge or invite different perspectives to those same communities. Although some 

African American women scholars such as Patricia Hill Collins, Juanita Johnson-Bailey, 

and Geneva Smitherman agree that their position as an African American researcher 

privileges them in conducting research with African American women participants, 

others recognize a potential problem that may emerge. In "Like Us But Not One of Us: 

Reflections on a Life History Study of African American Teachers," Michele Foster, an 

African American researcher, argues that researchers of color often find themselves in 

this predicament: 

Although ... researchers may possess certain sociological characteristics 

that bind us and make us recognizable to our home communities, we may 

have forgotten or been taught to disregard the belief systems of our birth 

communities. Morever, we have may lost the ability to communicate 

appropriately by using cues that make us recognizable to potential cultural 

co-members. (216) 

Although their cultural socialization situates them as an insider, researchers may become 

an outsider, ·alienated from familiar ways of communicating among members of a 

community. Several characteristics influence a researcher's positionality, placing them in 
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an insider-outsider status. While interviewing African American teachers, Foster reveals 

the paradox she encountered as an insider and outsider: "[Thus,] I was both insider and 

outsider, a Northerner when I interviewed a Southerner, an urban resident when I 

interviewed rural residents, a younger person when I interviewed the older teachers, a 

woman when I interview men" (219). Despite similar racial and other cultural 

considerations, oral narrative researchers are invariably, at some level, outsiders. Foster's 

predicament denies neutrality in the researcher's position in oral narrative research. 

The process of narrative research challenges existing research methods and 

epistemologies by defining and clarifying ideas previously unexamined or unexplained. 

Exposing these contradictions through oral narrative research transfers authority from 

empirical studies to the women themselves. However, Jacqueline Jones Royster sees the 

challenge of reconstructing African American women's history has been hindered by four 

main factors: 

( 1) European-centered biases in historical production and validation; (2) 

the dominance of European and male perspectives in the creation and 

interpretation of history and in determining what constitutes sociocultural 

achievement and contribution; (3) ... a lack of scholarly interest in the 

perspectives, lives, and experiences of women of African descent; and (4) 

the nontraditional historical sources of information that are necessarily 

part and parcel of this process of recovery and documentation. (Traces 81) 
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Despite these hindrances, oral narrative research offers researchers the opportunity to 

document the lives and experiences of African American women and renegotiate 

unsubstantiated assumptions. 

Following Creswell's procedures for narrative research, chapter four, "Reporting 

the Findings," will highlight the participants' experiences in t~e restorying process. What 

phronetic practices the women employed and how they established ethos in academic 

writing environments will be explored. During this process, validation will occur 

throughout the restorying process in an effort to maintain the voice and authenticity of 

these nontraditional African American women. 
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CHAPTER IV 

REPORTING THE FINDINGS: BREAKING THE SILENCE OF NONTRADITIONAL 

AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN GRADUATES 

I have come to believe over and over again that what is most important to me must be spoken,. made verbal 
and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or misunderstood. That the speaking profits me, beyond 

any other effect. Audre Larde in Proud Sisters: The Wit & Wisdom of African American Women 

I feel that I have a right to speak. I feel that I can write about what I feel and it makes me feel better. I feel I 
can think and write and this is what I do. Hattie 

When you have to put your feeling on paper, you have to go inside and come from the inside out. Ruth 

I write well and I'm more passionate about writing about kids and my experiences I have had as a parent 
and the community and the experiences I have lived. Lynn 

The above quotes address the urgent need and persist~nce of African American 

women to speak and to be heard. The following experiences of nontraditional African 

American women students reveal their struggles against gender, social class, and racial 

oppressions to speak and establish ethos in their discourse. Although literature documents 

that economic, institutional, and cultural restraints are major obstacles in the academic 

progress of nontraditional students, the historical context of adult African American 

women compounds the effects of these categories. Examining nontraditional African 

American students' experiences through oral narratives recaptures their phronetic process 

in rhetorical practice as they challenge the dominant ideologies that shape and create their 

reality. I attribute their success in this process to the trilateral dimensions of phronesis. 

Through the deliberative, performative, and metaphysical dimensions of phronesis, the 

participants engage their lived experiences in order to reposition themselves in the 
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writing classroom as legitimate producers of knowledge. As Dunne proposes, experience 

completes the circularity among knowledge, phronesis, and virtue or character. 

In respect to Baumlin's claim that ethos concerns the representation of the 

speaker's character or identity in discourse, the repositioning of nontraditional African 

American women students from their legacy of race, class, and gender oppressions is 

essential to their character, identity formation, and survival. According to Lynn, one of 

the participants in this study, the nontraditional African American woman student faces a 

difficult, though not impossible, task when attempting to establish credibility in the 

academic environment and in the workplace because she already has "three strikes ... 

being a woman ... being a Black woman ... and [being] a poor woman." 1 

Lynn's "three strikes" metaphor reveals the ultimate challenges nontraditional 

African American women face as students and private citizens. However, their oral 

narratives offer evidence of their persistence and resilience in repositioning themselves 

within their racial, economic, and gender-related identities. Recurrent themes in their 

phronetically-driven lifestyles include commitment to self, family, and community, 

spirituality, and economic and social enhancement, respectively. The women credit their 

success in attaining their degrees to these factors. They simultaneously construct an ethos 

among the shifting relations of race, gender, and class by defying familiar cultural norms, 

moving beyond gender expectations, and managing class disadvantages. The following 

findings reiterate the rhetorical task Royster identifies for African American women in 

order to create a positive ethos. 

1 Lynn, personal interview. 15 June 2007. Appendix G. 
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By definition, there is a social responsibility inherent in phronesis. In 

Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle describes phronesis as "a reasoned and true state of 

capacity to act with regard to human good." As such, the phronimos deliberates for the 

well-being of society in contingent and probable situations. Deliberative excellence for 

these nontraditional African American women students reveals itself in their commitment 

to themselves, their family, and their community. Seeking and obtaining a college degree, 

following years of experience in contingent and probable situations, reaffirms their sense 

of social and cultural responsibility and provides resources which transfer into their 

discourse. 

Participant Profiles 

All participants in this study share common characteristics related to their race, 

gender, and class. They self-identify as African American females from working-class 

families. Academically, the participants are classified as first generation nontraditional 

students who are either first-entry or reentry students. Although they share common goals 

and college experiences, their individual lives are quite diverse. Their ability to establish 

ethos in academic discourse acknowledges the phronetic negotiations they make in 

respect to their individual life experiences. 

Hattie enrolled in college as a first-time student when she was forty-two years old. 

She had attended a local vocational school for clerical studies courses immediately 

following high school in a small rural town in northwestern Louisiana. After working 

several clerical jobs in her community, marrying, and raising her family, Hattie enrolled 

in a community college in a neighboring city and later transferred to a liberal arts college 
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twenty-five years later. She received her Bachelor of Arts degree with honors in 

Elementary Education from a local four-year private university. She has worked as a 

teacher in the public school system, a supervisor at a telecommunication company, and 

she is presently seeking employment as a director of center for disabled adults. She has a 

positive attitude about life and hopes to complete her Masters degree ~n counseling. 

Ruth is the most mature participant in this study. She began college as a first-time 

student at sixty years old at a community college in northwest Louisiana and graduated 

with honors with an Associate degree in Sociology. Ruth continued her education at a 

neighboring traditional four-year university and earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in 

counseling. At the time she began college, she was and still is primary care provider of a 

teenage grandchild and works as a custodial employee at the community college she 

initially attended. Presently, Ruth continues to work in the same capacity, but looks 

forward to obtaining her Masters of Arts degree in counseling in order to work with 

children. Affectionately known on campus for her spiritual convictions and words of 

encouragement, Ruth is an inspiration to all students. 

Thirty-something Lynn is a self-proclaimed "wild card." Initially, she attended a 

four-year university on an academic scholarship, but had "too much fun." She returned 

home as a single mother and enrolled in a smaller university closer to home two years 

later. While working minimum wage jobs and taking care of an infant, Lynn earned an 

Associate degree and later received a Bachelor of Arts in business from a private 

university. Surviving a bout with cancer, Lynn discontinued graduate work, but is 
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presently working as a full-time employee for a government agency. She is an out

spoken, intellectual woman who uses wit and humor in all aspects of her life. 

Twenty-nine year old Nicole is a reentry student who earned a Bachelor of Arts 

in counseling. As a teenage mother, Nicole entered college after high school, but she 

admits that she was not focused on her education and eventually dropped out. Two years 

later, after a failed relationship, Nicole joined the National Guard and used the 

educational benefits to pay for her education. At present, she is a First Lieutenant and 

hopes one day to be a Colonel. Nicole is an intelligent, serious, and determined woman. 

Marie is a married, forty-something woman who earned a Bachelor of Arts degree 
\ 

in business. Marie began her academic career at a local community college and later 

transferred to a four-year university. During the ten-year gap in her formal education, 

Marie graduated from a cosmetology college, later opened her own beauty shop, and did 

clerical work for a private company. While in college, Marie continued to work in her 

shop. Marie is a sincere, hardworking, and spiritual woman who has overcome significant 

challenges in her personal and academic life. 

Hattie's Story: "All I See Are Possibilities" 

Hattie, a graduate of a mid-sized liberal arts college with a major in elementary 

education, represents the diversity of college students on campuses across the country. At 

forty-two, her decision to begin college and her determination to graduate demonstrate 

her tenacious character and optimism. Hattie's African American ancestry, rural 

upbringing, and limited formal education all add to the challenges she confronted in 
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making her goal a reality. Primary to Hattie's challenges are her concerns about the 

demands of college writing. Recalling her college experiences, she confesses, 

The most challenging thing for me was the English language thing-the 

writing thing. This was so hard. I am from an older school, and we never 

had to write. We never had to express ourselves. You could almost say we 

were not allowed to express yourself in the classrooms. You would just sit 

there and be quiet. And that was one of my biggest fears about going to 

college because I knew you had to write.2 

Her concerns give voice to the dilemma of nontraditional students in general and African 

American women specifically, considering their history of race, gender, and class 

oppression: How does one acquire the language of the academy when not positioned at a 

site of privilege? Hattie admits, "It's almost like I didn't know how to do that." 

Taking charge in community leadership roles perpetuated Hattie's desire to learn 

how to do just that in order to move beyond her "comfort zone and just be able to speak 

anywhere." Although Hattie had attended a vocational or trade school twenty-five years 

earlier and was very active in her community prior to having a college education, she 

believed that acquiring formal higher education would ensure her capacity to act with 

regard to human good, for herself, her community, and her family, in other words, to act 

as aphronimos. According to Dunne, "there is an openness in the experience of the 

phronimos, and through this openness he or she is continually involved in a learning 

process" (306). Hattie continues: 

2 Hattie, personal interview, 06 June 2007. Appendix H. 
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I wanted to be sure that I was right in what I did. I could foresee down the 

road that I wanted to do something else with my community, as well as 

live in the community. I just wanted to become more knowledgeable about 

everything and learn how to do things. Also others-it seems as if they 

were-people liked to pattern themselves after me. They said that I was a 

good person and I would try to do everything right and these people 

wanted to follow me. So I felt like I needed to be an example-a good 

example. So I thought if I were to go to school, the first step in making the 

community better, then others would follow. There were not very many 

people here who had been to school. Then I decided to go ... Once I did, I 

would talk with all of the other younger people. It was time to go to 

school. 

As Self asserts, "the most striking quality of the man [woman] of practical wisdom is his 

[her] ability to deliberate well ... to "'counsel"' audiences toward right choices" (137). 

Hattie's ability to persuade the "younger people" in her community to go to college 

affirms her character and commitment to her community. Consistent with Collins' 

findings, African American women traditionally perceive education as a form of social 

activism in their communities (Black Feminist 214). 

Similarly, Hattie acts as aphronimos in her college community. While attending a 

predominately White college, Hattie considered herself to be a leader for other African 

American students because of her age and race. She remarks, 
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Very few Blacks were over there. So, I think I was kind of needed to a 

standard point ... someone out front, . as a leader for the Blacks. Of course, 

just being me, I guess they would respect me. I was the oldest Black 

female at that school at that particular time. It just so happened when 

someone needed me, they didn't have any problem finding me. 

Thus, Hattie's effort to set a "good example" is a distinguishing characteristic of the 

person of practical wisdom. As Dunne suggests, "being phronetic is itself part of what it 

means to be of good character" (290). Hattie believes that acquiring higher education not 

only enhances her personal development, but also it empowers her to become more 

efficient as an activist to reform her rural and college community. 

Likewise, Hattie credits m6~bers of her family with providing her with a vision 

to go to college. Family role models imparted a sense of determination that was pivotal to 

her success by providing her a unique perspective on life and education. 

I remembered back to what my parents taught us and how they did it. 

When my dad wanted us to go hunting, even though I was a girl~ I would 

go hunting. He would take us. He taught me how to use a rifle. I got to the 

place where I could use a rifle and hit anything, anywhere. r' would be the 

best. I could hit anything. That's what my dad taught me years ago. 

Hattie's early lessons in hunting with her father mark an exception to traditional gender 

limitations. She credits positive familial influences that she received as a child to her 

adult decisions about education. Hattie remarks, 
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I was always high on education. My mother and dad were. My dad's sister 

was a teacher. She went to college, and she would always talk to me. My 

dad finished high school even back in that time, and my uncle, all three of 

them, were high on education, and they believed in us going to school. I 

tell my daughter-in-law and my son that you have that foundation. It's 

always been embedded in me and needed to come out, and now I just want 

to go on. I just want to move on. I don't know where I'm going, but I want 

to go do something else. 

However, in Hattie's social community outside the home, she confronts 

stereotypical constraints to her social and academic development. According to Collins, 

social and community cultures are ideal locations that produce and maintain oppressive 

ideologies (Black Feminist 284). Hattie describes the traditional cultural gender 

expectations she experienced and explains how she defied them. 

In the times that I grew up, even boys in my home, it seemed as if they 

had first priority in different things. There were certain things for boys to 

do. There were certain things for girls to do. Of course, me, I always felt 

like I could do anything that guys could do and that was a lot of outside 

physical work ... I did go out and do a lot of that type of work with no 

problem. It was hard work, but it was just work. 

As an adult, Hattie's decision to go to college also meant defying stereotypical views of 

African American womanhood in the husband-wife relationship. She comments, 
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My husband was not big on women attending school or attending college. 

He didn't think they had to. He thought that a woman's place was in the 

home-keeping the house clean, cooking. You could go out and get a job 

for a while, but in the end, you basically needed to be in the home ... So I 

had to kind of get out from under that at first ... I look at things as people 

being equal, no matter how you look at a situation ... I think any job that I 

have the ability to perform or that I choose too do, it is okay for me to do 

it. 

Although Hattie's early socialization defies traditional gender roles for physical 

labor and enables her to engage in the unfamiliar environment of college, sexism 

influences her ability to write and to negotiate a rhetorical identity as a writer. Hattie 

recalls, "I was told there were certain things you just did not verbalize. So, when I got to 

college, I had just a little bit of fear-every now and then-oops, I better not write that." 

However, as Hattie gains more writing experiences, she develops a sense of 

multifoca/ity," a term Royster defines as a way of seeing and being that resists sexism. 

Multifocality is a phronetic deliberation strategy that allows Hattie to transfer her 

experiential knowledge to the writing tasks. Hattie asserts, 

In the writing assignments I always had certain ways of thinking. In my 

thinking it's very different from probably the way someone else would 

look at it because of the wisdom and experience, or practical wisdom and 

experience that I had through the years. ,So whe~ I would write, and I'm 

more of a spiritual person, so I would look at things differently. I look at 
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things being equal whether you're a woman or a man, no matter how you 

look at a situation. I may look at it differently than you. I may not want to 

do something just the way that you do it, but I think that my idea counts. 

You can at least look at it. 

Hattie's habitual experiences in challenging traditional patriarchal assumptions in her 

adolescent life and in her adult life demonstrate the proper exercise of phronesis. Rather 

than simply adopting an identity based on cultural expectations, she constructs a 

rhetorical identity that supports her commitment to herself and her community. Thus, she 

exemplifies the skills and qualities of a phronimos. According to Self, "the phronimos 

does not exist in isolation. He [she] deliberates well not only about private matters but 

with a view of what is good, what leads to eudiamonia or well-being for men [women] in 

general" (135). The commitment of African American women to their community, 

themselves, and their families is indicative of their virtuous character, and thus a concern 

of ethos. As Alcorn asserts, the writer's character is elemental in the rhetorical process in 

conveying ethos. 

Class issues were also constraints that Hattie encountered when entering college. 

Practical wisdom empowers Hattie to narrow the disparity between her social identity, 

shaped by the language of her community, and her academic identity, formed by the 

academic community. 

It seems as if my culture-you know how certain people talked-was 

affecting me. I would talk the same way they talked when I got around 

them a lot. I knew the right words as to how to speak, but when I got 
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around them, I would talk just the way they would ... and it was all 

wrong. To make them feel more comfortable and to make me feel more 

comfortable, then I would talk the way they would, and then I wouldn't 

get any harassment from anyone-Oh, she thinks she's more than anyone 

else. 

Class differences place Hattie in opposition to the social constraints that attempt to define 

her. In order to be accepted by her community, Hattie participates in "code-switching," a 

technique commonly used by African Americans and other non-dominate groups, 

whereby she changes her speech to meet the expectations of her culture. More than her 

desires to "fit in" with her social community, she is determined to improve herself, 

academically and socially by going to college. She remarks, "Anyway, I just decided 

overall to just-I want to just make myself better." She recognizes that acquiring higher 

education would afford her an opportunity to move beyond her "comfort zone," a 

location where she is positioned simultaneously as an insider and an outsider. Although 

she is very proud of her accomplishment, graduating from a prestigious liberal college 

"sixth in the nation," she recalls how class issues persist in undermining her goals. 

My grades from Southern took me over there-high scholarships and 

merit scholarships, so I didn't have to pay much money when I was there. 

But there was a little fear because I looked at people as being better than 

me-I shouldn't have, but I did. I looked at them as having much more 

than I have or had, even at that particular time. Even though I was 

married, had a fami!Y, a home and everything, but I looked at them as 
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having more, and even though I would see other people and would come 

into the classroom and ask questions, I just would not ask. 

Leaming how to reject and transcend the invisible, but undeniable barrier of class, Hattie 

relies on the spiritual dimension of phronesis. Recalling how she transcended the 

perceived sense of inadequacy and isolation, Hattie explains, "To be honest-I would 

pray a lot and I was on a spiritual level. I felt like the Lord would just help me with what 

I was going through." Through her spiritual relationship with a higher being, Hattie 

develops a "spirited epistemology," where she becomes a decision maker in her own life 

and education by observing and creating mentoring relationships with other students. As 

previously noted, spiritual approaches to adult learning support informal modes of 

learning, such as mentoring, self-directed learning, and dialogue. Hattie ·relates her 

experiences and connections with teachers and students. 

There were instructors that were always helping me and always 

encouraging me. I had a lot of encouraging words from a lot of people. 

And even the students there, we formed a bond .... There were some 

students that had been there a long time and we just started studying 

together. Some of the students-even the professors-talked to me after 

class and advised me that if I needed help to just come to see them. And I 

did that. We began getting together and talking. I even learned that by 

working with people ... I felt that I was helping them and it made me 

stronger. And I found out they were frightened and then something I found 

out about me, even though most of them were younger, I was not alone. 
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Fear, isolation, and feelings of inadequacy overshadow Hattie's educational experiences 

due to gender, cultural, and class barriers. She recalls, "I knew it would be a struggle; 

some of it was a struggle'with my family, with my husband." However, her undaunted 

commitment to herself, her community, and her family enforces her desire to earn a 

college degree. "I had no mind to stop until I had gone all the way," Hattie proclaims. 

In order to establish ethos, nontraditional African American women must learn to 

negotiate issues of race in their discourse. Often, constructing an authentic ethos that 

validates their racial identity and simultaneously resists imposed ideologies requires 

analyzing their rhetorical situation within racial barriers. Effective deliberation guided by 

phronesis provides the rhetorical strategies needed to accomplish this task. Responding to 

the effects of race on her earlier writing practices, Hattie explains, 

When I would write I would always think and I would always be very 

careful what I would put down on paper. Because when you put things on 

paper, people can really feel out how you are by what you write. I thought 

that if I wrote certain things I would offend people, so then I would not 

write my true feelings. That's how I kind of look at that. I would not put it 

down because I thought it was wrong; that you [teacher] would look at me 

differently. 

According to Jones and Shorter-Gooden, "The .suppression of editing one's voice can be 

debilitating and taxing ... Many Black women make such compromises without 

reflection, unaware of how damaging and disconnecting such an emotional dance can be 

(97). In Hattie's case, the perceived racism impedes her ability to establish a rhetorical 
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identity as a writer. Eventually, she discovers her voice and establishes authority in oral 

and written discourse. She credits her advancing age and experience with empowering 

her with that authority. She boasts, 

Of course, on the other hand, I would write it now. I definitely would 

write it now, but I wouldn't write it then. I was 42 years old then. I'm 56 

years old now. And I would write it. Now, I have become a little bolder in 

my thinking, in how I do things, and I feel that I have a right to speak. I 

feel that I can write about what I feel, and it makes me feel better. I feel I 

can think and write, and this is what I do. 

Because of Hattie's character and experience, she functions as aphronimos who 

displays ethos in rhetorical expertise, despite persistent gender, race, and class issues. 

Contending with these issues in various aspects of her life affords Hattie with the lived 

experience that helps makes her a success. Her social, cultural, and academic demands 

require constant repositioning or negotiations. As Flower notes, the constructive process 

of writing involves not only responses to specific rhetorical situations but also 

negotiations between goals and plans and the constraints of social and historical 

situations. Thus, resolving these conflicts in their social and cultural contexts provide 

increasingly more opportunities to establish ethos in academic discourse construction. 

Hattie's phronetic deliberations and negotiations mitigate the barriers shaped by gender, 

race, and class. 
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Ruth's Story: "Life is a Leaming Experience" 

The spiritual dimension of phronesis is evidenced in Ruth's academic and 

rhetorical experiences. As the oldest participant in this investigation, Ruth's sixty years of 

lived experiences and continuous reference to God and the "Good Book" characterizes 

the spiritual and metaphysical dimension of phronesis. Through the combination of 

spiritual creativity and experience, phronesis emerges to empower Ruth to actions that 

overcome financial, personal, and academic contingencies. As a result of her Christian 

beliefs, Ruth's spiritual creativity infuses all aspects of her life, academically, socially, 

and culturally. Her international travels as the former wife of a military soldier are also 

enriching experiences that help her to transition from a custodial employee to a student. 

For Ruth, "Life is a learning experience, and every experience in life should be another 

stepping stone to another reality."3 Thus, Ruth constructs an ethos based on her virtuous 

character, resilience, and lived experiences. 

As she transitions from a custodial worker to a first-time college student, Ruth 

admits that the most challenging problem she had to overcome entering college was 

"learning how to discipline myself." However, Ruth's pragmatic, goal-directed approach 

to attain higher education perpetuated her desire. Describing her reasons for going to 

college, she affectionately states, "My grandbaby." She further explains, 

Well, basically she was having problems in school and instead of just 

talking to her and-what is that-time out and all of that, I felt I needed to 

do more instead of just talking. Lots of people think that when you talk 

3 Ruth, personal interview. 10 June 2007. Appendix I 
101 



that should be the end of it, but it's not. You should walk the walk. Don't 

just tell a child what to do when you're not going to do the same yourself. 

So, I felt I had to go back to school to encourage her to stay in school. My 

goal was my grandbaby. 

Significant to Ruth's motivations in going to college is the fact that she exercises 

phronesis in determining the best possible means to become a role model for her 

granddaughter. At the same time, she develops an alternative ethos. As the primary 

caregiver of a teenage grandchild, Ruth's response to the contingent circumstances in her 

family life rejects traditional rules and invokes a spiritual dimension, despite her age and 

limited resources. As Nussbaum claims, the person of practical wisdom is responsive to 

new circumstances and uses imagination to do what is required. · 

Also evident as an aspect of phronesis is Ruth's virtuous character. Dunne 

describes virtuous character as "the disposition that grows out of and naturally results 

from the repeated perfonnance of good acts-and then becomes itself a motivating 

source of good acts," and phronesis arises as good acts become habituated (291). As a 

self-appointed mentor for both traditional and nontraditional students on campus, Ruth's 

repeated performances of benevolence provide psychological and spiritual empowerment 

to other students by reaffirming their self-worth and confidence. In one instance, Ruth 

describes how she uses her college experience as a motivating source for another student: 

She was a single parent-a mother. She was telling me when she decided 

to go back to get a college degree, she said they were telling her that it was 

too late. That's when I tell them about myself that I went to college at 60. I 
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worked 40 hours. Then, they look at me with surprise. Then, I tell most of 

them that it's not that someone tells you what you can't do. What is your 

goal? If you want to be a nurse or whatever you are coming to college for, 

let that be your goal-your picture in front of you. You can work and go 

to school. I did. I tell them when you feel like you can't make it-look up 

and ask God to give you what you need. It is not easy-but you can do it. 

And everyday that I see them, they say, "Ms. Ruth, I'm still here." 

Ruth's character and lived experiences inspire confidence and reflects the qualities of the 

woman of practical wisdom. Through spirituality and experience, Ruth fulfills the role of 

phronimos in her mentoring activities. At the same time, she establishes an alternative 

ethos that identifies with a positive self-image and resists inferiority based on class, race, 

and gender. 

Ruth engaged in the real world of college by embracing the spiritual dimension of ., 

phronesis. Describing her experiences at a local four-year university, Ruth remarks, 

It was all challenging. The higher you go, looks like the more challenging 

the classes were, but God said I could do it and that's what I did. It is not 

easy to go to school. It is not easy at all. I know some nights I stayed up 

until 4:30 in the morning, knowing that I had to go to work, but God gives 

you what you need to make that day. 

Although she is able to overcome the challenges of college and receive an 

undergraduate degree, the forty-two year gap between Ruth's formal education and her 

entry in college presented unique demands. Establishing ethos in written discourse was 
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particularly emotionally painful and frustrating for Ruth because writing required her to 

reflect on experiences and "to think outside the box." She comments, "When you have to 

put your feeling on paper, then you have to go inside and come from the inside out. And 

sometimes you think you are over the hurt, and then you find out that you are still 

harboring old feelings." The process of revealing the self in discourse takes on a spiritual 

dimension for Ruth. She relies on biblical principles to negotiate an authentic ethos 

inclusive of her feelings. 

Even when class assignments required students to provide their own 

interpretations, Ruth's ideas often conflicted with the instructor's ideas. Because her 

ideas embody a different worldview from her instructors', Ruth's ability to establish an 

authentic ethos in discourse is immediately challenged. She remembers, "They give it 

back to you and tell you that 'this is not what I wanted; I can't feel you in the paper."' 

The difficulty of reconciling the contradictions between the teacher's expectations and 

Ruth's expectations represents more than an academic matter. Rather, it reveals a 

challenge to Ruth's self-identity as an African American and as a woman. Instead of 

abandoning her identity in writing, Ruth candidly declares, "I just said what I felt. I 

mostly put my own understanding on papers." She resists being silenced and develops an 

ethos based on lived experience, strength, and moral character. Although she does not 

believe her academic writing should exclude her voice, she advises African American 

women "to soften-to be a little more soft spoken, not something we would say 

normally" when communicating. Ruth's heightened consciousness of the language 
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practices of African American women represents the phronetic negotiations she employs 

in her academic and social environment. 

When confronted with issues related to class, Ruth's immediate response revealed 

frustration and intimidation. Lacking knowledge about financial benefits for mature-aged 

college students, Ruth struggled with the financial pressures of college. Working as a 

custodial employee at the community college where she earned her Associate degree, she 

recalls, 

I had problems about going to school all the time-all kinds of obstacles 

were in the way such as working. I couldn't go to class because ofmy job. 

I was working there and I had to work. I would get frustrated sometimes 

about how can I do this; how can I do that. People got in the way of my 

education [ saying] I was too old or [ questioning] why would I want to go 

to school at this time. 

However, Ruth invokes her spiritual creativity that guides her actions to overcome these 

challenges. When asked what she credits for her success in earning her Associate and 

Bachelor degrees, Ruth replies, 

God. When I say God, that's how I made it. With all the obstacles, 

stumbling blocks, and things that you have to go through to get where you 

are, only God can do that. Man can't do it. If you relied on Man to do 

things for you, you would never succeed in anything. People talk to you 

and tell you what you can't do. If you believe that you will never make it. 
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Ruth's spirituality involves a conscious relationship with the realm of the spirit. It is a 

functional creative force inspired by generational experiences. Ruth credits her mother 

for providing her reliance on spirituality and for fusing spirituality with educational 

achievement. Ruth remembers: 

My mother had a sixth grade education, but to talk to her you would think 

that she had gone to college because the everyday events-she could talk 

to you about everything. She was high on education. She always told me, 

"Baby, there is nothing in the world that you can't be with our God. Just 

whatever you think you could be or want to be, you can be." 

As a result of her spirituality, Ruth develops creativity, giving concrete form to 

her spirituality. Recalling how she develops ethos in her writing, Ruth states: 

First, I read the instructions my teacher had given me, and I asked the 

Lord to help me to understand what I am reading. Sometimes, I tried to go 

on my own, and I would hit a brick wall. I tried to use a little tape 

recorder; that didn't work for me. But when I talked to Him and asked 

Him to help me to see what I needed to see, the Holy Spirit would bring 

back the memory of what I had heard. 

For Ruth, the essence of ethos is formed through the integration of the spiritual and 

academic. 

Additionally, the transformation from a custodial employee to a student at the 

community college where she earned an Associate degree changed Ruth's relationship 

with both instructors and students. Although Ruth had previously developed informal 
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relationships with teachers as an employee on staff, she assumes a subordinate role in the 

teacher-student relationship. Ruth recalls, "Although I was the oldest, once I walked into 

the classroom, then they became my instructors.'' She finds that talking to instructors 
,. 

helped resolve potential problems in her academic work, although it was sometimes 

difficult to schedule conference times. In addition to her spiritual beliefs, Ruth derived 

her greatest support from other students. 

Despite age differences, Ruth's relationship with other students was a key factor 

in her success. Although Ruth initially experienced intimidation, and perhaps isolation, 

her character, positive attitude, and spirituality enabled her to gain confidence. Ruth 

remembers, "I felt intimidated because most of the people there were younger, and I did 

counseling with the students in a roundabout way. Once I went to the classroom and 

looked around, it was like WOW-we're all in there for the same thing. That helped me 

to get over the intimidation." 

Ruth often provided younger students with spiritual encouragement and the 

wisdom of her experience to stay in school, and they helped her to meet the academic 

challenges of college. According to Garver, the role of practical reasoning emerges in our 

lives through a reciprocal relationship whereby "we deliberate together, persuade each 

other, .are persuaded by each other, and consider how we should persuade and be 

persuaded" (1). Ruth remembers how partnering with another student helped both of 

them to be successful. 

For me, being the oldest, I helped a lot of the students stay in school. They 

felt that ifl could do it, they could do it. A young lady, she and I started 
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out together, and we finished together. She said I was the one that helped 

her go to school ... We would talk on the phone and go over the 

information. Sometimes whatever the teacher might have said I would not 

understand him, and sometimes when I would tell her what I was feeling 

or how I came to this, she would explain it better to me. A lot of times we 

would break the lesson up in parts. Then we would go from there. I 

wanted to encourage her to go on if that's what she wants. And like I told 

her, I'm in her comer 100%. 

Ruth and her student friend participate in a learning process that honors the experi~nces 

of each person. Through dialogue, mentoring, and self-directed learning, they embrace 

the spiritual dimension of phronesis in its utility to improve their social and academic 

lives. 

Ruth's ability to negotiate the challenges of her age, class, and race is based on 

the metaphysical and spiritual dimension of phronesis. Her emerging spirituality provides 

her with the creative potential not only to survive, but also to create ethos as a woman 

and as an African American. Because of her spirituality, she is able "to go inside and 

come from the inside out." 

Lynn's Story: "I've Already Got Three Strikes" 

Reentry thirty-something Lynn began undergraduate studies after high school but 

stopped out within one year after "too much fun." Two years later, Lynn, a single mother, 

returned to a very different college environment. As a reentry college student, Lynn 

encountered "one problem after the next," but she refused to give up on her goals. After 
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earning an Associate degree from a community college, Lynn enrolled in a local 

university to pursue a Bachelor's degree. Reliving that experience, Lynn recalls, "I 

moved into a whole, totally different ballgame. It was like I had never been to school 

before in my life." Although Lynn considers herself to be "smart" academically and has 

positive self-esteem, she struggled with alienation and discouragement. According to 

Carroll, the university is often a site of struggle for African American women where they 

are "isolated, underutilized and often demoralized" (115). 

Initially, the "infrastructure ... how it was set up" impeded Lynn's reentry 

experience. Institutional barriers related to procedural problems, class scheduling, and 

administrative concerns frustrated Lynn as a reentry student. However, her transition 

involved confronting barriers that related to her African American ancestry, gender 

position, working-class position, and health problems. Lynn's ability to strategize beyond 

these barriers to complete an undergraduate degree is an exercise of phronesis. When 

asked if she thought her race, gender, and class had any affect on some of the problems 

she encountered, Lynn responded emphatically, "Possibly and definitely." 

The intersection ofracism, sexism, and classism defines Lynn's tenure in college. 

According to Lynn, her position in society already has three strikes: "being a woman, 

being a Black woman, [being] a poor woman." In order to cope with the effects of these 

oppressions, Lynn often employed several phronetic strategies in the classroom and in 

her career. Johnson-Bailey identifies these strategies as "silence, negotiation, and 

resistance" (112). However, these tactics do not always guarantee success in racially 
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charged situations. Lynn relives one incident in college involving a White professor and 

herself where silence, negotiation, and resistance worked to no avail in her situation. 

I had one professor at XSU. Of course, I was working full-time, and 

classes started at 5:30 pm. I would probably get there a little later, but I 

wasn't the only one. But it was like I was singled out because in this class 

I was the only African American-as a matter of fact, I was the only 

African American female in that class. The rest were older educators or 

whatever, and this was a history class. The professor tells me after class, 

"You know you're going to end up failing my class because number one 

you come in here late, and number two you have a nonchalant attitude. 

Admittedly, Lynn did arrive at class late after working a full-time job. However, she was 

not the only student in the same predicament. Additionally, what the professor 

understood as Lynn's disengaged attitude was actually her inability to understand his 

lecture. She used silence as a coping mechanism in a class situation where she felt 

intimidation and alienation. Although she remained in the class and attempted to 

negotiate with the professor about his lecture, as predicted, Lynn failed the class. 

Challenging the grade that she felt was unfair, Lynn appealed to the Dean. Her act of 

resistance and confrontation was to no avail. She left the university and enrolled in 

another local university the following semester. 

Constructing ethos remains a challenge for Lynn because her rhetorical identity 

conflicts with the fac;ade she projects in person. Lynn acknowledges, "I write well. I write 

differently from how I normally speak to most people." In order to demonstra~e her 
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ability, she negotiates her "outsider/within" status by masking her rhetorical identity and 

intelligence. Protecting herself from possible ridicule with joking and passivity, Lynn 

downplays her ability to write well to confront racial and gender bias. Lynn relates how 

she accomplishes this task. 

When I am asked to get up to speak or say something, people don't take 

me seriously because I do joke around a lot. I don't want them to see me 

as a "Miss Know-it All." Ifl say something that is of value that would 

fit-oh they'll laugh. So, I take the passive role. And it works to my 

benefit, because you know on the passive side, you step outside your 

passiveness and you're able to have a bigger picture. When you are 

aggressive, everything is always right in your face and you can't really see 

it. 

Lynn's passivity is a two-edged sword. On one hand, it provides her with a unique angle 

of vision that she uses to circumvent cultural and social stereotypes in her rhetorical 

situation. Yet, on the other hand, it restricts her the opportunities to create an authentic 

ethos which obscures her writing potential. Lynn remembers one professor who 

questioned her writing ability. Lynn recalls, 

I write well. I write differently from how I normally speak to most people. 

Some people do just the opposite. Some people write just like they talk. 

Whereas, I do just the opposite. I had one professor who made me rewrite 

every paper in her office because she said I didn't write it. It meant I had 

to come back to school, get my baby, leave him in the learning center 
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while I went to rewrite my papers, then come back to get him. Everyone 

else knew I was writing my own papers. 

The professor's actions have a two-fold effect. First, her actions are based on 

stereotypical assumptions that attempt to define Lynn's rhetorical identity, and thus how 

Lynn creates ethos. Second, requiring a rewrite for Lynn also creates a financial hardship 

for travel and babysitting fees. However, Lynn establishes rhetorical effectiveness by · . 

phronetically analyzing the cultural codes that define her subject position as a woman 

and as an African American. 

Regardless of the insult to her credibility and the financial hardships, Lynn adapts 

to the unpredictable circumstances of her condition. Her ethos does not result from 

deliberate choice, but rather from strength and fortitude. Lynn comments, 

I got through most of my days being able to see I must carry on for a 

better life. And that was my whole focus. I needed for me and my son to 

be in a better life and in a better situation. I wanted him to be able to go to 

school and say, "Well, Mama, I'm in such and such. And I strove for that 

goal and that meant I had to go to school when it was raining, cold, I was 

sick, he was sick. I didn't see where there were any other choices. I had 

nothing to fall back on. 

In Lynn's situation, race, gender, and class complicate the issue of ethos. It is not merely 

a rhetorical concept that is evident in discourse. It is an issue of survival. 
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Nicole's Story: "I'm Straight to the Point" 

As the only African American female officer in the northwest region of the 

Louisiana National Guard, Nicole's no nonsense approach to life and writing is firm, 

assertive, and "straight to the point." She confesses, "I just don't like to write."4 More 

than just an outright disregard for writing, Nicole's negative feelings about writing are 

related to her upbringing. When asked why she doesn't like to write, Nicole passionately 

admits, 

I don't think it would be good enough. When I write, of course, it is good 

enough. But, my mom would look at whatever we did, my brothers and 

my sisters, whether it was cleaning up the house, washing dishes, or 

school work-you think you did the best job you could, but it was never 

quite right. Whatever I did, it was not good enough. I am a hard person on 

myself because of that. I feel like my writing is not going to be good 

enough. I know I can do it. When I have to, I will, but then again, it might 

not be good enough. 

Nicole's fear and ambivalence about her writing potential echoes the voices of many 

beginning writing students. The self-defeating perspective about writing she projects 

conflicts with her obvious potential. She remembers, "When I did write, when I was in 

school and did papers, I managed to get A's." However, for Nicole, issues about writing 

are not only compounded because of her race, gender, and class, but also her internalized 

personal identity. She over compensates in her professional discourse 

4 Nicole, personal interview, 22 June 2007. Appendix J 
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Clearly, rectifying the negative stereotypes that impeded Nicole's progress is a 

significant step to her reentry college experience and her ability to engage in a text to 

create ethos. Nicole found the college environment as isolating and hostile as the Officer 

Candidate School (OCS) from which she had recently graduated. As a lone African 

American female and working-class single mother, Nicole recalls an "unfriendly" 

atmosphere where she did not have anyone with whom to identify. The absence of other 

African American women as role models adds to Nicole's dilemma in creating a positive 

ethos in her academic writing. She admits, 

I was a teenage mother. I didn't know anybody. They didn't know what I 

was going through. When I tried to write, I just couldn't seem to find the 

right words. I just get stuck. I had to get papers together that I didn't want 

to do, nothing that I was really interested in. But, I work best under 

pressure. I think I have to have pressure at all times to get the job done. 

Yet, with only a year to complete her Bachelor of Arts degree and graduate from 

the OCS program, her determination to finish college was fueled by her desire to become 

an officer in the National Guard. Although she lacked more than fifty hours for her 

degree, Nicole successfully completed the program in one year and was commissioned as 

a lieutenant in the National Guard. She credits her success to sheer determination and 

hard work. Nicole remembers, 

I didn't stop. I'm talking about taking classes back to backjust so I could 

finish my degree. A lot of folks said I wouldn't make it on time. I said, 

"You all are crazy." I had to push on. I knew that once I started school, I 
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was not stopping. I had a child and an obligation. I had to pick him up, and 

then, I had to go to work. Yes, I was determined. 

A self-described "overachiever," Nicole exemplifies how phronesis aids in transcending 

the limitations of her social environment. Through practical reasoning, Nicole combines 

strength and fortitude to create ethos for her survival in her social and academic 

environment. Rhetorically, Nicole redefines her identity in discourse to create her own 

sense of authority from her marginalized position. As such, Nicole's ethos transcends the 

harsh realities of her social class, race, and gender. 

Marie's Story: "I Just Had to Fight All the Way" 

After working different jobs over a twenty-year period, Marie starts college with 

aspirations of becoming a nurse, but later changes her goals to become a teacher. After 

surviving an abusive childhood, Marie relies on her spirituality and determination to 

sustain her intellectually and emotionally for the academic challenges of college and life. 

As a child Marie remembers, "I had to fight for myself all the way. I was the oldest at 

home, about ten or twelve, and had to take care of a younger brother and sister. I can still 

see it. I had to fight all those dirty men. God was with me because they never did get a 

chance to get me, but they tried. We had a terrible childhood. "5 Even though her life is 

radically different now, the emotional scars from her childhood are a constant reminder 

of her past. Yet, Marie consistently maintains a deep spirituality and uses this spirituality 

to transcend oppressive situations in both her personal and academic life. Remembering 

her attempts to pursue a college degree, she reflects, 

5Marie, personal interview, 30 June 2007. Appendix K 
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I think spirituality is what got me through school. There have been a lot of 

times that it's just been me and God. I didn't make words. He made 

words. And I said, 'If you want me to use words, you need to give me the 

tools to use them.' It's like the last hurdle of the hurdles and so much has 

come of this. 

Marie articulates how the spiritual dimension of phronesis provides the framework for 

her success. In respect to her oppressive existence, her reliance on spirituality creates an 

alternative ethos that cannot be defined within the traditional academic community. 

Rather, it is defined by strength and an ability to focus. 

At the time of her college entrance, Marie was a wife, mother, and co-owner and 
J 

operator of a beauty shop. In addition to her familial and business responsibilities, 

Marie's ten-year separation from formal education required her to reorganize not only her 

schedule but also retrain her thought process. Marie reveals, 

I had to learn how to think with everything going on around me. That was 

hard. But, you have to do what you want, what you are able to do. You're 

not going to please everybody, and there are going to be some problems 

you'll run into, but you'll just have to face them as best you can. It was 

tough. I was working coming in the shop. Every chance I got, between 

appointments, I wrote a little bit. I thought about what I wanted to write on 

and I looked up the information. Every chance I had, I just wrote. 

Marie adjusts to the prevailing contingencies of her academic commitment. Her 

flexibility is an elemental characteristic of phronesis. Although she is able to negotiate 
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her responsibilities in order to complete a thesis for her undergraduate degree, she does 

not negate her social and business responsibilities. 

After transferring from a local community college to a traditional four-year 

university to pursue a career in social work, Marie encountered a different and hostile 

environment. She claims, "if they can come up with a test that you cannot pass, it seems 

as though they get joy for it." Although she was confident that her writing skills were 

sufficient to meet the academic demands of college, she insists that racism inhibited her 

academic progress and her ability to establish ethos in writing. She recalls a history 

professor who insulted African American students by suggesting that their education was 

inferior since they were transfer students from a Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCU). According to Marie, he would repeatedly say, "You all coming 

over here are used to multiple choice, but now you're going to have to use your head." 

She felt her ability to write academic papers with an authentic ethos and receive a fair 

grade in his class was extremely compromised because of his attitude. She remembers, 

I just had problems with him altogether. The impression I got from him 

was that every time you turned anything in to him, especially if you were 

Black, and I am not a prejudiced person, he would say, "You're Black, 

and you're going to do this my way or don't do it at all." You would think 

when writing a paper you would use your opinion. I don't know what he 

was thinking. I think it's unfair to do students or anybody like that. 

Although Marie debated about going to the administration to complain about the 

professor, she resorted to silence as a safer course of action. She remembers, "I wanted to 
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go to the Dean, but then, I thought let me go on and brush it off and finish here." Marie's 

decision not to confront the Dean about the professor was a result of her phronetic 

deliberation as she considered the real possibility of receiving an unfair grade. In African 

American women's phronetic negotiation, silence serves as a coping mechanism in the 

presence of perceived or realized race, gender, or class oppression. Additionally, as 

scholars note, traditional academic discourse reflects and accepts the cultural preferences 

of a privileged academic community. Consequently, the difficulty of those most alien to 

the academic community experience in writing discourse is exacerbated, especially when 

issues of race, gender, and class dictate how ethos is projected in discourse. 

Findings: Spirituality, Experience, and Character 

Discovering the power dynamics that the women identify as constraining or 

liberating to their success in the writing classroom is a significant find of this study. The 

dynamic relationship among the participants' spirituality, character, and experience 

facilitated their success. As evidenced in the multi-dimensions of phronesis, Hattie, Ruth, 

Lynn, Nicole, and Marie, integrated these qualities to engage in the academic demands of 

college and to transcend the interrelationship of race, gender, and class. 

The participants revealed academic constraints common to most undergraduate 

students, and they also acknowledged nonacademic reasons that were unique to their 

status as nontraditional students and as African American women. The academic 

demands of writing incited fear and frustration. Because the participants averaged more 

than eighteen years between completing their secondary education and starting or 

returning to college, they questioned their ability to write effectively in the academic 
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environment. Additionally, social isolation, due to race, gender and class factors initially 

precluded viable opportunities for writing experiences. Their ability to negotiate beyond 

both academic and nonacademic barriers required wisdom and intelligence. Their 

narratives provide evidence of the transference of these qualities from their social and 

cultural lives to the intimidating and otherwise unfamiliar activity of creating academic 

discourse. 

The interrelationship of race, gender, and class issues presented challenges for all 

participants. In many cases, the effects of these factors separately are not distinguishable. 

However, this study revealed that the dynamics of gender and class were more 

constraining to the participant's success in writing than racial discrimination. Racial 

encounters were restricted to isolated instances, and were not major obstacles in all of the 

participants' writing experiences. However, all participants recalled instances where their 

perceived roles and responsibilities as women interfered with their ability to write 

honestly and effectively. 

From adolescence to adulthood, the women were aware of their subordinate status 

to males. Hattie confesses that she felt that the boys had "first priority" or were "more 

important" than the girls. As a result, she felt uncomfortable expressing her "true" 

feelings and ideas, especially when she thought her ideas conflicted with what was 

appropriate for a woman. Fear of offending her audience and fear of disapproval from her 

audience inhibited Hattie from establishing ethos in her writing responses. In similar 

situations, Ruth's and Lynn's difficulties in finding their own voice are also related to 

their perceived subordinate status as women. For example, Ruth's "soft-spoken" 
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mannerism when expressing her ideas life in writing and speaking understate her 

strength, and Lynn hides her intelligence and takes a "passive" role in speaking and 

writing because she does not want to be known as a "Miss Know-it-All." 

Another finding of this study identifies how the participants' social class relates to 

their writing experiences. Even though participants managed concurrent roles in their 

families, workplaces, and communities, initially participants were silenced because of the 

dissonance between the participants' language and experiences and the language of the 

academic community. Ruth describes her attempts in establishing ethos in writing as 

"hit[ ting] a brick wall." As first generation graduates of higher education, the participants 

were unprepared for writing in the college environment due to inadequate educational 

opportunities. Hattie remembers that she either never had to express herself in school, or 

even worse, she was not allowed to express herself. Additionally, because of their lengthy 

absences from a formal educational environment, participants often felt inferior to other 

students. When they returned to college, they encountered "a totally different ballgame." 

Administrative challenges, isolation from contemporary peers, and increased familial and 

financial responsibilities discouraged interaction with faculty and other students. 

Ultimately, these "roadblocks" influenced how the participants established ethos and to 

what degree they were willing to express themselves. 

Although the participants faced barriers and opposition to their success in writing, 

they were able to negotiate among multiple discourses. Thus, another finding of this 

study reveals how they established credibility. The women in this study exercised 

phronesis in all its dimensions in order to transcend issues of race, gender, and class that 
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impeded and interrupted their academic and personal pursuits. Because phronesis or 

practical wisdom is not simply a rational, cognitive activity, the participants' narratives 

reveal how spirituality, character, and experience characterizes phronesis and thus 

enables them to establish ethos. 

Through the spiritual dimension of phronesis the participants were able to 

develop intellectually and engage rhetorically in creating discourse. Participants credit 

their spirituality with providing them with determination to endure obstacles they 

encountered in their educational experiences and the power to use words effectively. 

Despite uncertainties associated with their writing abilities or social barriers related to 

their race, gender, or class, their deliberations informed with spirituality inspired 

participants to defy gender and class stereotypes in order to engage in the academic 

environment. Although the participants believed that divine intervention would provide 

the final authority in their particular situations, they were not passive observers. Rather, 

they were actively involved in taking action to improve their situations. 

The performative dimension of phronesis describes how participants' lived 

experiences enable them to produce effective discourse. Because of concurrent roles in 

their families, workplaces, and communities, their knowledge-making strategies 

encouraged establishing relationships with other students that often crossed racial, 

gender, and age boundaries. The interchange of these relationships provided the women 

with insights into alternative ways of thinking about their ideas and allowed the 

participants to become more confident in their discourse. For example, Hattie assumes 

the characteristics of a phronimos by becoming a community leader, and both Hattie and 
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Ruth began mentoring relationships with other students by setting good examples as 

disciplined students, even though both participants admit that they were afraid of the 

challenges they would likely encounter in college. The challenges of their daily-lived 

experiences as working-poor, African American women required both cognition and 

conation, in other words, phronesis. Collectively, however, they set long-term goals, 

assessed the risks involved in the process, and devised and revised strategies in order to 

accomplish their goals. Thus, the educational achievements of the participants in this 

study reflect intellect, motivation, and volition. 

Although participants' motivations for returning to college were varied, their 

narratives consistently revealed a concern for others who were either in their immediate 

family or community. In other words, their actions and decisions reflected regard for 

human good or phronesis. By recognizing the broader implication of attaining a higher 

education degree for their families and their communities, they were establishing ethos 

through their good sense, good moral character, and goodwill. They go beyond 

oppressive social, political, and cultural forces to create an identity that becomes more 

distinct through language. They were prepared emotionally and mentally to face the new 

challenges of college and to become successful in creating discourse. In other words, 

their actions reflect the actions of a phronimos. Hattie's declaration of her "right to 

speak" symbolizes how language has the power to change lives. 

The participants in this study contended with fluctuating demands and 

responsibilities related to their gender, race, and class in order to achieve their degrees. 

Even though they were challenged by oppressive circumstances related to their gender, 
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race, and class, these experiences afforded them distinct perspectives that parallel the 

multi-dimensional aspects of phronesis. Their ability to formulate different perspectives 

and develop strategies to resolve is what phronesis is predicated on. Ultimately, these 

perspectives influence how the women establish ethos in discourse. 

Because of the increasing number of nontraditional African American women 

enrolling in higher education, educators will find that the writing classroom is rapidly 

becoming a drama of contradictions between our former ideologies and theories and the 

present student population. As we attempt to provide equitable educational opportunities 

to all students, we must reevaluate our teaching practices and theories. Thus, in the final 

chapter, "Phronesis and Ethos in the Experience of Nontraditional African American 

Women Students," I will discuss the implications of this study for educational 

institutions, teachers, and students. Additionally, I will offer recommendations for further 

study on this underrepresented population of students in higher education. 
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CHAPTERV , 

PHRONESIS AND ETHOS IN THE EXPERIENCE OF NONTRADITIONAL 

AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN STUDENTS: SUMMATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

"/ never learned much about what I need to be fulfilled skipping through life in my joy. Have you? My 
pain, my changes,' have been the major source ofmy growth. We cut our teeth on our changes; they force 
us to expand and become the people we are meant to be. " Susan Taylor from Proud Sisters: The Wisdom 

& Wit of African-American Women 

"It doesn't get any easier; it's going to continue to get harder, and you 're going to have to push yourself 
just that much harder in order to be as successful as you need to be. " Lynn 

This study provides critical insights into the discursive practices of nontraditional 

African American women as they begin or resume their academic careers. Given the 

increasing enrollment of nontraditional African American women in higher education, 

understanding how they negotiate credibility in order to produce effective discourse is 

critical to future nontraditional students and to institutions. Because all acts of composing 

occur within social, political, and cultural parameters, the dilemma for the nontraditional 

African American women is learning how to transcend barriers that inhibit authority in 

their discourse, while they are positioned in marginalized locations. Phronesis, a 

composite of the participants' lived experiences, character, and spirituality, provides the 

framework for the women to negotiate beyond the barriers of race, gender, and class. As 

a result, an ethos of change and transformation, meta-ethos, emerges. Meta-ethos 

distinguishes the alternative ethos that nontraditional African American women create in 

their discourse and in their personal lives. 
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The following summations, implications, and recommendations conclude this 

study. First, I provide a summary of this study, highlighting how nontraditional African 

American women use phronesis as an agency of survival and how meta-ethos develops as 

a distinct characteristic of nontraditional African American women's lives and their 

writing. Because current and projected trends suggest even greater numbers of 

nontraditional student populations in higher education, I reveal the implications for both 

the general population of nontraditional students and specific implications for 

nontraditional African American women. Finally, I offer recommendations for faculty 

and administrative leaders. 

Summations 

This qualitative study captures the personal and academic experiences of 

nontraditional African American women to determine how they compose academic 

discourse. For nontraditional African American women, the difficulties of creating 

academic discourse in the classroom are linked to social, cultural, and economic barriers, 

which mirror the realities they confront in daily-lived experiences. However, 

nontraditional African American women reposition themselves as legitimate producers of 

knowledge, despite the simultaneous effect of race, gender, and class oppressions. The 

participants in this study rely on the tri-dimensional aspects of phronesis to counteract the 

historical effects of these barriers. The interrelationship of the deliberative, performative, 

and spiritual dimensions of phronesis empowers nontraditional African American women 

to make quality decisions in their lives and discourse, to implement strategies based on 

their decisions, and to identify creative approaches for their success. 
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The Experience of P hronesis for Nontraditional African American Women 

P hronesis or practical wisdom is central to the academic and nonacademic 

success of nontraditional African American women. It is the ability to make quality 

decisions on matters that are probable and that require decisive action. Phronesis emerges 

through deliberation. Through its three operative dimensions, deliberative, performative, 

and spiritual, nontraditional African American women transcend social, cultural, and 

political barriers. The interrelationship of these dimensions operates in all aspects of 

nontraditional African American women's lives. In the social and public environments, 

phronesis affords African American women the ability to use their experiential 

knowledge to survive among the intersecting oppressions of race, gender, and class. 

Academically, phronesis enables nontraditional African American women to negotiate 

their identity in discourse. 

The deliberative dimension of phronesis guides the participants' motives and 

decisions as they begin or resume their educational aspirations. In;iplicit in their decisions 

is the challenge of writing for an academic audience. Although engaging in academic 

discourse is particularly problematic for nontraditional African American women, the 

participants learn to use experiential knowledge to inform their rhetorical skills. As a 

result, their character infuses their discourse. Experience provides guidance for ideas and 

actions. Character complements experience by providing ethical and moral values. 

Together, experience and character afford nontraditional African American women a 

unique angle of vision that mitigates their marginalized position in the writing classroom 
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and society at large. Thus, the interaction of experience and character constitute 

phronesis in the deliberative dimension. 

Evidence of rhetorical activity is demonstrated in the perfonnative dimension. 

Because of knowledge gained through their unique angle of vision, nontraditional African 

American women learn to negotiate the rhetorical shifts that allow them to enter into the 

construction of meaning. Their negotiations establish the link between rhetoric and 

phronesis. Rhetoric is actualized in effective deliberations, and phronesis enables 

effective deliberations. Equally important, phronesis parallels the art of rhetoric as both 

function in the world of probabilities, and both have social utility. Embedded in their 

rhetorical shifts are alternative paradigms, whereby nontraditional African American 

women redefine themselves against negative stereotypes and establish their own sense of 

authority in both their discourse and in their personal lives. Consequently, nontraditional 

African American women effect social change by using their voices to critique 

hierarchical and oppressive viewpoints in discourse. 

Nontraditional African American women's efforts to discover and use their voices 

are enhanced by the spiritual dimension of phronesis. Although spirituality is difficult to 

translate into academic language, it empowers nontraditional African American women 

to respond to conflicting and contradictory conceptions about reality, identity, and 

knowledge. Rhetorically, its creative potential addresses the social, political, and 

economic struggles of nontraditional African American women by helping to establish a 

positive self-identity and character. Since discourse is not isolated from or independent of 

a writer's identity, the spiritual dimension of phronesis supports nontraditional African 
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American women as they resist discourses that attempt to define their identity and their 

character. At the same time, their spiritual inspired creativity provides nontraditional 

African American women with the freedom to become decision makers in their own lives 

and in their discourse by defying cultural and social conditions that impede or restrict 

their success. Thus, nontraditional African American women's voices become more 

distinct as they develop agency in the social and political forces of their daily-lived 

expenences. 

A.1eta-Ethos: The Alternative Ethos for Nontraditional African American Women 

Meta-ethos, an ethos of change and transformation, more accurately describes the 

alternative ethos that nontraditional African American women develop in both their 

academic and personal lives. Like classical definitions of ethos that primarily emphasize 

the writer's character or credibility as an aspect of discourse, meta-ethos also focuses on 

the writer's character or credibility. However, contrary to classical definitions of ethos, 

manifestations of meta-ethos differ in origin and scope. Rather than originating from the 

writer's well-lived reputation or rhetorical skill, I contend that meta-ethos is framed 

within and complicated by race, gender, and class oppressions. It is fully realized at the 

site of conflict, where the margins and the center, the public and the private, converge. At 

these points of convergence, meta-ethos emerges in African American women's 

decisions and actions. As a combination of shrewd awareness, boldness, and 

perseverance, meta-ethos transcends oppressive barriers that impede nontraditional 

African American women's success. As such, it is a major constituent of nontraditional 

African American wom~n's survival in their daily experiences. 
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Rhetorically, nontraditional African American women's decisions involve 

redefining themselves to create their own sense of authority and agency. Meta-ethos 

creates a new paradigm of credibility for nontraditional African American women that 

transcends social, cultural, and political barriers. This alternative paradigm acknowledges 

and validates experiential knowledge and spirituality as factors that enhance 

nontraditional African American women's self-identity and that develop authority 

through positive action in contingent circumstances. Subsequently, meta-ethos 

contributes to nontraditional African American women's sense of authority by redefining 

who they are through their unique experiential knowledge claims and spirituality. These 

factors transcend the complex relationship of race, gender, and class. · 

Another distinct characteristic of meta-ethos is that it provides a framework to 

create meaning for nontraditional African American women that is inclusive of their 

historical and cultural contexts. By acknowledging the historical and cultural perspectives 

that structure nontraditional African American women's lives, meta-ethos validates their 

experiences and enhances their credibility. Given the historical diminished credibility of 

nontraditional African American women, meta-ethos reconciles their historical legacies 

through renewed self-reflection. Although self-reflection is often an emotional 

undertaking for nontraditional African American women, it can also be liberating and 

validating. One participant in this study metaphorically describes her efforts to create 

discourse as "com[ing] from the inside out," where personal history and academic 

discourse construct meaning through tension. As a rhetorical strategy, meta-ethos 

connects personal experiences to larger issues as writers include through their histories 
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and culture in their discourse. For nontraditional African American women, meta-ethos 

creates an agenda for action against social, political, and economic oppressions. 

Nontraditional African American women students are changing the demographics 

in our classrooms. Because engagement in creating discourse is critical to their success, 

academically and socially, they must learn to transcend the historical effects of race, 

gender, and class oppressions. Phronesis facilitates this process. Through its multiple 

dimensions, the women learn to create strategies that empower them in their social and 

academic experiences. As a result of their strategic negotiations, they develop meta-ethos, 

an ethos of change and transformation. By definition, meta-ethos expresses the 

comprehensive nature of nontraditional African American women's deliberations and 

actions by establishing credibility in their daily-lived experiences and discourse. Thus, 

the following implications have great import for future rhetorical studies. 

Implications 

As indicated in this dissertation, nontraditional students are the fastest growing 

population of students in colleges and universities. They are rapidly replacing the 

category of "traditional" students who are variously defined by age, economic 

dependency, and enrollment status. Considering the changes in our student enrollment, I 

use the descriptive indicator, (non)traditional, as opposed to nontraditional, in the title of 

this dissertation. Because of socioeconomic changes in our society, colleges and 

universities are likely to experience an increase in the number of students with one or 

more characteristics that define them as nontraditional. The limitations of traditional or 

nontraditional deny the diversity within current and future student populations. Thus, the 
i. 
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title of this dissertation, An Exploration in Phronesis and Ethos: Transgressing 

Boundaries of Gender, Ethnicity, and Class for (Non)Traditional African American 

Women, redefines the population and elicits a broader spectrum of students who are 

enrolled or will be enrolling in our multigenerational classrooms. 

Within this multigenerational population, nontraditional African American 

women represent the largest group of nontraditional students of color at the 

undergraduate and graduate levels. Although the participants in this study contend with 

social, economic, and political barriers that impede their success, personally and 

academically, they perceived that obtaining their degrees would afford them a successful 

future. A major concern for nontraditional African American women is to create 

discourse in an academic environment. Because the issue of language use and its power 

are intricately tied to social, cultural, political forces, the implications of this study reveal 

insights into the power dynamics that constrain and liberate the women's success in 

creating discourse. The following implications reveal concerns that are characteristic to 

all nontraditional students. However, I will provide additional implications which 

specifically address nontraditional African American women. 

Nontraditional Students: Common Places 

A major implication for nontraditional students is that their wealth of life 

experiences and prior knowledge has a significant influence on the students' ability to 

establish credibility in their discourse. As evident from nontraditional students' multiple 

roles, socio-cultural backgrounds, and economic status, nontraditional students differ in 

experiences, motivations, and skills. Their identities as wives, mothers, grandmothers, 
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military personnel, business owners, and teachers contribute to, or in some cases, detract 

from their ability to construct discourse. While the debate among scholars concerning 

nontraditional students' experiences, language, and thought continues, the possibility 

exists whereby their experiences may enhance the development of their own voices by 

giving meaning to their lives and the lives of others. Examining their own past and their 

own cultures may encourage nontraditional students to develop new or alternative 

perspectives on broader issues. Because their nontraditional students' lived experiences 

constitute who they are, translating these experiences in their discourse is critical to their 

success. 

Although nontraditional students are typically considered to be self-directed 

learners, this study also implies that they are likely to be more dependent on the teacher 

when creating discourse. The findings in this study reveal several reasons which may 

contribute to their dependency. In some cases, nontraditional students were not prepared 

for critical thinking and writing in their formal educational experiences. In other cases, 

while some nontraditional students write often in work, community, or family-related 

experiences, they commonly write for a different audience and have different 

communication styles. Although nontraditional students may have learned conventional 

writing skills to communicate in their daily experiences, they may lack current instruction 

in methods that address rhetorical issues, such as authority, voice, or audience. Thus, 

writing for an academic audience challenges nontraditional students to view the world 

and themselves differently when creating discourse. Furthermore, their competing 

responsibilities for their families and in their careers preclude time and energy for critical 
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engagement with writing. Thus, writing becomes a low priority in their daily lives, and 

their writing potential is not fully realized. As a result of these reasons, some 

nontraditional students are likely to depend on their teachers for more strategic 

instruction for their writing tasks and more mentoring support. 

Implications for Nontraditional African American Women 

The implications of this study for nontraditional students generally are also 

applicable to nontraditional African American women specifically. However, the 

interrelationship of race, gender, and class oppressions add to the challenges 

nontraditional African American women must make when creating discourse. Thus, for 

nontraditional African American women specifically, this study implies that the 

dissonance between their personal lives and their academic environments may be greater 

than other nontraditional students. Nontraditional African American women's personal 

and political histories further complicate their ability to create discourse. 

Race and gender are two aspects of nontraditional African American women's 

personal and political histories that multiply the discord in their lives. Scholarly , 

discussions relative to the effects of gender or race on creating discourse are well 

documented. However, further investigations are needed which address how the 

interrelationship of gender and race affects discourse production for nontraditional 

students. Because of the simultaneous effects of gender and race on nontraditional 

African American women, they are subject to double invisibility, as both African 

Americans and women in their social lives. Thus, the double jeopardy of being both , 
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African American and female intensifies the contradiction and confusion associated with 

how their discourse is constructed and how their discourse is received. 

Unlike their male counterparts or White females whose discourses have been the 

subject of scholarly discussions, nontraditional African American women receive little 

attention to assist in their efforts to create discourse. This apparent neglect in scholarly 

discussions perpetuates the emotional "roller-coaster" that nontraditional African 

American women are compelled to deal with when attempting to articulate a self-identity 

in discourse. This study, however, focuses on nontraditional African American women as 

they construct discourse in the academic environment. By highlighting the social, 

cultural, and economic barriers that inhibit their success, I hope to call attention to 

challenges that they confront in society and in our writing classrooms. 

Another implication of this study suggests that class issues contribute to the 

unpredictable and shifting network that increases the disharmony in nontraditional 

African American women's lives and discourse. As a marginalized group, African 

American women are typically excluded from power relations imbedded in dominant 

class structures. As a result, their discourse rarely reflects the language or content of the 

dominant culture. Thus, class issues increase the contingencies that nontraditional 

African American women contend with when attempting to create discourse. 

This study also implies that family, extended family, and community relations 

represent the greatest influence to acquire rhetorical skills for nontraditional African 

American women. Assuming personal responsibility for themselves and to others is not 

only a routine task, but also an essential characteristic of who they are. Their relations 
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affirm positive identities for them as both African Americans and as women. Their 

discourse, therefore, reflects the goals and purposes of their relations. In many cases, 

higher education attainment is synonymous with political activism in their relational and 

community commitments. However, because of their gender and race, nontraditional 

African American women are denied equal participation in family and community affairs. 

Without privileges that invoke authority and power, they are subject to deteriorating 

views of self-hood that devastate family structures and by default, their communities. As 

a result, many nontraditional African American women use their discourse as a means of 

community activism. Therefore, the findings in this study imply that nontraditional 

African American women are more motivated to use rhetorical skills in their discourse to 

rally social change for themselves and others. 

Equally important to the discourse construction of nontraditional African 

American women students is their spirituality. This study implies that not only is 

spirituality important to nontraditional African American women's moral development, 

but also spirituality is essential to their rhetorical development. Its manifestation in the 

lives and discourse of nontraditional African American women is unquestioned. 

Spirituality is a key component in how nontraditional African American women view 

themselves, how they view others, and how, they believe, others view them. Some 

nontraditional African American women view their ability to create discourse as a 

spiritually inspired gift, rather than as a totally learned skill. As such, their discourse is a 

way of life and thinking and a way of being in relationships with others. This study 

implies that spirituality, for nontraditional African American women, reduces the 
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dichotomy between the personal and the academic through language by validating their 

ways of knowing, understanding, and interpreting the world. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations for this study has interdisciplinary possibilities, 

including rhetoric, women studies, education, and student services. College campuses are 

likely to experience continual increases in nontraditional student populations, particularly 

nontraditional African American women. The challenge to the higher education 

community is to adopt pedagogical approaches and services that honor and support 

epistemological and cultural differences that are unique to this population of students. 

Therefore, I propose the following recommen?ations for the general population of 

nontraditional students, and I offer recommendations for nontraditional African American 

women specifically. 

Recommendations: General Population of Nontraditional Students 

First, I recommend that writing instruction should incorporate nontraditional 

students' life experiences. Experience, perhaps, constitutes one aspect that is 

characteristic of nontraditional students' lives. Phronesis enables the transfer of 

experiential knowledge into knowledge-making strategies, which afford nontraditional 

students opportunities not only to recall past occurrences, but also to understand and to 

give meaning to those events. As nontraditional students explore, interpret, and 

reconstruct their experiences in discourse, they convey ethos. According to Ruth, a 

participant in this study, "every experience in life should be a stepping stone into reality." 

Thus, writing instruction that integrates nontraditional students' experiences "may 
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represent the most complete fusion of learning and experience" (Sommer 106). As a 

result, nontraditional students can learn to become valuable members in a community of 

writers, rather than passive recipients of knowledge. 

What style of writing uses experience to develop self-awareness, construct 

identities, and establish credibility in discourse? The use of personal experience in 

writing instruction is generally associated with narrative or expressive writing. Because 

this genre places writers as the subjects, writers engage in their writing and articulate an 

ethos based on their own experiences. Using narrative or expressive writing leads 

nontraditional students into the act of writing by bringing consensus to personal and 

academic writing. For nontraditional students who have experience, narrative or 

expressive writing serves as a learning approach to more complex styles of writing, such 

as persuasion or literary analysis. Thus, narrative or expressive writing transcends 

previous conceptions of who are knowledge-makers and what counts as knowledge. 

Second, I recommend that teachers implement more learning opportunities that 

encourage participation through dialogue, group discussions, and collaborative learning 

projects. Practical wisdom emerges through informal learning processes and experiences 

that can foster a continuous construction of meaning and knowledge. These relational 

experiences contribute to the development of ethos as students discover alternative ways 

of thinking about ideas. One participant, for example, recalls that her peer study group of 

traditional and nontraditional students helped her to come to the conclusion that she was 

not alone, that they too were frightened, and that together they could make each other 

stronger. Additionally, these experiences avert the students' sense of isolation, 
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frustration, and inadequacy by encouraging participation and a sense of community in 

their academic environment. 

Third, I recommend that faculty initiate mentoring practices with nontraditional 

students. Mentoring responds to the spiritual dimension of phronesis as it integrates 

relationships, confidence, and transformation as factors in learning. Mentoring fosters 

spiritual development, which occurs in a dynamic relationship between the teacher, the 

nontraditional student, and knowledge. As an informal learning strategy, mentoring 

builds confidence by honoring life experiences and develops a stronger self-identity for 

nontraditional students. As a result, nontraditional students are able to convey ethos in 

their discourse. 

Recommendations: Nontraditional African American Women 

First, I recommend that faculty should provide writing opportunities and 

classroom discussions that relate to African American women's experiences. For 

example, writing assignments should include topic; concerning race, gender, and class so 

that nontraditional African American women students can examine unequal power 

relations in the writing classroom. Through their engagement with discussions and 

assignments that relate to the experiences of African Americans generally and African 

American women specifically, students are likely to see themselves as writers having 

intellectual and rhetorical position. Nontraditional African American women bring very 

distinct experiences into the writing classroom. The fact that their gender and race 

influence discursive choices, social practices, and perceptions further distinguishes 

nontraditional African American women students as "outsiders within." In retrospect, one 
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participant in this study recalls that she was afraid she would offend someone if she 

revealed her true feelings in writing. She was always "careful" when writing and denied 

herself meaningful learning and empowering experiences. In short, she was silenced and 

unable or unwilling to articulate an authentic ethos. 

Implicit in the participant's comment is the problem of self-identity and audience. 

In the writing classroom, nontraditional African American women are likely to 

experience writing for different audiences. Thus, articulating a self-identity to an 

audience who may not understand their gendered and racial identity increases the 

difficulties nontraditional African American women students have when creating 

discourse. Essential to nontraditional African American women's connection with an 

audience is the idea of self-disclosure. Juanita Comfort claims, "Rhetorically, self

disclosures foreground the embodied nature of the self, which, through selective, 

insightful sharing, can build connections between writers and readers that authorize the 

writer to make claims and ensure the acceptability of those claims" (545). In other words, 

self-disclosure functions as a persuasive element that defines the connections between the 

writer and audience and translates that connection into greater meaning. Through learning 

opportunities that encourage self-disclosure and self-reflection, meta-ethos is likely to be 

produced. Because of the empowering effects of self-disclosure and self-reflection, 

nontraditional African American women learn to accept responsibility for their own 

knowledge claims, and to redefine their self-identity through their discourse. Another 

participant of this study emphasizes how self-disclosure empowers her. She states, "I feel 

I can write what I feel, and it makes me feel better, and this is what I do." Therefore, 
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instructors need to understand how these differences complicate the student's 

construction of ethos, and consider how their own instructional practices affect 

nontraditional African American women's writing experiences. 

Another recommendation for this study concerns the need to implement 

mentoring relationships with other students and faculty in the academic environment. 

One of the most significant influences in nontraditional African American women's lives 

is their relationship with family, extended family, and community. Because of their 

integrity, trust, and understanding, the women often become mentors for their families 

and peers. For many women, these relationships determine why and how they construct 

meta-ethos in social, academic, and political experiences. Unfortunately, however, few 

nontraditional African American women have the similar relationships_ within the 

academic environment. Participating in mentoring relationship with someone who has 

common historical backgrounds and similar personal interests is extremely important for 

nontraditional African American women. 

The fact that mentoring is a salient factor in academic and career success is well 

documented. These peer groups and faculty relationships provide guidance, counseling, 

and moral support as students navigate through the unfamiliar territory of higher 

education. Because these groups share similar interest and commonalities, they are highly 

effective in facilitating successful experiences for students at all academic levels. 

Although nontraditional African American women find mentoring relationships outside 

the academic environment who are significant to their personal growth, within academia 

the women were less likely to have access to similar relationships. Because of the lack of 
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mentoring experiences for nontraditional African American women students, they are 

potentially at risk for retention. Subsequently, the gap widens between former learning 

experiences in the writing classroom and present opportunities to have their voice heard. 

Finally, because of the possibilities of a spirited-based pedagogy, I recommend 

that teachers embrace an understanding of spirituality in their teaching strategies in order 

to facilitate a more meaningful learning experience for nontraditional African American 

women students. Nontraditional African American women's spirituality remains a key 

element in the development of their rhetorical skills and thus in their construction of 

meta-ethos. For nontraditional African American women, spirituality not only gives 

meaning to their lives, but also it informs their life choices. Spirituality focuses on the 

collective community, rather than the individual, the creative, rather than the rational, and 

the process, rather than the product. Because it grounded in cultural traditions of 

dialogue, story, or song, spirituality affirms the voice of nontraditional African American 

women and transforms their writing experience into an authentic and enjoyable act. As 

both an elusive and encompassing concept, spirituality offers the realization of alternative 

paradigms of knowledge. 

Although all aspects of a spirited based pedagogy are interrelated, specific aspects 

of spirituality resonate in actual practice. In practice, a model of spirituality involves, 

"authenticity, openness, acceptance, and honoring of the various dimensions of how 

people learn and construct knowledge by incorporating activities that include attention to 

the affective, somatic, imaginative, symbolic, cultural, and communal, as well as the 

rational" (Tolliver and Tisdell 40). Implementing these elements of spirituality into 
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writing class pedagogy promotes a holistic experience that engages nontraditional 

African American women's creativity and imagination as they create discourse. As a 

result of the spiritual connection to other people and other ideas, their discourse is likely 

to reflect broader perspectives. Thus, the liberating potential of spirituality enhances their 

discourse by including multiple forms of knowledge. 

So many possibilities," are the final words of one of the participants in this study. 

This brief description captures the essence of nontraditional African American women 

students as they begin or resume their academic careers. As a successful graduate, she 

alludes to her future, a future that she could not have imagined without a college degree. 

Despite the fact the interrelationship of race, gender, and class barriers impedes their 

success, nontraditional African American women are learning to produce effect discourse 

and succeed in higher education. This dissertation does not attempt to promote 

essentialist thinking about nontraditional African American women students. Certainly, 

the heterogeneity of any population of students defies such an argument. However, my 

attempt to begin scholarly discussions about this population calls attention to further 

research that is needed. The following recommendations for further research highlight 

areas of interest. 

Recommendations: Further Research 

Further research is needed to clarify how nontraditional African American 

women's acts of composing occur in an increasingly competitive and global society. 

Therefore, I suggest the following areas for future investigation relevant to this 

population. First, I recommend further investigations concerning pathos in the discourse 
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of nontraditional African American women. This insight should reveal what emotions 

encouraged or discouraged effective discursive practices and how those emotions were 

revealed in their discourse. Recent research studies have established the relationship 

between emotions and the composing process. However, further research is needed which 

distinguishes this population. 

Second, I propose future research on the effects of online instruction on discourse 

construction of African American women. Technology in various forms is no longer the 

exception in our society. Computer assisted classes and complete online degree programs 

have become a convenient alternative to traditional face-to-face instruction. However, as 

we applaud the convenience and power of the latest computer program or operating 

system, we are seemingly oblivious to its potential abuse of power. For this reason, 

educators can no longer assume that technology democratizes our world or our 

classrooms. Neither can we assume that technological innovations has rectified social or 

economic disparity that exists between dominant and subordinate communities and 

cultures. Considering the widespread use of technology of in our educational systems, 

researchers should question its effect on the nontraditional student population. 

Specifically, investigations concerning technology and power warrant further research for 

nontraditional African American women students. 
'-

Finally, I recommend that further research investigate the rhetorical potential of 

spirituality. While adult educators are beginning to link spirituality to emancipatory 

educational practices, further research is needed that links spirituality and rhetoric. Of 
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particular interest is determining how spirituality informs modem rhetorical practice or 

what promise does a "spirited" epistemology hold for future educational practices. 

Final Comments 

I come to this dissertation project as a nontraditional African American woman 

student, and I share many of the experiences of the women documented in this research. 

The distinct differences in our experiences are only a matter of time and place. The 

undergraduate experiences of the nontraditional African American women in this study 

highlight the effects of race, gender and class discriminations on their ability to create 

discourse and in their daily experiences. As evidenced by the women in this study, 

overcoming these inhibitions is a slow, recursive process. 

Like the women in this study, my survival depended on challenging and 

negotiating social, cultural, and political barriers, in other words, phronesis. Experiential 

knowledge guided my decisions in my social life and influenced me to continue my 

educational goals. Leaming to create discourse, however, presented new challenges. Even 

though I made positive decisions in their social experiences, I had to learn to become a 

decision-maker in my own learning through discourse. Thus, the tri-dimensional aspects 

of phronesis were and continue to be positive influences in my everyday existence. 

Understanding the relationship between phronesis and ethos reveals how the 

dynamics of gender, race, and class relate to nontraditional African American women's 

discursive practices and social lives. Throughphronesis, a composite of the participant's 

lived experiences, character, and spirituality, the participants engage effectively in the 

composing process. Meta-ethos emerged through their complex negotiations and 
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established authority and agency in their discourse and in their social experiences. · 

Narrative research offered the optimum opportunity to document the lived academic and 

personal experiences of nontraditional African American women undergraduate students. 

While this study attempts to capture the rhetorical strategies involved in 

transcending race, gender, and class oppressions, it does not claim that these are the only · 

factors that inhibit nontraditional African American women from establishing ethos in 

their discourse. Certainly, their absence from formal education intensifies their inability 

to create ethos. However, my efforts to bring attention to the relationship among writer, 

audience, and text for this emerging student population concern the growing need to 

enhance communication at all levels of educational pursuits for all students. Thus, it 

focuses on the concerns of rhetoric. As rhetoricians, we do not underestimate the 

potential of the written or spoken word to incite change in our communities and in our 

world. Perhaps, as more nontraditional African American women students return to 

higher education and graduate, they too will realize that the potential in their discourse 

transcends the boundaries of gender, race, and class oppressions. 
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DENTON DAllAS . IJOU.STOJI 

April 10, 2007 

Ms. Wanda M. Wal)er 

3103 Iberville !>rive 
Shreveport, LA 71109 

Dear Ms. Wall~; 

ln~tioncl Review Boord 
Office of Research md Sponsored Programs 
P.O. Box 425619# Denton, TX -76204.~5619 
940-898-3378 Fax 940-898-3416 
e-mail: IRB@twu.edu 

Re: .An Exploration in Phronesis and Ethos: Transgressing Boundaries of Gender, Ethnicity, and 
Class for (Non) Traditional African American Women 

The above referenced study has been revi~ed by the TWU Institutional Review Board (IRB) and 
appears to meet our requirements for the protection of i:ndividuals' rights. 

If applicable, agency approval letters must be submitted to the IRB upon receipt PRIOR to any data 
collection at that agency. A copy of ihe approved consent form with the IRB approval stamp and a · 
copy o.f the annual/final report are enclosed. Please use the consent form with the most recent approval 
date stamp when obtaining consent from your participants. The signed consent forms and final report · 
must be filed with the Jnstitutioruil Review.Board at the completion of the study. 

This approval is valid one year from April 10, 2007. According to regulations from the Department of 
Health and Human Services, another review by the IRB is required ifyomproject changes in anyway, 
and the 1RB must be notified immediately regarding any· adverse events. If you bave any questions, 
feel free to call the TWU Institutional Review Boai:d. 

enc. 

s([1~ ~ 
Dr. David Nichols, Chair 
Institutional Review Board-. Denton 

cc. Dr. Bruce Krajewski, Department ofEnglish,Speech & Foreign Languages 
Dr. Hugh Bums, Department of English, Speech & Foreign Languages 
Graduate School 
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Wanda M. Waller 
., 3103 Iberville Drive 
Shreveport, LA 71109 

April 15, 2007 

Emma Jones, Educational Coordinator 
Caddo Community Action Agency, Inc 
4055 St. Vincent Avenue 
Shreveport, LA 71108 

Dear Ms. Jones: 

I am seeking potential participants for a research study for my dissertation at Texas 
Woman's University. The study will focus on the writing practices of nontraditional 
African American women who have earned a degree from any university or college. 
Because you have assisted many individuals in pursuing their educational goals, I am 
hopeful that you will be able to refer potential participants. 

I have included the approved Institutional Review Board (IRB) documentation from 
Texas Woman's University. Please be assured that the participant's identities and other 
information will be protected. 

If you know of any African American female graduates in the vicinity who may be 
interested in participating in the study, please send their contact information. I will 
contact your referrals by mail, and I will fully explain the purpose of tlie study and other 
relevant information to them. If you have additional questions regarding this request, you 
may call me at your convenience at (318) 635-9255. 

Thank you for assisting me in recruiting participants for my study. Your assistance is 
greatly appreciated. 

Sincerely, 

Wanda M. Waller 
Doctoral Candidate 
Texas Woman's University 
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Date 

Participant's Name 
Address 
City and State 

Dear Participant's Name: 

Wanda M. Waller 
3103 Iberville Drive 

Shreveport, LA 71109 

I am seeking participants for a research study for my dissertation at Texas Woman's 
University. The study will focus on the writing practices of nontraditional African 
American women graduates. Your name was referred to me as a potential participant, and 
I invite you to participate in my study. 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will be required to sign an informed consent 
form, which acknowledges your consent to participate in the study, and explains the 
purpose of this research, the procedures, and potential risks. At your convenience, I will 
schedule an interview with you and ask you to complete a questionnaire and discuss your 
writing experiences while you were a student. This interview may take a maximum of 
two hours and will be audiotaped in order to provide an accurate transcription of your 
information. 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may resign at anytime. 
Please be assured that your identity and other information will be protected to the extent 
that is allowed by law. Your information, including tapes and transcriptions, will be 
destroyed within two years after the completion of the study. 

Although there is not a monetary benefit to you for your participation, at the completion 
of the study, you will receive a report of the results. I value your story about your writing 
experiences while you were a student, and your contribution to this research will be 
beneficial to other women who may confront the same challenges that you have 
experienced. 
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If you are interested in participating in this study, or if you have additional questions, 
please contact me at (318) 635-9255. Your participation will be greatly appreciated. 

Thank you for your consideration and attention regarding this research study. 

Sincerely, 

Wanda M. Waller 
Doctoral Candidate 
Texas Woman's University 
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: An Exploration in Phronesis and Ethos: Transgressing Boundaries of 
Gender, Ethnicity, and Class for (Non)Traditional African American Women 

Investigator: Wanda M. Waller ................................................. 318/218-9045 
Advisor: Hugh Burns, Ph.D ................................................ 940/898-2332 

Explanation and Purpose of the Research 

You are being asked to participate in a research study for Ms. Waller's 
dissertation at Texas Woman's University. The purpose of this research is to 
identify factors that affect the discursive practices of nontraditional African 
American women to determine how you challenge the constraints imposed by 
these factors. 

Research Procedures 

For this study, the investigator will use a questionnaire regarding your personal, 
educational, and employment history, and conduct face-to-face interviews of 
African American women graduates. This interview will be held at a private 
location agreed upon by you and the investigator. You will be audiotaped during 
the face-to-face interview in order to provide an accurate trans.cription of the 
information discussed in the interview. Your maximum total time commitment in 
the study is estimated to be approximately two hours. 

Potential Risks 

Potential risks related to your participation in this study include the release of 
confidential information. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is 
allowed by law. Only the investigator and her advisor will have access to the 
tapes. The tapes and all copies of transcriptions will be stored in a locked filing 
cabineUcontainer in the investigator's office. The tapes and transcription 
diskettes will be erased and all copies of the transcriptions will be shredded 
within two years. Your name or other identifying information will not be included 
in any publication. 

Other potential risks to you as a result of your participation in the study include 
emotional and physical discomfort or fatigue. You may choose a pseudonym or the 
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investigator will assign you a fictitious name to alleviate emotional distress. To 
avoid physical discomfort or fatigue, you may take breaks as needed during the 
inteNiew. 

The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this 
research. You should let the researchers know at once if there is a problem and 
they will help you. However, TWU does not provide medical seNices or financial 
assistance for injuries that might happen because you are taking part in this 
research. 

Participation and Benefits 

Your involvement in this research study is completely voluntary, and you may 
discontinue your participation at any time without penalty. The only direct benefit of 
this study to you is that at the completion of the study a summary of the results will 
be mailed to you at the address you provide on this form below. * 

Questions Regarding the Study 

You will be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. If you have 
any questions about the research study you may ask the researchers; their phone 
numbers are at the top of this form. If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant in this research or the way this study has been conducted, you may 
contact the Texas Woman's University Office of Research and Sponsored 
Programs at 940-898-3378 or via email at IRB@twu.edu. 

Signature of Participant Date 

* Please provide an address to send the results of the study. 

Page 2 of 2 
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Please complete the following questionnaire. Your identity and information will be 
protected to the extent that is allowed by law. Information you provide will be used for 
research and no identifying information will be included in any publication. You may 
choose not to respond to any question on this form. 

Name 

Address 

Race/Ethnicity 

Marital Status 

Children/Dependents _ Yes 

Personal Information 

Age ______ _ 

No 

Education 

Highest Degree Earned: _________________ _ 

Name of Institution: __________________ _ 

Year of Graduation: __________________ _ 

Number of Years to Degree: _______________ _ 

Approximate Number of Writing Courses: ___________ _ 

Employment History 

Were you employed while you were a student? __ Yes No 

If yes, _Full-time Part-time 

If no, what was your primary means of support for you and/or your family? 
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Verbal Prompts for Narrative Interview 

The Entry or Re-entry Experience 

1. How would you describe your overall college experience? 

2. What was most (least) challenging for you academically? 

3. How do race, gender, and class issues relate to your overall experience in college, 
if at all? 

Writing and Gender Issues 

1. Do you think that being a woman affected your ability in any way to meet your 
goals and your teacher's expectations in your writing classes? If so, how? 

2. If you experienced problems in your ability to write or with your writing class in 
general because of your gender, how were you able to overcome these barriers? 

Writing and Class-related Issues 

1. Did your financial position affect your ability to meet your goals and the teacher's 
expectations in your writing classes? If so, how? 

2. If you encountered problems in your ability to write or with your writing class in 
general because of your economic status, how were you able to overcome these 
barriers? 

Race-related Issues 

1. Do you believe your race affected your ability in any way to meet your goals and 
your teacher's expectations in your writing classes? If so, how? 

2. If you encountered problems in your ability to write or with your writing class in 
general because of your race, explain how you managed to overcome racial 
barriers. 
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HATTIE'S INTERVIEW 

WALLER: I want you to tell me about your overall college experiences. Why 
did you decide to go back? How long had it been since you had been to 
school? 

HATTIE: It had been approximately 25 years. 

WALLER: 25 years? Had you ever gone before? 

HATTIE: Yes, I had gone to what we call a trade school right here in 
Mansfield, Louisiana. I decided to go - I needed to learn typing, and I also 
needed to learn how to write, and I wanted to learn the English grammar 
better because it seems as if my culture-you know how certain people 
talked was affecting me. And, I would talk the same way the way they 
talked when I got around them a lot. I knew the rights words as to how to 
speak, but when I got around them, I would talk just the way they would, 
and it was all wrong. 

WALLER: Why did you think it was wrong? 

HATTIE: Well, because it seemed to me that I needed to learn to speak the 
correct grammar no matter where I was. It was just me. So, at that 
particular time it seemed as if that was me. I felt like I was right there and 
to make them feel more comfortable and to make me feel more 
comfortable, then I would talk the way that they would and then I wouldn't 
get any harassment from anyone - "Oh, she thinks she's more than anyone 
else." Anyway, I just decided overall to just - I wanted to just make myself 
better within that realm, so I decided that I wanted to go to school. I started 
with a trade school. I was doing very well. As a matter of fact, I was doing 
so well that I decided to go to college. So, I stopped that particular school, 
and I enrolled in Southern University. It had been 25 years between that. 
Even before then, there were things that would come up in the community, 
and I was very active here in the community. There were certain things that 
I felt like I was not able to do, such as writing. Writing is one of my major 
things and also speaking. Even though I would speak in church and I would 
teach Sunday School, I had no problem with that. I was always around 
comfortable people. So I wanted to be able to move beyond my comfort 
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zone and just be able to speak anywhere, but I couldn't get there. I felt like 
if I had a little more education, I could. I wanted to be sure that I was right 
in what I did. 

WALLER: Did your lack of education have anything to do with your trying to 
get a job? Were you trying to get a job at the time? 

HATTIE: Yes, yes. When I would go to apply for jobs, sometimes on the 
inside of me I would be a little afraid to just speak up as to what I could do, 
and there were certain jobs that I would not apply for. So this was 
something I needed to work on. I felt like it was because I hadn't been 
taught the way I should have been. I felt like something had been left out 
there. I thought I needed something extra, something more, and something 
else that would help me. Even once I got on the job I felt I was not - that I 
couldn't perform the job as well as I could have been able to had I been 
more experienced or if I had been taught better about certain things as to 
what I wanted to do. So, then I was like - well, if I would go to college, I 
would learn a lot of things, and there would be lots of things I would have 
to write about, just around the community, for instance, the police juror out 
here on the road. I was always instrumental in helping the police juror get 
hired. There was no water out here for a long time because we were way 
up here in the country, no city water. I was very instrumental in going to 
the different homes in the community and doing this. I was very good at 
that, as these were people that I knew. These were people, and it didn't 
matter because they were Caucasian, or Black, or Spanish or whatever. I 
didn't have a problem with that as we all live right here in the same 
community. And that was real good, and it worked real well as to my 
getting everything going. 

I wanted to be sure that I was right in what I did. I could foresee down the 
road that I wanted to do something else with my community, as well as live 
in the community. I just wanted to become more knowledgeable about 
everything and learn how to do things. Also others - it seems as if they 
were - people liked to pattern themselves after me. They said that I was a 
good person and I would try to do everything right, and these people 
wanted to follow me. So I felt like I needed to be an example - a good 
example. So I thought if I were to go to school, the first step in making the 
community better, then others would follow. There were not very many 
people here who had been to school because everybody here was mostly 
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elderly people, and young people were not going to college. Then I 
decided to go to school. Once I did, I would talk with all of the other 
younger people. It was time to go to school. 

WALLER: When you went back, what do you think was most challenging for 
you? 

HATTIE: Oh, that's easy. The most challenging thing for me was the English 
language thing-the writing thing. This was so hard. 

WALLER: More than math? 

HATTIE: Sometimes more than math. I could sit down and practice math and 
basically get it. But with the language I had to learn in my head how to 
write; how to put things together. It was hard for me to put things together 
in my head. 

WALLER: But you knew them. 

HATTIE: Yes, as a matter of fact, yes. 

WALLER: But you had a hard time explaining it? 

HATTIE: Yes, organizing and expressing myself because I had never had to do 
it. I never had to just sit down - and even in classrooms even when I was 
growing up -we were not allowed to express ourselves in the classrooms. 
You had to do the homework when the teacher assigned work to you and 
you had to do class work. But you didn't have to say anything in the room. 
You may have to spell a word, but you didn't have to say anything in the 
classroom. We never had to express ourselves. You could almost say we 
were not allowed to do it. You would just sit there and be qlliet. 

WALLER: What do you think was the least challenging for you? If writing was 
the most, what was the least challenging? 

HATTIE: Well, the least challenging thing for me was just being friendly, 
sitting there doing my work. I was always very obedient. I didn't have a 
problem with any of that. All of the other subjects came easy for me. If 
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you explain to me what I was supposed to do, I never had a problem. I 
would sit there and do my work. 

WALLER: Do you think that being a woman, your gender, had anything to do 
with your experiences? 

HATTIE: Yes, I do. 

WALLER: How so? 

HATTIE: In the times that I grew up, even boys in my home, it seemed as if 
they had first priority in different things. There were certain things for boys 
to do. There were certain things for girls to do. Of course, me, I always felt 
like I could do anything that guys could do and that was a lot of outside 
physical work. I told my Mom if you'll allow me to do that, I can do that. 
Of course, I did go out and do a lot of that type work with no problem. It 
was hard work, but it was just work. 

WALLER: What about being an African-American woman; your race - do think 
that played any part in your overall experience? How you were able to get 
through school? I know you went to a community college, an HBCU. Then 
you graduated from a private predominantly White school. Did you see 
race involved in any one of those experiences? 

HATTIE: When I was in high school, I did see it. It seems as if the guys in my 
class were more important than the girls. The guys always had first 
priority. It could have been because of the teachers we had in the school 
because some of the other ladies and myself would always talk about that. 
Now, when I got to Southern, I didn't really see race as so much as a . 
problem. I go there and did my work. As a matter of fact it was a two-year 
school, and in a year and a half I had completed my courses. Of course, I 
did some summer work. But I didn't see race as a problem from my 
standpoint because I was going to school and going to classes. 

WALLER: What about at the four-year university? 

HATTIE: That was practically an all White school, I was over there and I was 
treated very nice. I can't think of a problem that I had. Everything seemed 
to have been equal, when I was over there. Very few Blacks were over 
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there. So, I think I was kind of needed to be a standard point, you might 
say, someone out front, as a leader for the Blacks. And there were a lot of 
things that I did over there. Of course just being me, I guess-they would 
respect me. I was the oldest Black female at that school at that particular 
time. 

WALLER: Is that right? 

HATTIE: Yes, at that particular time when I went to school over there, I was. 
It just so happened when someone needed me, then everybody knew me so 
they didn't have any problem finding me. 

WALLER: Going back to what you said about the writing being the most 
difficult, do you think that your experiences in writing were influenced or 
affected in any way because you are a woman? Sometimes, I guess, people 
have stereotypical views of womanhood, and they may think that women 
can express themselves more than men. But then, that may not be the case, 
or it may be the case. That's kind of what I want to know. 

HATTIE: In the writing assignments, I always had certain ways of thinking. 
My thinking it's very different from probably the way someone else would 
look at it because of the wisdom and experience, or practical wisdom and 
experience that I had through the years. So when I would write, and I'm 
more of a spiritual person, so I would look at things differently. I look at 
things being equal whether you're a woman or a man, no matter how you 
look at a situation. I may look at it differently than you; I may not want to 
do something just the way that you do it, but I think that my idea counts. 
You can at least look at it. 

Because when I first decided to come to college, and of course I'm married, 
I believe I forgot to say that, my husband was not big on women attending 
school or attending college. He didn't think they had to. He thought that a 
woman's place was in the home -keeping the house clean, cooking. You 
could go out and get a job for a while but in the end, you basically needed 
to be in the home. But again, I knew his father real well, and this is the way 
that his father taught his children. So this was instilled in him and he is still 
that way. So I had to kind of get out from under that at first. When I would 
write, I always had different ideas from what a man would write. 
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WALLER: Why do you think that what a man would write would be different 
from what you would write? 

HATTIE: Well, my thinking_:_ because I would talk with a lot of guys -- and 
their thinking would be different from mine, such as the way they felt about 
raising the children, what the children should do, what they thought a 
woman should do, going out into the workplace, how they felt about a 
woman working a certain job or a particular kind of a job that was only 
suitable for a woman. I didn't think that way. I think any job that I have 
the ability to perform or that I chose to do, I thought it was okay for me to 
do it. 

WALLER: You said that you didn't notice that race was an issue at either of the 
schools you attended. But do you think race was an issue for you or 
affected your writing in any way. Such as, were you ever hesitant to write 
about something because you are African-American, or even were you ever 
motivated to write about something because you are African-American? 

HATTIE: Yes, as a matter of.fact, yes. When I would write I would always 
think and I would always be very careful what I would put down on paper. 

WALLER: Why careful? 

HATTIE: Because when you put things on paper, people can really feel how you 
are by what you write. I thought that if I wrote certain things, I would 
offend people, so then I would not write my true feelings. That's how I 
kind of look at that. I would not put it down because I thought that it was 
wrong; that you would look at me differently. Of course, on the other hand, 
I would write it now. I definitely would write it now. But I wouldn't write 
it then. 

WALLER: Really? 

HATTIE: And, of course I was 42 years old then, I'm 56 years old now. And I 
would write it. Now, I have become a little bolder in my thinking, in how I 
do things, and I feel that I have a right to speak. I feel that I can write about 

. what I feel and it makes me feel better. I feel I can think and write and this 

is what I do. 
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WALLER: Would you encourage younger people to take that stance now or 
should they wait? 

HATTIE: I would say - I read more now than I did then. Perhaps, if I had 
been reading more then, I had a family then, I would have taken a stance 
then to be able to even verbalize and write what I was feeling. But I would 
advise young people - there are some things - as long as it makes sense in 
the way you feel about it-if you don't feel that you don't want to do it that 
way-don't choose to do that. I think you can write about it. I remember 
when I was in your class, and you would give us things to write about. I 
think I remember a paper you gave us to write about- something about jail 
- something about ifwe were in jail. Years and years ago I remember a 
young man who had done some writing and you read it to us, and it was 
just excellent! He had his whole self in that paper. And right there, I said 
well, I had thought of a lot of what he said. 

WALLER: Did you? 

HATTIE: There were some things that I would not put on paper that I feel 
differently about. At that time, I just had a problem with writing. Some of 
the time it was just a problem of getting my thoughts together. 

WALLER: Getting your thoughts together? 

HATTIE: Yes, getting my thoughts together and expressing myself. 

WALLER: And, you didn't feel free to do that? Or were you just inhibited to do 
that? 

HATTIE: Well it's almost like I didn't know how to do that. 
' 

WALLER: But you talked all the time. 

HATTIE: That's true. But the words did not come together in my mind as to 
how to put it on the paper, because I never had to write in school. ~ didn't 
write in school; I am from an older school, and we never had to wnte. And, 
that was one of my biggest fears about going to college because I knew you 
had to write in college. 
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WALLER: I want you.to know I experienced the same thing becaus~ I went 
back to school later and writing was a big challenge for me too. I didn't 
have anybody to go to for help because where I was living. I lived in so 
many different places. I didn't know who to go to. I 'm not saying that the 
universities were not there to help me, but I didn't even know who to go to 
at the university. 

HATTIE: What you don't know can hurt you. 

WALLER: Yes. I went to a school that was predominantly a White school, and I 
didn't feel comfortable going to see my professors. I was intimidated by 
them; I didn't feel like they were open enough; and they weren't giving me 
the kind of help I needed. Here I was a poor girl, barely making it, while I 
was standing at the bus stop waiting, they were going to cars. You see 
what I'm saying? I didn't feel like I could go and talk to these people. 

HATTIE: See, I felt the same way. 

WALLER: If we had say a project to do, it was not problem for them to go out 
and get things, but it was problem for me. On Saturdays I could not take 
off and go to the library and spend hours there because I had a family. So 
the little group that got together on Saturday, I wasn't part of it. The people 
who had a study partner and read each other's papers, I didn't have that. I 
don't want to talk about me, but I want to dwell on your experience. 

HATTIE: Right. You see that was one of my major problems as to meeting my 
needs. I always felt like if I went to the professor they would think, well, 
why don't you know that. Why don't you just go on and get it done. I 
always felt like that so I wouldn't go to them I would just try to do things 
on my own. But later on, they would say why didn't you come to me and 
just ask me. I just didn't want them to think that I was just not smart 
enough or I'm stupid, because I was at a prestigious school, sixth in the 
nation when I graduated. 

My grades took me over there, high scholarships and merit scholarships, so 
I didn't have to pay much money when I was over there. But there was a 
little fear because I looked at people as being better than me - I shouldn't 
have but I did. I looked at them as having much more than I have or had, 
even at that particular time. Even though I was married, had a family, a 
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home and everything but I looked at them as having more and even though 
I would see other people and would come into the classroom and ask 
questions. I just would not ask. 

WALLER: What would you credit getting through all the things we talked 
about-feeling like you were not good enough to be at one of the most 
prestigious schools in the nation, feeling like you couldn't ask your teachers 
questions - how do you think you got through that? 

HATTIE: To be honest-I would pray a lot and I was on a spiritual level. I felt 
like the Lord just helped me with what I was going through. Also, I 
observed other students to see how they were handling certain situations. 
Some of the students - even the professors -talked to me after class at and 
advised me that if I needed help to just come to see them. It was okay. 
And, I did that. But I was detennined to go. I never had a mind to stop. 

WALLER: Did you have a mentor? Like somebody that you identified with on 
the campus? 

HATTIE: Yes, there was on instructor and there were others who was always 
helping me and always encouraging me. I had a lot of encouraging words 
from a lot of people, and I formed a bond with the students there. When I 
first started, there were some students who had been there a long time and 
we formed a bond with each other, and we just started studying together 
right there at Southern. 

WALLER: Were most of these students nontraditional students or mostly 
traditional or younger students? 

HATTIE: Most of these were younger students. Some were probably 
nontraditional. There were about three or four. And I found out they were 
frightened, and then something I found out about me, even though they 
were younger than me, I was not alone. I found out they did not know how 
to study. But I knew basically how to study, so we would sit down and I 
would tell them, you need to get your book. If it's history, you have to read 
these pages more than one time. I found out that's the way to understand it. 
Just because you read it once you may not understand it. It's going back 
and reading it again; it's okay to go back and read it a third time. And, we 
began getting together and talking about it. Then we would go in for the 
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test and most of the time we would get good grades. I even learned that by 
working with people - it is strange because I felt secure doing that because 
these were younger people, and I felt that I was helping them, and it made 
me stronger. It made me realize some things: it's okay, it's okay, you can 
go to the professor. 

WALLER: There's a phrase for me: Do it afraid. I tell my students and people 
that I know, anytime you start something new, anytime you start something 
different that's taking you out of your comfort zone, you will be afraid. 
That's okay. But do it- afraid. 

HATTIE: Yes. I was determined to go on afraid or not, and I was just entering 
college. I kept going back and forth, but I was just entering college yet I · 
was afraid. I remember when I started one summer. I took two courses, six 
hours. They were so good, and I got As in both. So I thought, goodness, I 
could have done the third one. It was just so good for that summer. That's 
how I got through so quickly; it was just wonderful. I just knew then that I 
was going all the way. I had no mind to stop until I had gone all the way. I 
knew it would be a struggle; some of it was struggle with my family, with 
my husband. My husband did not quite understand the way that I did 
things. I was always very high on education; my mother and dad were -
my dad's sister was a teacher. She went to college and she would always 
talk to me. My dad finished high school even back in that time and my 
uncle, all three of them were high on education and they believed in us 
going to school. 

WALLER: Tell me how you feel like this has changed you? 

HATTIE: Oh, this has greatly changed me. 

WALLER: . Even your writing? 

HATTIE: Oh, yes, oh, yes. My writing - even you would not believe it now. I 
mean when I write certain things like my resume and on certain jobs. Just 
the other day on the job, I had to write a paper about- it's a job where you 
have to wear a uniform, but I prefer to wear my own clothes - so I felt very 
comfortable sitting there on the computer writing a very professional letter 
as to why I think we should wear our own clothes on that job. We are 
adults; it's a very nice clean job; we sit all day; and I explained that there 
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are some people who dress inappropriately, and if that's why the rule 
changed, then I felt they should change it back because these people had 
left the company -- either got fired or whatever. 

WALLER: And you felt very comfortable writing that? 

HATTIE: Yes, I felt very, very comfortable writing that. And in about a 
month, they did change the rules so now we are able to wear our own 
clothes. Even matters within my own community, I write letters about 
everything and I just feel very comfortable. I do things in church were I 
have to write, and I feel very comfortable with it more. I read more and 
school has really helped. School has really helped me. 

WALLER: What about in your career? 

HATTIE: Yes. As a matter of fact, I teach school. There is another job 
coming up as Director, and I'm waiting for an answer as we speak. I was 
called for this job. Not bad! 

I'm really looking forward to doing this job even in my teaching I did write 
a couple grants. I just had enough sense to follow the outline for the grant, 
and I did get the grant for my class. I was accepted for a couple grants. The 
principal was happy, and so now the job that I'm hoping to get down here is 
for the center for the handicapped. So this is what I would like to do, and I 
know that I will have to write grants and get money for the Center. I look 
forward to doing that. And I can seek help - I can go out on the Internet 
and there are things that I know I can do. There are a lot of things that I 
will have to do. I would not even be looking at this job had I not had the 
courage to go to school. I wouldn't even be considered; no one would look 
at me because I needed some type of degree to even be considered for this 
job. Someone called, because I didn't know the job was available. 

WALLER: You sound as if you have always had that confidence. 

HATTIE: Yes, I have; I've always done that. There was fear with the Algebra 
getting through that. 

WALLER: I still have fear with that. 
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HATTIE: Regarding the writing - I just did not know what I would learn to 
write. You helped me - everyone at Southern did. 

WALLER: But you had your own ideas, and they were always so interesting, I 
just wanted you to write your ideas. Yes, I just wanted to you write your 
very own ideas. 

HATTIE: Yes. Then I wanted to write my own ideas and how I felt about 
things even when I started the four-year school I had just a little bit of fear. 
Every now and then - oops, I better not write that. 

WALLER: I bet that's part of our being women and raised up in the time we 
were raised up in. We were told, even if you did feel a certain way- I was 
told, you didn't express it. 

HATTIE: I was told that too. There were just certain things you just did not 
verbalize. Even though it may have been slightly different at the time, it 
wasn't that much different. When I was getting ready to graduate, I always 
had my ideas on how to do things with kids. I was always a hands-on 
teacher. I always took a lot of time, a lot of preparation. I always felt like I 
could learn better by doing things, just show me how to do it, and I can do 
it with no problem. That stems back to the way I was raised. My mom 
would show us how to do things, show the whole family. There were 8 kids 
and she would go into the kitchen - say for instance you dropped a glass of 
water on the floor. My mother did not get mad. She said go get the mop, 
and she said mop it up. Ifwe didn't do it just right, she said oh well, let me 
show you how to do it You missed a little bit right here. This is the way 
that I raised my kids. I never had any problem. Some people yell and 
scream because their kids dropped something on the floor. My mom never 
did that. She would tell you nicely, it's okay. Let me show you how to 
clean it up. These 'were her words. She would always show me. I was one 
of the oldest persons in my classes, and some of the younger people there 
didn't want to do a hands-on. They didn't see why the kids needed a hands
on, but they do. They can work better with hands-on. 

WALLER: When you talk about how your mom showed you how to do things, I 
think that knowledge helped you to graduate. 
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HATTIE: It was a long time before I thought about that. I wondered where I 
had gotten that from. Why did l feel so strong about hands-on? One of the 
teachers asked me why I felt so strongly about hands-on? At first, I said I 
didn't know. She said there is a reason why you feel that strongly about 
kids learning from touching. Then I said, oh, okay, my mom used to tell me 
that. Okay, there it is. I had never thought about it. 

WALLER: What was your guide in 25 years? 

HATTIE: I remembered back to what my parents taught us and how they did 
it. When my dad wanted us to go hunting, even though I was a girl, I 
would go hunting.· He would take us. He taught me how to use a rifle. I 
got to the place where I could use a rifle and hit anything, anywhere. I 
would be the best. I could hit anything. That's what my dad taught me 
years ago. Once I started reading, I found out and I heard you mention that 
one day, the more you read, the better in life you will become. I kept 
hearing you say that and I thought about it. I had never thought about it 
before. Then I said, oh, yes, I would have all of these words in my 
vocabulary would build up; I would get ideas from other people from their 
writing; and I would be able to relate words. I would be able to connect 
words. 

WALLER: Just even knowing how people put sentences together; the different 
ways that they start sentences. I had little children, so all day I didn't read 
anything past Mother Goose rhymes, storybooks and bedtime stories. 
When I went back to. college, I had one of my friends tell me that she was 
not one of my children. I didn't even realize how I was talking, because for 
years, I just talked to little people. Even though she hurt my feelings, she 
did me a favor. Then I began to wonder if I am talking like that, am I 
writing like that? Are my sentences short and "rhymie"? I began to realize 
I was writing the way I was thinking, and I was thinking like someone what 
was talking to a child. I didn't make any sense to an adult world. So that's 
why I feel like reading had a lot to do with it. And, it changed things for 
me and it has gotten me this far. Let me tell you this, don't stop. 

HATTIE: No, I won't. I wanted to say my mind has really expanded. And all 
I can see are possibilities. It seems as if I'm not doing enough and this is 
why I sought the job down here possibly as a director of the place here. 
After then after that, there's nothing that says I'll stay there, but that will 
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give me an opportunity to began and get a little experience. And, guess 
what I'm doing now? I went the other day and ordered all these books for 
my grandson who is two years old. I think it was 7 5 books. and I took it 
down and gave them to his mom. She continues to read to him, and she 
knows that is what I like for her to do. You know my oldest granddaughter 
who is 19 and in college and making straight As. This is what I used to do: 
I would tell the mom and my son you have to have that foundation while 
you're young because that's what is embedded in me. I guess I say that 
because it's always been embedded in me and needed to come out and now 
I just want to go on. I just want to go on; I just want to move on. I don't 
know where I'm going, but I want to go do something else. 

WALLER: So many possibilities. 

HATTIE: Yes, so many possibilities. 

WALLER: That's the thing - you just don't ever know where this is going. 

HATTIE: That's good. 
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RUTH'S INTERVIEW 

WALLER: In this interview we want to talk about your life. How long had it 
been since you had been in school? 

RUTH: 42 years. 

WALLER: 42 years. Had you ever gone to college before? 

RUTH: No. 

WALLER: You hacl finished high school? 

RUTH: Yes. 

WALLER: Why did you go back? 

RUTH: My grandbaby. 

WALLER: How so? 

RUTH: Well, basically she was having problems in school and instead of 
just talking to her, I felt I needed to do more. Lots of people think that when 
you talk that should be the end of it, but it's not. You should walk the 
walk. Don't just tell a child what to do when you're not going to do the 
same yourself. So, I felt I had to go back to school to encourage her to stay 
in school. 

WALLER: How would you describe your overall experience in college? 
At the two-year school, how was your overall experience? How did you 
like it? Or, didn't like it? Or, whatever - how was your experience? 

RUTH: I felt intimidated because most of the people there were younger. 

WALLER: Did you really feel intimidated? I didn't know that. 

RUTH: Yes, I felt intimidated because I did counseling with the students in a 
roundabout way, and once I went to the classroom and looked around and it 
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was like WOW -we're all in there for the same thing, and that helped me 
to get over the intimidation. 

WALLER: What would you think would be your most challenging thing that 
you had to encounter while you were in school? 

RUTH: Leaming how to discipline myself, because I had been out of school 
so long. It was almost like you have to take a refresher course in everything 
to get you back into the mindset of going to school. 

WALLER: What about the least challenging? 

RUTH: The least challenging was that my teachers - just talking to 
everyone. Although I was the oldest, once I walked into the classroom, they 
became by instructors. I was 60 when I went back to school. 

WALLER: Do you think your gender played a part in your experiences at 
Southern? 

RUTH: You know I was asked that question because my major then was 
sociology, and I guess because of the way I was raised-my mother always 
told me that people were like flowers, and she said that God had authority 
and that he had a variety of flowers. So, I always looked at a person from 
the inside rather than outward appearances. 

WALLER: So, being a woman didn't make any difference in your experiences? 

RUTH: Not to me. 

WALLER: What about class? 

RUTH: When it came to the finance part, basically you could say that 
especially at my age, I wasn't told that being 60 that you had a lot of 
benefits at that age. I learned about that by accident and it looked like a lot 
of things that should have been told to me. And, I found out that I could 
have had these benefits and then some things I wouldn't have to go through 
what I went through. 

WALLER: What kinds of things did you go through? . 
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RUTH: I had problems about going to school at the time, all kinds of 
obstacles were in the way~ such as working. I couldn't go to class because 
of my job. I was working there and I had to work. It required me going 
back to the Good Book. God said I could do it, and that is what I did. For 
me, when there was a negative, I knew there was a positive. So, that's what 
I did. And, you have friends that you could talk to and would help you to 
see - well, don't let that be your stumbling block. I would get frustrated 
sometimes about how can I do this; how can I do that - and people got in 
the way of my education, but God said I could do it and that's what I did. 

WALLER: When you say people got in the way, what do you mean?-

RUTH: Saying negative remarks like, I was too old or questioning why 
would I want to go to school atthis time. But my goal was my grandbaby. 

WALLER: You had to make that difference in her life. 

Now, I want to talk about the writing part of your college experience. Did 
you notice any differences in your writing experiences when you went to 
the four-year and two year college? 

RUTH: It was a lot different. 

WALLER: How so? 

RUTH: Let me put it this way: The two-year college helped me to be ready 
for the four-year college. At the two-year, we had hands-on help with your 
studies and people helping you more. At the four-year was - they tell you 
in the lecture and it was a different set up. At the two year you can go right 
there to the teacher and you can talk and/ or they will tell you to go to the 
tutoring lab. At the four year, it's like a lecture set up. 

WALLER: Did you feel comfortable going to the teachers? Did you go to the 
teachers for conferences? If you didn't, why didn't you go? 

RUTH: Well, I used my conference time to talk to my teacher. 

WALLER: You didn't have any problem talking with your teachers? 
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RUTH: No, I didn't have any problem talking to my teachers. Because I was 
told from different teachers that when you had a problem, and before it 
became a problem, talk to the teachers. If it was something I didn't 
understand I would talk to my teachers and most of them would let me go 
from work to meet with my teachers. It was better to get there early enough 
to talk to the teacher before -

WALLER: Because you were still working at a full-time job? 

RUTH: Right. 

WALLER: What was challenging for you academically wise at XYZ 
University? 

RUTH: Studying. 

WALLER: Any particular course or any particular kind of course? 

RUTH: For me, the higher you go, looks like the more challenging the 
classes were. It was totally different for me because the classes were small 
at the two-year college. I had access to the teachers regardless what time of 
day it was I could go and talk to a teacher. But at XYZ, the only way I got 
to talk to my teachers was when I could get there a little early. 

WALLER: Your work schedule was a problem? 

RUTH: Right. 

WALLER: What was the least challenging for-you? 

RUTH: It was all challenging because-I liked what the teachers did over 
there about partnering - you know - like a mentor - having two students 

working together. 

WALLER: Do you think you race played a difference? 
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RUTH: No. For me, being the oldest, I helped a lot of the students stay in 
school and they felt that if I could do it, they could do it. So, they helped 
me and rather than a hindrance, it helped me. 

WALLER: What about your gender? Do you think that played a part in your 
experiences at all? 

RUTH: I think most of the students that I talked to they said I was easy to 
talk to, and I made it fun. We could talk about most anything because most 
of our classes dealt with the mind. 

WALLER: You were taking counseling classes? 

RUTH: Yes, psychology and sociology. 

V/ ALLER: Did you have a lot of papers to write? 

RUTH: Oh, yes, Lord. 

WALLER: When you said "Oh, yes, Lord"- what was challenging about those 
papers? 

RUTH: I learned a lot by myself 

WALLER: Did you? 

RUTH: Yes. 

WALLER: What was challenging in writing them? 

RUTH: When I first started, I was long-winded in my writing. So I learned 
how to tone things down and get right to the issue. Because when I first 
started writing, I was frustrated because in writing you have to really sit 
down and think about what you are going to write. Ifl'm not being too 
forward, when I was in your class, you taught us how to think out of the 

box. 

WALLER: Did I? 
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RUTH: Yes. Because when we first started, we would think about right now. 
But you told us not to think about Shreveport, but to think about California 
or somewhere else. That helped a whole lot. 

And, in my writing, I learned how - if the teacher asked for one page, I 
learned how to do one page and leave it there. 

WALLER: Do you think that because are you are woman there issues that you 
stayed away from when you were writing papers? 

RUTH: Yes. 

WALLER: You know like sometimes we are bought up in a culture, we are 
taught that there are things that women should or should not do or say. I 
was just wondering if your gender affect the way that you would get your 
ideas and put your ideas down? 

RUTH: In some instances, you find that in your study, especially when 
you're dealing with life, in the Book when you're reading about life, for 
instance the family - and a lot things that you think is still okay - especially 
I think we should still chastise a child, but not it is more so now it is "time 
out." You have to talk to a child rather than let him know - and not sparing 
the rod. 

WALLER: If you had problems because of being able to express yourself as a 
woman, how did you overcome those problems? 

RUTH: I just said what I felt. 

WALLER: You did not feel any kind of pressure? 

RUTH: No. 

WALLER: What about you being African-American woman? And I say that 
because I think we were socialized differently. We had to say the right 
things for the race, and lot of times we got overshadowed by the African
American males because we were not taught to be forward. Do you think 
race and gender played a part in your writing at all? 
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RUTH: Some. 

WALLER: How? 

RUTH: Like most - a Black man feels intimidated by a strong woman and 
you know most men back off from a woman that is strong in her ideas and 
what she feels about life in general. And, knowing this about your Black 
man, then you have learned how to soften - be a little more soft-spoken. 
Not something we would say normally. 

WALLER: What about class issues, such as money or social status? Do you think 
class issues affected your writing? 

RUTH: Financially. When you don't have-you have to make do with what 
you have. And, a lot of times you look at things that "Mary" has and you 
wonder how does she get these things, but then you have to tell yourself 
that you time is coming. 

Because basically you go to school to learn to be better and for me it helps 
to be able to pay your bills. And we want raises and we want a raise but 
sometimes it's not the time when you can talk about raises. Sometimes 
they tell you that if you go back to school you can do this and you can do 
that, but even when you go back to school you don't get the recognition 
that you think you should. 

WALLER: And you are kind of experiencing that now? 

RUTH: Right. 

WALLER: You have a~ready achieved your Bachelor's and you are still waiting 
to get that recognition that you should get from that. Has it changed at all? 

RUTH: I'm still waiting. 

WALLER: Still waiting. Your success - and I call it success - because there are 
many people who do not have a Bachelor's. What would you say was the 
one thing that you could credit your success to? 
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RUTH: God. When I say Gqd - that's how I made it. With all the obstacles, 
stumbling blocks and the things that you have to go through to get where 
you are, only God can do that - Man can't do it. Because when I learned 
that the doors that open for you - only God can do that. The doors that are 
closed- only God can do that. Because if you relied on Man to do things 
for you, you would never succeed in anything. Because there is jealousy; 
there's "you can't do it"; people talk to you and tell you what you can't do; 
then if you believe that you will never make it. 

WALLER: Lot of people never write and it's hard - sometimes if you can see it 
in print it can become a reality. 

RUTH: That's true: That's true. 

WALLER: If you can see it in print. So, I guess that's the value I see in writing 
for myself. I try to, like you sai<;l, to instill that in my children and instill 
that in the people around me. 

RUTH: Yes. And for me, my mother had a sixth grade education, but to talk 
to her you would think that she had gone to college because the everyday 
events - she could talk to you basically about anything - and I always 
wanted to be that way with my children - and she was high on education 
and I always wanted my kids to be all they could be. She always told me, 
"Baby, there is nothing in the world that you can't be with our God, just 
whatever you think you could be or want to be you can be." I still say the 
same thing to my children. It's not what we say, it's showing them, reading 
to them, and that's basically what I did - even with my granddaughter - we 
used to take words and make other words out of those words. To make 
learning exciting to a child and that's what my mother used to do. And, I 
did the same with my kids. 

WALLER: When you went back to school, were you already motivated? 

RUTH: Yes, already there. 

WALLER: Your mom had a sixth grade education - not like she had a lot of 
academic experience, but she had that word that I told you about on the first 
page of the Consent Form, she had practical wisdom. 
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RUTH: That's it. 

WALLER: And, I see that in you. Because coming from a family with a sixth 
grade education, you know they don't have the experience of college; they 
don't even the experience of high school. I'm not saying they are not smart 
and they are not capable of achieving because even with their education, 
look what she did. 

RUTH: That's right. 

WALLER: And you said it had been how many years since you were in school? 

RUTH: 42 years. 

WALLER: 42 years. And you were perceptive before you went to college. 

RUTH: That's it. 

You know I think life in itself is a learning experience. It teaches us how to 
deal with each other. But some people from their experiences in life they 
come out bitter, but every experience you have in life it should be a 
stepping stone to reality. But a lot of folks cannot make that transition. 

WALLER: Do you think school has changed you? 

RUTH: No. I learned a lot about myself. 

WALLER: You mean from the books or learned just what you could do? 

RUTH: Just what I could do. But one thing you can't leave that formula out: 
I can do all things through Christ that strengthens me. And, it helped me to 
help others. Even after school and while I was going to school, I always 
played mentor to others. And you see, one thing we have to learn too - I 
try to tell young women, women my age and older that if college is not for 
you get that degree and find your niche - your passion - you learn what 
your passion is - you don't have to go to a four-year college to be what you 
need to be. College is not for everybody. I made it because I had God and I 
have seen - there is a lot of struggle. It is not easy to go to school; it is not 
easy at all. I know some nights I stayed up until 4:30 in the morning 
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knowing that I had to go to work but God gives you what you need to make 
that day. Yes, he gives you what you need. Some people· get there and 
they stagnate - because they can't move forward. But a lot time we push 
our kids to go to college because we didn't go and that's wrong. Talk to 
your kids. Let them tell you what they want. 

WALLER: You said college didn't change you. Do you think you were already 
prepared for life? 

RUTH: Yes. 

WALLER: What do you want to do with your degree? Where do you do from 
here? 

RUTH: I want my Master's. 

WALLER: In what area? 

RUTH: In counseling. 

WALLER: What kind of counseling - children? Young adults? Older adults? 

RUTH: I would like to start at the beginning-where you can talk to a child 
- because so much happens to children that is not their fault but they need 
to know they are loved. But the first thing, you need to know how to get 
their trust and listen. That's where we make our mistake. We don't listen
we do the talking, but we don't listen. 

WALLER: Do you keep a journal? 

RUTH: . In my heart. 

WALLER: I know having the experience of a Bachelor's degree, I know you 
had tons - you know, lots of papers to write and then you were working a 
full-time job, how do you fit all that into a schedule? Like you stay up until 
4 o'clock in the morning., is that your settling down? How did you put 
yourself in your papers? 
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RUTH: First, I read_ the instructions my teacher had given me and I asked the 
Lord to help me to understand what I am reading. Sometimes I tried to go 
on my own, and I would hit a brick wall. But when I talked to Him and 
asked Him to help me to see what I needed to see, the Holy Spirit would 
bring back the memory of what I had heard. I tried to use a little tape 
recorder; that didn't work for me. And then like I said, a young lady, she 
and I started out together and we finished together - I finished before her -
we would talk on the phone, we would go over the information. 

WALLER: Was that relationship important for you? 

RUTH: It really was. 
Yes, it was a big help for me. 

WALLER: Was she a nontraditional student or younger student? 
\ 

RUTH: No, she was about 20-something. And she said that I was the one 
that helped her go to school so we just-right now she's waiting on my to 
go back and get my Master's. But like I told her, right now I have to catch 
up on some things - financially, catch up on. But I want to encourage her 
to go on if that's what she wants. And, like I told her, I'm in her comer 
100%. 

WALLER: Having someone to talk to makes all the difference. You can share 
notes and stuff and just to kind of rehash things - go back over and say, 
"Okay what did you get" - "Let me see what I got" - and then maybe come 
together and have something new. 

RUTH: That's right. Because sometimes whatever the teacher might have 
said I would not understand him and sometimes when I would tell her what 
I was feeling or how I came to this - she would explain it better to me and 
then we would go from there. And, a lot of times we would break the 
lesson up in parts. · 

WALLER: Did you work together on papers? 

RUTH: Yes. 
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WALLER: And that was a big help? To kind of understand what the teacher 
was looking for? 

RUTH: Right. Basically we had to read those medical journals 

WALLER: I know that-was challenging -

RUTH: Yes, yes. 

WALLER: Was it the terminology or was it the way it was written, what was 
challenging about that? 

RUTH: Sometimes we would have to read it and then we had to write our 
own interpretation of it so that the instructor could understand whether we 
understood it or not. Even doing our papers we had to come to our own 
belief, what we thought about the paper. 

WALLER: Did you put your own belief in there or did you try to satisfy the 
teacher? 

RUTH: No, no. I mostly put my own understanding on papers. 

WALLER: You don't feel any hesitation about - sometimes - and this is I what 
I guess I mean - sometimes, and as a teacher myself, I know when a 
student is writing for me instead of the student writing for what they really 
believe. Was establishing your own identity in your my writing a problem 
for you? 

RUTH: When we first started, when you begin a draft, sometimes when they 
give it back to you, they tell you this is "Well, this is not wh8:t I wanted; I 
can't feel you in the paper." So you had to go back and-those are long 
nights - you have to sit up and think about: how do I feel about it, etc. 

WALLER: Why didn't you write yourself in a paper? 

RUTH: Sometimes feelings- for instance when my marriage broke up. For 
me that was like a death. The relationship - I had been with this man 
almost 19 years or so and I got married when I was a teenager and you are 
thinking your marriage is going to last forever. Like they say, "To death do 
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you part." But the feelings - what all you have already put in this - you 
know how you came up, summer parents, a home, and then you are looking 
at this is what happened to me and look at my children now. Thank God for 
Big Mommas - a mother there. When you have to put your feelings on 
paper, then you have to go inside and come from the inside out. And 
sometimes you think you are over the hurt and then you find out that you 
are still harboring old feelings. 

WALLER: Sometimes you don't want to push right in simply because it exposes 
too much. 

RUTH: That's right. 

WALLER: Well let me ask you one more thing: What would you say to 
somebody like yourself who is a re-entry person who is coming along after 
having a whole lot of experience, after having jobs, families and marriages, 
and divorces and whatever - what would you say to help them become a 
graduate like you are? What would advice would you give them? 

RUTH: The first thing: For instance, that's what I do every day now - when 
I see a student coming to Southern, the first thing I say is "Welcome." Then 
I ask them what are you going to major in; then I stand there· and listen to 
what they are saying; sometimes they are hesitant about things and I' 11 say 
why are you here? Some will tell you that they are there because their 
parents say either you go to school or you get a job. And then some will 
say that when they try to tell their parents that I don't want to go to college, 
I just want to get a job. I tell a student- if college is not for you, what is 
your passion? What do you want to do? 

WALLER: What about a woman who may not be the 18-year-old that just 
graduated from high school? What about somebody who may be 30; 
somebody who may be 40; somebody who may be 50? What would you 
tell them? 

RUTH: Same thing that I told a young lady - she was a single parent - a 
mother - she was telling me that when she decided to go back to school to 
get a college degree, she said they were telling her that it was too late and 
then that's when I tell them about myself that I went to college at 60. I 
worked 40 hours also. Then, they look at me with surprise. Then I tell 
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most of them: it's not that someone tells you what you can't do - what is 
your goal? If you want to be a nurse or whatever you are coming to college 
for, let that be your goal, your picture in front of you telling you: okay, I 
have children -what can I tell my child if I don't go to school? You can 
work and go to school, I did. I tell them when you feel like you can't make 
it - look up and ask God to give you what you need. It is not easy - but you 
can do it. And every day I see them, and they, "Ms. Jackson, I'm still 
here." The main thing I tell them is just find Ms. Jackson and Baby, I stop 
what I'm doing and sit down and listen to you. 

WALLER: Do you think a person's race or gender or class affects their success? 

RUTH: No. No. I see people - I'm like Christ, I look at the heart. We are 
all - women, young men, they come to talk to me about most anything. and 
I ask God for the sermon to be able to reach out and touch. A young lady 
was up there the other day, she was an intern. She got upset and a lot times 
that is when they want to drop out. But somebody has got to be there to say, 
"I know you can make it." As long as we can talk to each other and tell 
each other and say, "You can make it," that is all most people need is for 
someone to say you can make it. 

WALLER: Who told you that you could make it? 

RUTH: God. 

WALLER: Thank you for the interview and your time. It has been very helpful 
for me. It is always encouraging for me to talk to someone who like - your 
mom had a sixth grade education - a single parent - and then to come back 
and be able to make these kinds of steps and to have these kinds of 
successes in your life, because like you say it's a whole community that is 
affected by what you do. 

RUTH: There were many nights I know my mother was hungry and I 
realized that when I became a mother - you put your children first. My 
mother told us to go ahead and eat and get full - Momma would say she 
wasn't hungry- but I know that she didn't have money. Sometimes.she 
walked to work and those sacrifices that a mother makes for her child. ' . 
You don't understand it at the time but when you become a mother and 
then you realize now I'm a single parent, then you understand a lot of 
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things. It makes a difference. So all we can do as mothers, as women, is be 
in each other's corner. We have a stigma on women, they say we don't 
love each other enough to be a mentor or an encourager or whatever you 
need to be for each other, that's what we have a lot of our experience in. 

WALLER: I will give you a copy of the results at a later date. 

RUTH: If I have helped you, I am glad. 

WALLER: You have. Thank you. 

RUTH: You're welcome. 
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LYNN'S INTERVIEW 

WALLER: Now, I want to talk to you about going back to college, I want you to 
describe for me your overall college experience. I know you went to two or 
more different universities. 

LYNN: My first years in college they were invaluable - I really.had fun. 

WALLER: Fun? Too much fun? 

LYNN: Yes, too much fun as a matter of fact. It seems like I started to 
encounter problems after I had my son. I missed that period of school. 
And, I went back to school and it seems like it was totally different. 

WALLER: You went to college immediately after you graduated from high 
school, a four-year university? 

LYNN: Yes. 

WALLER: When you had your child, how long was it before you returned to 
college? 

LYNN: Two years. 

WALLER: You said it was different What was different? 

LYNN: It was different because I wasn't at a big university. When I went 
back I went to a smaller university, closer to home. And, just had one 
problem after the next problem. 

WALLER: Problems with the university or problems at home? 

LYNN: Problems at the university -- getting people to understand. You 
know your first time in college you have people to "let me walk you 
through this process and this is what you need to do." Whereas, when I 
came back the second time, it was like okay, you are a transfer student back 
in or whatever and you should know what to do. And it wasn't a smooth 
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transition, because once I got in and started working on my degree 
program, being at the class every day, advisory meetings, etc., I was just 
getting the ru~around, from one place to the next place. And, then even 
after I graduated with my Associate degree, I decided to try school again 
and go ahead and get my Bachelor's degree. 

LYNN: I moved into a whole, totally different ballgame. It was like I had 
never been to school before in my life. 

WALLER: What was so different? 

LYNN: Number one I had all older professors and because I had already 
taken a lot of my 200 classes at Southern, the classes I was in were in the 
upper 200s and 300s were all occupied or my fellow classmates were all 
professionals and were already in their field and had been teaching for 
years, maybe there were doing additional hours or working on some kind of 
certification. And, here I am, sitting there as the outsider. The youngest 
person in there and it more the infrastructure. You know how it was set up. 

WALLER: And that can be a stumbling block - you can't get to the academics 
because of all these other roadblocks. 

LYNN: Yes. And it was. It was like my professors - it really discouraged 
me because I've always been what I considered, smart, I guess. 

WALLER: Seriously, do you think your race and your gender and your class 
had any affect on some of the problems you encountered? 

LYNN: Possibly and definitely. Because basically- to relive a story: I had 
one professor at LSU, of course, I was working full-time, and classes 
started at 5 :30 and I would probably get there a little later, but I wasn't the 
only one. But it was like I was singled out because in this class I was the 
only African-American - as a matter of fact, I was the only African
American female in that class. The rest were older educators or whatever, 
and this was a history class and the professor tells me after class, "You 
know you're going to end up failing my class." You're going to end up 
failing my class because number one you come in here late, and number 
two you have a nonchalant attitude. And I said, no, I don't have a 
nonchalant attitude. I have a hard time understanding your lecture. 
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So, on the final there was one essay question: the essay question was - I 
have it hanging up in my office as a matter of fact - the essay question was: 
"What were you doing April 4, 1968; explain your answer in essay form." 
I couldn't explain it. I put on as my answer: "I wasn't here" and I turned 
my paper in. Of course I got an F - now I fought the F but I still got an F. 

WALLER: At that point, you resigned from the university. 

LYNN: Yes, just because of that experience. I told him when I met with the 
Dean at the university and the instructor, I told them I could not answer that 
question. Number one, I wasn't here in 1968. I was not born until 1975, so 
I wasn't doing anything. 

WALLER: What was that date supposed to represent? 

LYNN: The day that Martin Luther King was killed. 

WALLER: Okay. 

LYNN: And I felt like when I defended this grade that I was given as not 
being fair, I felt like he gave that test question to set me up to fail. Because 
he knew at the time that I was taking the class I was only 25 years old and 
anybody in their right mind knows Martin Luther King was older than 25. 

WALLER: Right. 

LYNN: And, ifhe didn't know, he knew I was not old enough to remember 
anything in 1968 because we had had previous discussions about some 
things that happened in the 60s. I couldn't answer the questions because I 
was not here. 

WALLER: Okay 

LYNN: But there were things - even though I was not here according to the 
Dean of the university I should have put it in essay form. Even though I 
was not here according to the Dean of the university, I still should have put 
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that in an essay form. That was a really, really bad experience one that I 
didn't think was fair. 

WALLER: Let me ask do you think your being a woman has anything to do 
with how you write? Are there things that you stay away from? In the 
material that you have written, are there things that you have more passion 
about? Less passion about? Are there things that you sugarcoat? 

LYNN: Yes, there are some things that I do shy away from. I'm more 
passionate about writing about kids and my experiences I have had as a 
parent and the community and the experiences I have lived. Those are 
experiences I feel comfortable about. I tend not to write about stuff like 
relationships because I go from being positive to a negative. 

WALLER: I think everybody does. But that's fine. But being a woman, do you 
think you have a hard time doing just establishing who you are and that you 
have a right to say or the right to have an opinion? 

LYNN: I'm going through that now at my current job. I guess it's more so -
I look back sometimes and really think it's more me as a person because in 
high school I started out being a smart person, straight A's, 4.5 GPA, etc. 
And, then I was called "nerd" to beat - nobody wanted to associate with 
me, so I just flipped the switch, I became the bad actor. Like when I see 
somebody, they will say do you still maintain your grade point average and 
even now in the workplace when I am asked to get up to speak or say 
something, people don't take me seriously because I do joke around a lot 
because I don't want them to see me as a "Miss Know-it-All." Because I 
am intelligent to a point. 

WALLER: Why would you want to hide the fact that you are a smart person? 

LYNN: Because they don't take me seriously, ifl say something that is of 
value that would fit- oh, they'll laugh- then when it comes to pass, they 
are like oh, you should have said that. So I take the passive role. And it 
works to my benefit, because you know on the passive side, you step 
outside your passiveness and you're able to have a bigger picture. When 
you are aggressive, everything is always right in your face and you can't 
really see it. 
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WALLER: What about you being an African-American? Has establishing 
credibility been a problem? I see women as in a double bind - not only not 
being taken seriously and then you tum around and you're an African-

. American woman. 

LYNN: Yes, I've already got three strikes. 

WALLER: What would your three strikes be? 

LYNN: Number one: being a woman. Number two: being a Black woman; 
Number three: if you are a poor woman. 

WALLER: The title of your chapter is going to be "three strikes." 

LYNN: You know we have to fight - and I tell my students you have to fight 
just that much harder for everything. You know some things are given, but 
as a woman, you know, it's just like it's much harder. I have to be sure all 
my I's are dotted and my T's are crossed. 

Before I tum this in. I'm not going to get this promotion because I'm a 
woman. And, I had that happen to me. I know I was qualified for the 
position, and they complain about this and that and said we can't give you 
that position because you were over qualified. No, we're not going to give 
you that position because that's a demotion to you and you really don't 
want that. How are you going to tell me what I don't want? 

\V ALLER: And I think about class issues. One assumptions teachers have is that 
was that everyone has a computer; everybody does not have a computer. I 
would have to come up to the school and use the computer; because I could 
talk to the janitor to let me in and make a promise I would not break 
anything because I didn't have a computer. How did you manage taking 
care of your family and going to school? How did those responsibilities 
affect your writing? 

LYNN: That's what I was saying - you know earlier when I was saying that 
the college scene had completely changed - I write well; I write differently 
from how I normally speak to most people. Some people do just the 
opposite: some people write just like they talk. Whereas, I do just the 
opposite. I had one professor at Southern - I had to rewrite every paper in 
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her office because she said I didn't write it. She just knew I had somebody 
else to write my paper for me. But it meant I had to come back to school, 
get my baby, leave him in the learning center or get somebody to watch 
him while I went to rewrite my papers and then had to come back and get 
him. Everybody else was I knew was writing papers. 

WALLER: How did you get through all of that? 

LYNN: I got through most ofmy days being able to see I must carry on for a 
better life. And that was my whole focus. I needed for me and my son to 
be in a better life and in a better situation. I wanted him to be able to go to 
school and say, well, mama, I'm in such-and-such. And, I strove for that 
goal and that meant I had to go to school when it was raining, cold, when I 
was sick, or when he was sick. At that point, I didn't see where there were 
any other choices. 

WALLER: I do understand. What advice would you give other people in a 
similar situation? 

LYNN: Like I tell my students, sort out what your goals are- accomplish 
your short goals first, then strive for your long-term goal. Because 
whatever your goal is you let nothing or no one or your circumstance deter 
you from your goal. That's the only thing that has kept me going even here 
recently when I was going back to school for the last part of my Master's. 
And, going through this cancer crisis. It was extremely hard. I would have 
to go to the computer - I could take an hour for chemo and the next day 
radiation, still taking medicine, having five/six surgeries. People would say 
they didn't understand how I would be able to carry a smile and go on. It 
was just something that I needed to do for myself. 

WALLER: Something you had to do. 

LYNN: Had to do. You know now in two years I'm almost - it's not a 
whole lot of money - but I'm making more now than most college 
professors make. 

WALLER: So, that's the thing that I think a lot people don't realize how race 
and gender affects African American women. Like you were saying, three 
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strikes. You have to assert yourself as a woman. If you assert yourself a 
whole lot then you're a real diva. If you're real passive then you're a 
pushover. And then you have to be really careful; you have to walk that 
balance and then you have to ward off all these advances that you don't 
want because they know your position and they'll take advantage of you 

LYNN: Yes. 

WALLER: So, you're starting over from scratch. Every time you start, it's from 
scratch. And then it's a class issue. Tuition is about money; books are 
about money; and you can't get past that. When you look up in the financial 
aid office and the line is around the comer, what are your choices? 

LYNN: I know. And then what makes it so bad - like when I went to this 
last school, they don't allow you to buy used books. 

WALLER: Are you serious? 

LYNN: Yes. 

WALLER: You can't even buy them online? 

LYNN: You have to buy their books from their school at the beginning of 
every semester so they can get their cut in it. 

VI ALLER: You can't buy used books? 

LYNN: And I was told it because it's considered a private institution and 
that's how the school gets funding or something. 

You're looking to have to buy new books and you could have had books 
from somebody who just taken the class and you can't buy their books 
because your financial aid package is already based on your books and your 
class load. 

WALLER: So, they put just the amount of money for the package and it wasn't 
like you could even get a refund back. 

LYNN: Unless you take out a loan. 
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WALLER: Are you serious? 

LYNN: Yes. If you're talking about getting a refund back you have to take 
out the loan. It was no option. 

WALLER: Now, with that school loan, and not to be too personal about your 
finances and stuff, was that a major source of income for you? 

LYNN: Yes. You know you get your school loan and you pay it off what 
you can pay off and you won't have to be dealing with it on a month-to
month basis. And you say, well at least I have my rent paid; maybe if my 
truck is paid for, I have somewhere to stay and I have some transportation, 
at least so I can get to school so I get to where I need to go. Then you look 
at people sitting in class, and you being a female, just having to work just 
that much harder and then you got some old man sitting there next to you 
saying that his girlfriend or his wife has done this or that for him, and they 
get off. 

WALLER: And in closing, is there anything you want to say? Any questions? I 
can get a good feel for your whole experience as a woman, as an African
American woman, as a woman who may not be at not the top of the 
socioeconomic class. Because like I told you when we were reading that 
Consent Form, I think all of those things play a factor into how successful 
we are. And, a lot times, the research is focused on African-American 
males, and somehow we are put behind. Researcher tend to think that if 
they settle it for the males, they have settled it for the woman - that has not 
been my experience. 

LYNN: And, not mine either. 

WALLER: Do you have any more questions, anything you want to add or 
anything you want to say? 

LYNN: No questions, but I think that not such much as African-American 
women, but not even as women maybe, but as an African-American period, 
you know our degrees are not looked upon the same as being the same as 
our other counterparts' degrees. I have had people actually tell me that in 
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an interview - "Oh, you graduated from a certain school and they will say, 
"I'm interviewing somebody from XYX later on. 

WALLER: You know that job is gone. 

LYNN: Yes, that's a nice way of telling you that this is the better of the two 
degrees. Well, to me I feel you can learn at any of them and it's what you 
do once you leave the university. And you know this same person who was 
interviewing me for this company, said he said I see that you pledged and 
you did this and that and you mean to tell me you had time for your 
pledging and this, this and that or whatever, that doesn't have anything to 
do with me doing my job. 

LYNN: You know what I'm saying: evaluate me on me; and therefore after 
that interview, I put on my application either/or. I'm not African-American 
to you; I'm not going to put my race down there for you to decide ahead of 
time. And most of my people where I have put in applications, they wanted 
to interview me because they are interested to see why did I put "Other" on 
my application. 

And I just told him that because if I put on there that I'm African
American, you will already have me stereotyped. About what I may do; 
what I may like; make some prognosis about what I might say if I have to 
put my address on here, so you kind of already had some generalization of 
me beforehand. Why don't you just call me in and see what I can do and 
base your knowledge on that. Otherwise, it's a done deal. 

WALLER: It's hard though. I think about my grandmother - they had nothing. 
And, they still came through all these times knowing they were not 
educated. My grandmother had a fourth grade education. She could write 
her name but reading a newspaper probably was a challenge. I can 
remember them pushing and pushing, so obviously there is a strength here 
with us. 

LYNN: And, like I tell my baby all the time, it doesn't get any easier; it's 
going to continue to get harder and you're going to have to push yourself 
just that much harder in order to be as successful as you need to be. 
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And then the first thing they say, they look at you - well, you know you 
wear your shirt kind oflow or you are being too nice? And, that's where I 
am in the job where I am now. My credibility is not based on what I know, 
but it's based on we have had to send you home three or four times 
because we felt like your shirt was too low or the cut of it was too low, or 
you talk to nice, you're too friendly with the students. Or you're too this 
with the students. It doesn't matter how many of my basic children have 
passed their GED since they have been under me? I'm taking a child that 
could not read in second grade level and got them to fourth grade. Two of 
them are in college; one of them graduated. But no, you fraternize with the 
students and maybe you do things that way or this way. 

WALLER: I see that as such double standard. 

LYNN: I just found out that I'm a disengaged employee. 

WALLER: Oh, you're disengaged? 

LYNN: Yes, I'm a disengaged employee. I come to work and I do what I'm 
supposed to do but I'm not engaged totally. 

WALLER: Why does your employer believe that you are disengaged? 

LYNN: I tend to disconnect from everybody. I'm like that because number 
one my work is not based on anything I've done professionally at all. I can 
sit here and write a grant to get a computer software program. But instead 
of you saying, that's a good job; You find some foolishness. 

WALLER: That's what it is. It has nothing to do with your credibility as a 
person. 

LYNN: I'm disengaged and there is still something wrong. Like damned if 
you do; damned if you don't. If you feel me and that's the way I talk. 

WALLER: I' 11 end it right there, and thank you very much. 

LYNN: You're so welcome. 
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NICOLE'S INTERVIEW 

WALLER: You were deployed for 11 months? 

NICOLE: Yes. 

WALLER: Was that hard? 

NICOLE: Initially it was, but after that it was good. 

WALLER: When did you go over there? 

NICOLE: 2003-04. 

WALLER: Had you finished your degree before you deployed? 

NICOLE: No, it was after the injury; we got to court. I made my mind up when 
I was in court that I had the basic prerequisites of what I needed to start the 
associates program. That's what I did- I started working on my stuff when 
I was overseas. Getting my packet of stuff and all my paperwork together, 
all that I needed. 

WALLER: Are there a lot of women in the program? Since it's right here on the 
base and geared to the military? Was it different for you being a woman 
than some of the men in the program? 

NICOLE: The only difference that I saw may have been when it comes to 
children, because I couldn't make a certain assignment or a certain class 
because I had to pick up my son. But when a man is married they have 
your wife to help. But I thought the university was great. A lot people 
liked to bring babies into a lab too, but I didn't. 

WALLER: I've heard some really good things about that program. It gives a lot 
of people an opportunity to advance. 

NICOLE: I couldn't go off to college. There was not a lot of young people 
going to XYZ .. 
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WALLER: That made a difference? 

NICOLE: Yes, it did, because when you go to a 4-year school, you don't have 
that many people to identify with and you can be as smart as you want to be 
but - who have to have the same kind of affiliation, like who you talk to 
about an assignment you missed and they might not even go to class. 

WALLER: When you were there the first time, you kept changing majors 
because you didn't want to; or you didn't like it? 

NICOLE: I didn't know what I wanted to do. I had aspirations of being a 
neurosurgeon, but to do all this just to get to medical school, I got lazy. 

WALLER: First, I want to talk about school, first and second terms. You left 
and had some other experiences in your life and then you came back. 

NICOLE: I initially started school as soon as I graduated from high school with 
a lot of young kids at college, but I just wasn't ready. I just wasn't focused. 

WALLER: Was it one life-changing event or several that made you focus? 

NICOLE: What really caused me to go back and get up and go to school and 
do something - and I was thinking about that today and I know what it was 
- it was all because of a guy - he hurt my feelings. The guy that I thought I 
was in love with just basically balled me out and just left me. So, I was so 
hurt that two days later, I said I'm getting back up and that's what I did. I 
got up and just made a snap decision. I was going to school three days later. 
It took him and some kind of tragedy to leave me behind to cry. I didn't 
know him that well, and I thanked him. Had it not been for him, what 
would I be doing? 

WALLER: Where do you see your education taking you? 

NICOLE: I am going to try to work on my Master's degree shortly. 
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WALLER: In what area? 

NICOLE: In counseling. And, they told me that there is a lot of stuff available 
in counseling. And one of my girls is going to finish up and I' 11 get my 
Master's. I just feel like I don't have to have a PhD. Now a PhD is nice, 
but I don't like to write. 

WALLER: Why don't you like to write? You say you don't like to write, but 
I'm listening to you talk and you're opening up. So you never liked to 
write? Do you keep a journal? 

NICOLE: No. 

WALLER: You don't keep a journal. 

NICOLE: I tried; it doesn't work for me. A lot of young girls ... 

WALLER: But you like to talk. Why is writing so different? 

NICOLE: I do, I love to talk, but to write it down. 

WALLER: What's so hard about doing writing? 

NICOLE: I don't know; I just can't seem to find the right words. Look, I'm 
straight to the point. 

WALLER: And, if you 're straight to the point in your papers, it wouldn't be a 
long paper. 

NICOLE: I don't like to try to explain. I can say that when I do write, when I 
was in school and did papers, I managed to get As. I just don't like to 
write. 

WALLER: When you managed to get As, what was your strength? Why do you 
think you got the As? 

NICOLE: I just don't know. I had to get papers together that I didn't want to 
do. I am a very last minute type person. I wait until the last minute. as 
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WALLER: Is that everything or just writing? 

NICOLE: Everything. And, that's with getting up-when I was in high school 
I basically was a straight-A student. The only class I got a Bin was 
because the class was too easy. If the class was hard, you could bet your 
bottom dollar that I going to pass that class because it's hard. As to a hard 
teacher or anybody that is really strict and straight to the po~nt, that person 
is going to get more work out of me than somebody who is not. 

WALLER: When you went to XSU, you said they were hard? 

NICOLE: Yes, they were hard, but I just didn't like that school. I didn't like 
that school. 

WALLER: It wasn't very friendly? 

NICOLE: Yes, it wasn't very friendly. I didn't have anyone up there with me. 

WALLER: What do you mean by anybody there with you? 

NICOLE: You know military families. I was a teenage mother; I had a difficult 
Dad; they didn't know what I was going through. I was 29. 

WALLER: When you went back to school, how old were you - when you went 
back? 

NICOLE: I was 23 - either 22 or 23. I didn't stop. Back to back classes. I 
would take classes then I finished up - lot of folks would say that I 
wouldn't make it on time. I said, "you're crazy." 

WALLER: What is the OCS program? 

NICOLE: It's a traditional program. They had three different programs: I was 
in the traditional program for 15 months. And that was like a year from the 
time you start until the time your finish, ex~ctly one whole year. Phase 3 is 
two weeks, too. Phase 2 is one weekend out of the month. And, you know 
if you only have 60 hours - I think I started with 67 hours. To get my 
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degree, I had to have 123 hours, so, I had to push on. In one year, I had to 
make sure I had a degree in one year. 

WALLER: In one year? How do you managed to do that? 

NICOLE: Yes. I was determined. I think that was what started me. 

WALLER: So, what's your rank now in the military? 

NICOLE: Officially, I'm a First Lieutenant. This rank right here is the rank of 
a Second Lieutenant and I won't be able to wear the First Lieutenant rank 
until I get my federal recognition. I already have my state to go into First 
Lieutenant, but I don't have my federal recognition. I can't wear it until I 
get those orders. But, officially, I am a First Lieutenant. 

\,V ALLER: Let's get back to the problem you have with writing. 

NICOLE: I just do not like to write. I don't. 

WALLER: You' re so articulate. 

NICOLE: I want to tell you straight up. Just sitting here talking with you -
virtually strangers, I saw you with Ashley and that's the first time I've seen 
you and you just came across real friendly. That's how I am. 

WALLER: I feel the same way. Don't think you are different. I feel the same 
way. Everybody has questions when they get to the writing stage: how long 
does this have to be. I've seen dissertations that have been 300 pages; I've 
seen dissertations that were 200 pages. One lady said she had a 75-page 
dissertation. That's just a chapter to me, but it depends on what your 
school is going to require. I'm certainly in no position to say what it has to 
be. I mean if I had my choice, we could say this and be done. I think what 
I'm trying to say is that you're too articulate not to like to write, and I don't 
even believe it. 

NICOLE: When I was in high school and they liked to write notes to each 
other, well I'm not going to write your notes, I'm going to tell you what I 
have to say. I'm not going to write notes. I don't want to read; cause I 
don't like to read. 
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WALLER: I know you had a lot of reading to do in OCS. 

NICOLE: Yes. 

WALLER: How would you get through that? 

NICOLE: Thumb through, highlight; notice stuff from somebody else from 
previous classes. Nothing in the military as far as reading in the military is 
hard, because they give it all to you 

WALLER: Is that better for you when things are spelled out? 

NICOLE: Yes, when it's clear. 

WALLER: I think there are a lot times people have problems, especially with 
writing, because there are no clear directives; I need this, this and this. It 
has really changed the way I teach. For an example, I teach second level 
composition class and we write persuasive essays. I try to say, this is the 
kind of information I want in this section. And, people don't like for me to 
do that because they want me to define their voice. 

NICOLE: Yes. 

WALLER: Where is your voice? I want to know what you say; it's your voice. 
So I can totally understand what you mean. Even at this level and as much 
writing as I have done, when I got ready to do this, I struggled with what do 
you need to know about this topic? What am I looking for? That's the 
problem. 

You said you had a kid and you were looking at going to school, did you 
have your child when you were in high school? 

NICOLE: I had him a month after I graduated from high school. 

WALLER: Oh, my Lord. 

NICOLE: Two months after I graduated. 
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WALLER: Did that affect how you approached school or something like that? 

NICOLE: I've always been an overachiever in everything I do. It is not 
something I try to do, it just happens. In school, I knew that once I started 
school, I knew that hey, I'm not stopping. I had a child and an obligation 
and it was hard taking care of a baby; I had to pick him up at 3 and then I 
had to work. Had to try to find a job. I started and I was able to start 
college on a scholarship. It is called Louisiana Start. I got one of those 
scholarships, and you know that was one of the reasons why I went to the 
National Guard, because who was going to pay for my schooling. So I 
ended up going to the Guard. I wanted to go to college and once I had my 
son, well, now I know I can't stop, but I know that's what I'm supposed to 
do. I'm supposed to be in college, and I started anyway and I was not 
really focused. I ended up stopping. 

WALLER: How long did you stay out? 

NICOLE: I started in '97 and I didn't go back until 2001. Almost four years, 
and in that time I had two different jobs, maybe three. I had to get out of 
mom's house and I knew, I had to do this. And then when the guy did what 
he did, I was like. 

WALLER: Was that your baby's father? 

NICOLE: The baby's dad, I had to get rid of him. He was working a flat-out 
job. 

WALLER: You went to high school and now you have a future here, OSC and 
all. Are you married now? 

NICOLE: I want to be married so bad. I do. But my problem now is that the 
guys, especially anybody in the military, are lower rank than I am. It is 
always being thrown up in my face that I'm being about being an MP and I 
say, well you know what, I'm an officer. But I don't want to be knocked 
off my track. So far nobody has been able to knock me off my track. 

WALLER: You were talking about the fact that as an officer it is very difficult 
to form relationships. But that comes in under cultural norms for a woman, 
you know, the guy has to be higher in rank or status so to speak. I think a 
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lot of women a lot times won't pursue those goals because they are trying 
to keep what they have and you don't have to do that. 

NICOLE: I won't do it. My mom and dad have a great relationship and my 
mom was a go-getter and she worked hard and just watching her. 

WALLER: I am not going to let you off the hook about writing. 

NICOLE: I don't like to write. You know why I don't like to write. I don't 
think it would be good enough and when I write I want it to be good 
enough. That's why I don't write. 

\VALLER: Why do you think it's not good enough? 

NICOLE: I don't know. My mom is always -whatever we do was not good 
enough. My brother and my sister were different; even when cleaning up 
the house, you thought you had done the best job and it was never quite 
right, or washed the dishes. Even when I cooked, I would say look what I 
cooked. There was nothing in my house that I did, that was good enough. 
It was never, Oh, that's pretty. 

WALLER: You think writing is the same way? 

NICOLE: I know I can do it but if again, I might not be good enough. I'm a 
hard person on myself - when I do something, that's not good enough. 
That's just the way I feel. So I stay away from it. When I have to do it, I 
will. 

\V ALLER: One day, you will write. I believe there is such a writer in you. Your 
story is the story of so many. If you had one thing you could tell others 
following your footsteps, what would you tell them in order to make it? 

NICOLE: First, you've got to have your mind right first. You can say it all day 
- I want to do this - I want to do that, but until you make it up in your mind 
that that is what you want. Once you make it up in your mind, you have to 
concentrate on that and don't let anyone knock you off; it's so easy to get 
knocked off your track. Women, some girls, are jealous of you, even your 
home girl can knock you off. Your own family can knock you off. But, 
once you get on that track, you have whole new mind to go at it full force. 
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WALLER: . You know what I think, I think it's a step-by-step thing. 

NICOLE: Yes. Crossing that middle part. You have to keep going-yes, yes. 
I was in Bible study last week, and one of the things that the Pastor talked 
about was whatever you do and God's not it, you're just doing it in vain. 
You want to go and buy a house, if the house is not there, you have to go 
get it. I have my house and it's already paid for. I've got faith and also 
feet. And, I'm just learning and I know that all these things, my back issues, 
and now I find myself talking more to Him when I want to do things. Lord, 
you know I want to do this, and when the time is right, just let me be 
prepared so I can handle the situation. Religion definitely has a lot - and 
faith have a big role in my life. 

WALLER: Are there many African-American females in the OCS? 

NICOLE: No. 

WALLER: Was that a problem? 

NICOLE: Yes. It was a problem among the people, the guys, everybody. 

WALLER: Why? 

NICOLE: When people say Officer Candidate School they know it's not easy. 
You may look at me physically, and you know I was not very strong 
physically, so you know I'm not the physical candidate. She is not going to 
make it. You know then, who thought she could be a leader? For a couple 
years, I didn't have a lot friends, nobody in my chain of command. 

WALLER: Not even other women? 

NICOLE: Even other women. You know, she is not going to make it. 

WALLER: You know, that not only made you more determined to get on and do 
it. 

NICOLE: I'm going to make it; I'm going to make it. And that's exactly what 
happened, I made it. When they found me one time, I was teaching class 
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and I had OCS rank, and had two commissioned ranks on and everybody 
said, oh, girl, what happened. 
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APPENDIXK 

Marie's Transcipt 
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MARIE'S INTERVIEW 

WALLER: You attended three different schools in the area. Now, this is what I 
want to know from you. When did you graduate? 

MARIE: I have a Bachelor's in Business and I am back finishing my teacher's 
certification. I'll be finished this August, Teacher's Certification. 

WALLER: Oh great. You want to teach what grade? 

MARIE: Third. 

WALLER: You know you want to teach third grade? Why not first or second? 

MARIE: No, third's is it. They know word sounds, etc. 

WALLER: Oh, you work now at Turner. I thought you were just doing your 
student teaching. 

MARIE: Yes, I'm working. 

WALLER: What do you do at Turner? 

MARIE: I was a substitute teacher. But I got tired of going from here to there 
to class. Turner had a position and I got it. I just wanted to get in so I could 
be in. But I'm going to school over at Wiley. 

WALLER: How had it been since you were in school? 

MARIE: It had been about 10-12 years. 

WALLER: Why did you go back at that time - what made you go back? 

MARIE: Well, I was working nights? 

WALLER: Where were you working? 

MARIE: I was clerk at a hospital. 
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WALLER: I'm surprised you didn't go into the medical field. 

MARIE: I thought about it. I decided I would go back to school. I wanted to 
be a RN. So, I started school and went there for a while and then went over 
to start an RN program at another school. And I got everything done, and 
they were so prejudice there. They would have tests and they didn't tell 
me. When I'd go there, they would say, oh, that test was yesterday. I went 
through that for about two weeks and I just said well, forget it. So I started 
going to another school for for x-ray tech. 

WALLER: Yes, that's when I met you. 

MARIE: I wanted x-ray tech. So I went and I worked for a year or two. 

WALLER: Did you like it? 

MARIE: I did, but then I started having personal problems. Then, I came back 
and I got my Bachelors in social work. I started looking at the social 
workers and how they helped the elderly. I wanted to do it and I started 
working for that. Then I got my degree and then they passed a law that you 
had to have a Masters' degree to become a social worker. 

WALLER: And I think in this area, Grambling is the only one. 

MARIE: So, I just started back working and- my children are all grown now. 
And my daughter was going for occupational therapist. She went for two 
years. As you know, things changed and all of them had their babies at the 
same time. I said well if I had kept her at home she wouldn't, but she was 
there and I let her travel with them; she came home and she never did go 
back to school. So the last time I went to school, I was going to make her 
feel bad. She saw I finished with my Associate' s degree and then I 
registered at a four-year school. Guess what, she's in school now; she's 
been accepted into clinical for RN. 

WALLER: That's too good. That is too good. When did you go to XYZ? 

MARIE: Right after I finished with my Associate degree program. When I 
graduated, they told us about a social worker program; it's the same 
program that they have there, but the name is something else and you get 
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two degrees: to be a social worker and a counselor. So I went there and it 
was so much different and the teachers - if they can come up with a test 
and you not pass, seems as though they get joy from it. 

WALLER: Did you really feel like that? 

MARIE: Yes. 

WALLER: What was the most challenging for you at either school? 

MARIE: The courses - not only at LSD - Algebra; you know Algebra is my 
weakness. 

WALLER: What about the writing courses? 

MARIE: It was okay. 

WALLER: You had papers to write; did you have a problem with writing? 

MARIE: Only because I think my teacher - I had been out so long I didn't 
have a problem with writing and I kept that little book the AP A and all that 
stuff you found. If I didn't have that, I probably would have been lost, but I 
had the plans you gave me. 

WALLER: Did you talk to your teachers? 

MARIE: You know, we talked to them, but they had the attitude - well, 
you're in college and you've been through high school and graduated and 
you should know these things. But, not knowing how many years - almost 
20 years - since I had been out, things changed. 

WALLER: And, you just need to refresh yourself. And not everyone gets _ 
that. Because if you're not using it everyday. I passed Algebra, but I 
probably couldn't work an Algebra problem. 

MARIE: Not only in Algebra, but I had a teacher tell me, because in History 
we had to write papers. He would say that you all coming over here an~ 
you are used to multiple choice, now you're going to have to use your head 
to do this and that. I wanted to go the Dean, but then, I thought let me go 
on and finish here. I went the entire semester there, and I told the counselor 
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- the person that you talked to - that I have had these courses, but he didn't 
want to go the office to get my transcript. So, I lost 6 credits and they 
would not let me use the class toward anything else. 

WALLER: Why? 

MARIE: Because I had had it already and they said I didn't need it. One of 
the courses I had had already and the other one they said I didn't need. So 
they would not give me my money back or let me use it for credit. So I lost 
6 credits. 

WALLER: When you are in class and had papers to write, as in your History 
class, did you think he graded your papers fairly or did you have any 
problems? Or maybe you did, and that's fine. 

MARIE: I just had problems with him altogether. I impression I got from him 
was that every time you turned anything into him, especially if you were 
Black, and I'm not a prejudice person, he would say, you're Black and 
you're going to do this my way or don't do it at all. You would think when 
writing a paper you would use your opinion. I don't know what he's 
thinking. I think it's unfair to do the students or anybody like that. 

WALLER: Let me ask you - do think there was a difference between women 
and the men teacher? Did you notice a different between the male and 
female teachers? 

MARIE: As to the male teachers, there was a difference. They were 
friendlier. You could talk to then and they are more easy-going. But female 
teachers were cool, I just don't know. 

WALLER: I'm talking about the students: did you notice a difference between 
the male and female students? 

MARIE: The males were friendlier. 

WALLER: You did not form any kind of relationships? 

MARIE: None. 

WALLER: That's hard. 
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MARIE: Yes, it is. 

WALLER: Because you kind of need someone to pass stuff off: did you 
understand what he said, etc. 

Do you think that your being a woman made any difference or influenced 
in any way your writing? Do you think that just your being a female 
influenced or made a difference in what you wrote? 

MARIE: It was more racial than anything. 

And in my English class, I guess she was an American, but I was funny 
talking. And, I took that English where they used that old talk and I asked 
her if she could get me a tape or something ... 

WALLER: Was it a literature class? 

MARIE: Yes. 

WALLER: You must to have taken an Old English class? 

MARIE: Yes. The counselor said ___ . So I took this English class 
thinking it was just normal English. 

WALLER: You took an Old English class? 

MARIE: Yes. And I had a time in there. 

WALLER: Did you ask her? 

MARIE: Yes, I did and she just told me that I would have to listen. I told her 
that's what I'm doing but I can't understand the words because they are not 
in English. There was one time when a female student was sitting in front 
of me and just turned around and she started explaining it to me and I got it 
to me and she pointed out main words and what they meant. At the bottom 
of the book there were some definitions but not all of them. But that Old 
English- I had a time with it. 

233 



WALLER: I know exactly what you mean. Because it is really hard when 
you've been out a long time, and then you hear people say: now you've got 
to do this and then you're not making connections with the teacher. 

Then, in my situation it was just more about having class issues - when I 
say class, I'm talking about I didn't come from a wealthy family, no 
college. Then I was married and going though a divorce and I had little 
children and even the study groups that would form were hard for me to get 
to them - I couldn't. And when that was not even a problem, I was 
working. You see, so that's just hard. 

You mentioned that you were working? Was that an issue with you? 

MARIE: Yes, especially when it came to doing the homework and stuff and 
me having a family. But I worked with a male student in that class and that 
particular female and we had a time to meet at the library. 

\VALLER: Were you able to do that? 

MARIE: Well, not all the time. It caused conflict with my family, but I went 
because I wanted to finish the program. 

WALLER: Did you have support from your family? Was he supportive of your 
going back to school? 

MARIE: No. 

WALLER: Let me ask you - how do you think you survived all that and then 
going back now? 

MARIE: I had to learn how to think with everything going on around me, that 
was hard. That's the hardest part of school. 

WALLER: It is. It is, but you just have to do it because it's what you have to 
do. 

MARIE: I've been in school ever since. You have to do what you want. 
You're not going to please everybody, and there is going to be some 
problems you'll run into, but you'll just have to face them as best you can. 
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WALLER: If you had to tell somebody, like you're talking about your daughter, 
or some younger person or even someone your own age about going back 
to school, what would you tell them they had to do to stay in school. 

MARIE: You just can't have many distractions- especially if you take a class 
where you are going to have to do classroom only, especially if he's 
working and then you have to study and you know you're into this clinical 
class and you can't miss it; you just have to be strong and be serious about 
going. You just can't jump in there half-thinking, that's what I think. You 
have to know that you're going to have to focus. 

WALLER: And you got to see where school can make a difference? 

MARIE: Definitely. 

WALLER: I think sometimes people look at immediate jobs as a satisfying 
thing- and that's not a bad thing - but in the long run, where is it going to 
take you? How was it at Wiley? Did you have a lot of writing to do at 
Wiley? 

MARIE: Yes. We had to do a thesis. 

WALLER: How did you get through that? 

MARIE: It was tough; I was working and coming in here and at just every 
chance I got I wrote a little bit. I thought about what I wanted to write on 
and I looked up the information and every chance I had I just wrote. 

WALLER: Was the teacher helpful? 

MARIE: Yes, very much. They catered to you but at the end it was rough. I 
was supposed to finish in May, but two weeks before the graduation they 
added another class and made us go even later, so we couldn't graduate. So 
we had to wait a whole year. 

WALLER: When you were doing your thesis, did you get a lot of support for 
your teachers? 

MARIE: They were helpful on that. 
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WALLER: What did you do it on? 

MARIE: I did it on credit. But I couldn't find a lot of info on that. Good and 
bad things. 

WALLER: I am surprised you couldn't find a whole lot of information. 

MARIE: They asked me to change it. 

WALLER: I bet nowadays with credit fraud, identify theft and all that - because 
it's a Business major, right, I bet you could find a lot of stuff on that. 

MARIE: Yes, I found all of that, but we had to have SO-something pages. 

WALLER: Okay. 

MARIE: I worked on my personal experience, like the house we bought and 
buying a house I thought they checked the credit and it was fine, but we got 
a manufactured home and it took us a whole year to get it. 

WALLER: I thought that would be easier. 

MARIE: It took a whole year. They wanted to know your history; we had to 
get out children's birth certificates, etc., and they were only doing it 
because we were Black. But we got it. And the people we bought the land 
from also sells mobile homes and he thought they had given us the boot. 
So he met with the company and that next Monday, they were putting the 
house in our name. 

WALLER: So when you wrote your paper on credit, you spoke from personal 
experience. 

MARIE: Yes, and I found out you can do an estimate about how much you 
think you made-I can't think of the word for it-we showed so much we 
made in the business as a loss, but we also did tell them how much we 
made. And, I found out about that too, and a lot of people do that. 

WALLER: You live in here now? 
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l\1AR1E: 
years. 

Here. I lived here for about five years. Right here for about five 

WALLER: Oh, it's a house. 

MARIE: No, it's a shop -- we've made the house trailer in the back. It does 
make a difference in the credit report on what they may charge as interest 
rate on somebody- sometimes more for somebody Black and you'll have 
the same credit rating, I found that out. 

:tvfARIE: I just had to fight for myself all the way. My mother turned 82 on 
the 20th of May - it might have been longer than that, but Mamma drank 
and I used to pray every weekend. I was the oldest at home about 10-12 and 
had a younger brother and sister that I had to take care of because my oldest 
sister and oldest two brothers left. My sister graduated at 18 before me and 
I had to fight all those dirty men. God was with me because they never did 
get a chance to get me, but they tried. 

WALLER: Was that because of your mom? 

MARIE: She didn't have different people - it was her friends and their nasty 
ways - used to cut hair and move in with us, and weekends fight and 
shooting it up, and we had a terrible childhood. So, I said from then on I 
had problem with males - a man asked me to do anything, he had a big 
problem. 

I know that was hard. I can remember being at home and my mom and 
daddy would get into it-2 o'clock in the morning-we would hide - and 
the picture that gets in my mind, I can still see it and then they would get 
_ not knowing what they did the night before. You just don't know what 
those children go through. 

WALLER: I think going through the same types of things make people have 
more grace in their lives, because it not just hit and run .. 

MARIE: Yes. In my neighborhood, anyway, if you did something they tore 
you up when the mama got home she tore you up. Nowadays the children 
are running the house and everything else. They're raising themselves. 
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WALLER: You think about it -- you pretty much raised yourself. I can see why 
school wasn't at the top of your line of what you're going to do after you 
got out of high school. 

MARIE: I stayed on at home. I thank the Lord that at about 46 years old she 
joined the church. I used to tell her about the past and how the Lord 
blessed me and she was asking me questions, and she went and joined the 
Sunrise Church. 

WALLER: And has been a changed person? 

MARIE: Yes, a changed person. She's been married and attends the church. 

WALLER: That is so good and you know what you've always been a survivor [ 

MARIE: I think spirituality is what got me through school. There have been a 
lot of times that it's just been me and God and I didn't make words. He 
made words. And I said if you want me to use words you need to give me 
the tools to use them. It's like the last hurdle of the hurdles and so much 
has come of this. 

WALLER: Well, this is just about school and you really said a lot more than you 
know and you just don't know how this is going to help in some many 
different ways. Because a lot of times we go through things that we don't 
think other people go through, and what has happened with Black women -
well, we'll talk about African-American boys, I mean men. They don't too 
much focus on African-American women. 

MARIE: Yes. And you have to fight so hard. 

WALLER: Did you feel like that when you were in school? 

:rv1ARIE: Yes, all the time; not just being Black but just being the oldest one in 
the class. 

WALLER: Being the oldest one is hard. 

MARIE: Being the oldest one in the class you have to work hard. 
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WALLER: And it matters who you are. You can say some things and not have 
the same kind of authority as someone else. That's just really hard 
sometimes. It is hard and it is hard when you are trying to deal with how 
people are and putting yourself in school and then you have to come and 
deal with all these external forces. They're just jabbing your every which 
way but loose. I appreciate your time. 
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