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As self-identified developmental educators and basic writing profes-

sionals, we have faced growing threats to our professional identities and 

the very understanding of developmental education. Accused by the right 

as being “woke” and part of a larger “grooming process” that is designed 

to indoctrinate students into narrow ideologies (Spindleman) and labeled 

by neoliberal policy-driving organizations as antiquated and anti-student 

(Complete College America, Time, Bridge; see also McGee et al.), our work to 

create inclusive, just classrooms is also often overlooked by administrators 

at our home institutions. As a result, we find it challenging not to exist in a 

constant state of defensive reaction (Armstrong).

Though understandable, such a state is neither viable nor sustainable 

as we continue engaging in the work of creating more equitable experiences 

and outcomes for students—and for society as a whole. We concur with 

other basic writing and developmental education scholars before us who 

have argued the need for a unified vision of our field which centers around 

an assets-based framing of our students (Armstrong; Paulson and Armstrong; 
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Suh et al. Raciolinguistic) rather than popular deficit lenses ascribed to devel-

opmental education and the students it serves (Complete College America). 

In particular, we echo the need for developmental educators to articulate 

a proactive stance asserting the expertise and necessity of developmental 

education on its own terms. We acknowledge how all too often, frontline 

developmental educators do not hold high-status positions to contribute to 

or control the terms of the debate. Instead, these basic writing instructors, 

two-year college faculty, contingent faculty, and graduate teaching assis-

tants with first-hand experience of the equity challenges facing students 

and faculty can feel silenced (and become complicit in self-silencing) in 

the face of the narratives about developmental education perpetuated by 

research centers, policy-driving organizations, and politicians (Armstrong; 

Suh et al. “Unvoicing”). 

In response to this current reality, we argue that the field of develop-

mental education, including basic writing professionals, will not achieve 

validation from the comforts of our disciplinary silos or classrooms and 

further that developmental educators cannot passively wait for professional 

or policy-driving organizations to dictate the terms of our work. We draw 

particular inspiration from the late Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm, who 

famously declared, “If they don’t give you a seat at the table, bring a folding 

chair” (Bring Your Own Chair). We see the work of making space as requiring 

developmental educators to proactively engage with other postsecondary 

stakeholders. This necessitates that we understand the language, goals, and 

perspectives of the stakeholders with whom we seek to engage and find ways 

to harness such while maintaining our own longstanding foundational 

values centering students and community.

As a first step in preparing basic writing professionals to engage in these 

conversations, we examine the meaning various postsecondary education 

stakeholder organizations ascribe to the concepts of equity and developmental 
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education and explore the rhetorical tools these groups employ to engage 

their various audiences regarding the relationship between these terms. We 

begin by exploring our own positionalities and how our previous experiences 

have uniquely prepared us to engage in this work. We then present a critical 

discourse analysis of four paradigmatic texts representing the unique perspec-

tives of distinct organizations which have sought to articulate a relationship 

between developmental education and equity as well as the organization’s 

own orientation towards equity. By explicating these organizations’ con-

ceptualizations of equity and uncovering the related rhetorical approaches 

they engage, we invite developmental educators to consider our own equity 

language, our assumptions about the work we do, and our preparation for 

engaging others who do not share our perspectives about the relationship 

between developmental education and equity.

In particular, our analysis explored how authors of each text: (1) define 

equity, (2) use the term, specifically in relation to developmental education, 

and (3) situate their position on equity and developmental education within 

broader scholarly or professional literature.

POSITIONALITY

Our analysis and resulting recommendations are shaped by our own 

unique professional experiences. Emily began teaching developmental writ-

ing and reading in 2011 at a Nebraska community college where she worked 

within the English department and the writing center. The first professional 

conference she attended was the National Association for Developmental 

Education (NADE, now the National Organization for Student Success) which 

included content instructors as well as advisors, tutors, academic coaches, 

and placement testing professionals. Through NADE and her institutional 

colleagues, Emily came to identify as a developmental educator, a label which 

transcended disciplinary boundaries to focus on supporting the advance-

ment of all students. Emily now teaches developmental literacy theory, 

research, and practice to graduate students and coordinates a developmental 

literacy program at Texas State University. 

As a PhD-holding, cis/het Asian American female, Emily recognizes 

how her various identity markers have contributed to both her privilege 

and marginalization within the academy and vis-à-vis her undergraduate 

and graduate students—many of whom have experienced racial, linguistic, 

gendered, or social class-based exclusion within education. This awareness 

shapes her work as Equity, Access, and Inclusion Co-chair for the National 
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Organization for Student Success. Emily has also co-authored white papers 

on equity and inclusion in postsecondary education for the College Reading 

and Learning Association and the National Organization for Student Success. 

Most recently, Emily analyzed how developmental education scholarship 

engages with the term equity and the implications of our professional lan-

guage around this topic (Suh “Miles”).

Bethany, a queer, white, working-class woman and first-generation 

college student, began teaching basic writing in 2014 when she was hired as 

an adjunct at a multi-campus midwestern community college. Though she 

holds a PhD in literature and a master’s in history and has no formal educa-

tion in writing pedagogy, approximately half of her load was teaching basic 

and first-year writing when she joined the ranks of the full-time faculty in 

2015. In 2017, as part of her institution’s shift to largely replacing a traditional 

developmental writing sequence with a co-requisite model, Bethany began 

to consciously identify as a teacher of basic writing and saw an urgent need 

to develop her skills and gain more training to ethically and effectively serve 

her students. Now, though she primarily teaches courses outside the field, 

Bethany understands herself to be a developmental educator and believes 

strongly that this is a role that must be broadly acknowledged as an inher-

ent part of the work done by two-year college instructors. She also believes 

that faculty have a duty to advocate for equity and justice for students and 

faculty alike, and due in large part to this conviction, Bethany serves as a 

founding co-chair of the Two-Year College English Association (TYCA) com-

mittee on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI), as TYCA Secretary, and as 

co-chair and co-founder of her institution’s faculty, staff and student shared 

governance body.

For both authors, engagement within the field of developmental 

education is part of an intersectional commitment to antiracist practice and 

equity and educational justice advocacy that manifests in teaching, in service 

work, and in scholarship (Suh et al. “Unvoicing”; Suh et al. Raciolinguistic; 

Agyeman and Sweeney; Sweeney and Valenzuela). 

METHODOLOGY

Both authors have engaged in significant institutional and professional 

service and advocacy that have enmeshed us in larger contexts. In this essay, 

we reflect and build upon these experiences through our application of a 

social constructivist lens. Specifically, we utilize the tool of critical discourse 

analysis (Fairclough), which allows us to present exemplary documents that 
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demonstrate our findings from each of the organizations we discuss in a way 

that is accessible to as broad an audience as possible. 

Given our personal sense of connection to the topic and our close 

relationship with the texts, we sought to create a rigorous and trustworthy 

study design. Notably, Emily co-authored the College Reading and Learning 

Association (CRLA) White Paper analyzed below. While we might have found 

another text to represent an in-field professional organization’s conceptu-

alization of the relationship between equity and developmental education, 

we felt that the white paper most clearly articulated how a leading national 

professional organization took up the work of developmental education. 

Furthermore, we felt it was important to be able to hold our own scholarship 

up to the same critical standards by which we analyze other scholars who 

write about our work and our students. To maximize the trustworthiness 

of the study, we selected coding protocols which could be easily replicable 

and were grounded in rigorous methodological and theoretical literature 

(Fairclough; Swales; Zhang et al.). We also communicated frequently dur-

ing data analysis, at times coding the documents together, and reviewing 

all coded segments multiple times. 

Data Collection

We collected a representative document from each of four organiza-

tions that identify developmental education as a core aspect of their work, 

including national and local perspectives. The Community College Research 

Center (CCRC) is an independent, grant-funded research center focused on 

conducting high-quality research and explicitly espousing a commitment 

to educational justice.¹ Complete College America (CCA) is a policy-driving 

organization that has focused on state-level legislative reform through a 

stated equity lens.² Documents from these organizations present a non-

practitioner perspective on developmental education and equity. To capture 

the practitioner perspective, we selected the most recent white paper from 

the College Reading and Learning Association (CRLA), a leading national 

organization focused on developmental education, and the strategic plan 

document from a community college currently undergoing developmental 

educational and equity reform inspired by the CCRC.³

Data Analysis 

We utilized critical discourse analysis in our examination of these docu-

ments, focusing on description, interpretation, and explanation of the ways 
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in which the documents were produced, the ways in which they have been 

received, and the larger context of higher education and developmental edu-

cation reform that structures both their form and their content (Fairclough). 

In addition, we applied citation content analysis based on John Swales’ 

philosophical assumptions that authors cite scholars whose work they rec 

ognize as legitimate (Swales). Using a citation content analysis procedure 

modified from Zhang et al., we designed an excel spreadsheet and logged 

each of the 329 mentions of the four documents’ combined 190 citations 

(see Table 1). For each unique mention, we noted the reference, the page 

Table 1. Number of Citations by Document

Document Number of 
References

Number of 
Unique Citations

Community College Strategic 
Plan

0 0

Community College Research 
Center (Brathwaite and Edge-
combe)

13 21

Complete College America 7 11

CRLA White Paper 173 305

Total 193 337

number where the citation occurred, and the type of scholar cited. We identi-

fied five types of scholars: Two-Year College Practitioner, Four-Year College 

Practitioner, Non-Practitioner Researcher, Policy-Organization Associate, 

and Government Author (see Table 2).

We identified scholar type by author biographies and affiliations as 

listed in the cited publication. When a citation had multiple authors, we 

coded each mention once by the first author, unless a subsequent author 

was a two-year practitioner. This decision was motivated by our desire to 

acknowledge and amplify the work of two-year college practitioner-scholars 

whose heavy teaching and service loads leave little time for scholarship and 

whose job requirements rarely include publication. 
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Table 2. Type of Scholar

Scholar 
Type

Number 
of Unique 
Mentions

Definition Example

Two-Year 
College 
Practitioner

18 Scholar’s institutional affili-
ation is a two-year institu-
tion; scholar identifies as 
holding an instructional 
role

Jamey 
Gallagher 
(2020)

Four-Year 
College 
Practitioner 
(Within Field)

195 Scholar’s institutional affili-
ation is a four-year institu-
tion; scholar teaches under-
graduate students directly or 
works with undergraduate 
students in an administra-
tive position related to stu-
dent success (i.e., program 
coordinator)

Jeanine 
Williams 
(2021d)

Four-Year 
College 
Practitioner 
(Out-of-Field)

90 Scholar’s institutional 
affiliation is a four-year 
institution; scholar does not 
identify as teaching under-
graduate students directly or 
working with undergraduate 
students in an administra-
tive position related to stu-
dent success (i.e., program 
coordinator); scholar may 
identify with a related field 
(i.e., Education Studies, K12 
Literacy)

Bettina 
Love 
(2014)

Four-Year 
College Non-
Practitioner 
Researcher

18 Scholar does not identify 
as teaching undergraduate 
students directly or working 
with undergraduate stu-
dents in an administrative 
position related to student 
success

Serena 
Klempin 
(2014)

(table continues on the next page)

	 Citation analysis findings further facilitated our analysis across the 

documents.
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PRESENTATIONS OF DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION AND 
EQUITY

Below we present our critical discourse analysis of paradigmatic texts 

from four representative organizations’ engagement with developmental 

education and equity. Looking across these texts and contexts, then we 

explore how each group articulates the connection between developmen-

tal education and equity and the perspectives and contexts they privilege 

in supporting their claims. Notably, we intentionally present the analyzed 

text’s authors as the social actors (grammatical subjects) in our analysis of 

the documents. This language, while perhaps uncommon in academic prose, 

illuminates the authors of these texts and emphasizes their contributions 

to the scholarly conversation about developmental education and equity.

The Research Organization

For more than 25 years, the Community College Research Center 

(CCRC) has operated through grant funding at Teachers College in Colum-

bia University. The center’s research is cited in many efforts to reform or 

Scholar 
Type

Number 
of Unique 
Mentions

Definition Example

Policy 
Organization 
Associate

15 Scholar’s affiliation is a 
policy-driving organization; 
scholar does not identify 
as teaching undergraduate 
students directly or working 
with undergraduate stu-
dents in an administrative 
position related to student 
success

Complete 
College 
America 
(2014a)

Government 
Author

5 Scholar’s affiliation is 
with the state or federal 
government

Clifford 
Adelman 
(2006)

(Table 2 cont.)
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eliminate developmental education. Indeed, CCRC describes developmental 

education as “a contributor to equity gaps” and notes “a growing consensus 

that traditional developmental education is ineffective” (“Why We Study 

Developmental Education”). On the center’s developmental education 

webpage, the phrase “contributor to equity gaps” hyperlinks to a 2018 New 

Directions for Community Colleges chapter by CCRC researchers Jessica Brath-

waite and Nikki Edgecombe.4 Given the article’s prominence, we analyzed 

it to illuminate CCRC’s position on equity and developmental education. 

Despite their stated purpose of “examin[ing] prereform to postreform 

changes in outcomes across race/ethnicity, gender, and SES” (21), Brathwaite 

and Edgecombe make only eight direct mentions of (in)equity. These men-

tions present equity as the goal of developmental education reform but do 

not explicitly define equity. Instead, the authors’ discussion of equity focuses 

on their calculations of increasing inequity across multiple measures (i.e., 

students’ race/ethnicity, SES, gender, and placement level) for an unidentified 

state’s developmental reform. While the authors base their representation of 

the connection between developmental education and (in)equity on their 

own data analysis, their engagement with selected other scholars further il-

luminates their self-positioning vis-a-vis developmental education literature.

As noted in Table 3, Brathwaite and Edgecombe privileged policy orga-

nizations and four-year college non-practitioner researchers through their 

citation practices. None of the authors’ 21 citations referenced a within-field 

scholar, as defined above. When combined with the authors’ privileging of 

their data analysis and lack of a definition of equity (either by the authors or 

others) as the authors connected developmental education reform and ineq-

uity, these citation practices emphasized the authors’ disengagement with, 

if not intentional exclusion of, developmental educator perspectives. These 

citation choices were unsurprising given that Brathwaite and Edgecombe 

largely addressed a target audience of policymakers and administrators whom 

they identified as “developmental reformers” (27).
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Table 3. Citation Preferences by Text

Scholar Type  
(Total Number 
of Mentions)

Community 
College  
Strategic 
Plan

Community 
College  
Research 
Center 
(Brathwaite & 
Edgecombe)

Complete 
College 
America

CRLA 
White 
Paper

Two-Year 
College 
Practitioner 
(19)

0 0 1 18

Within Field 
Four-Year 
College 
Practitioner 
(195)

0 0 1 194

Out-of-Field 
Four-Year 
College 
Practitioner 
(90)

0 1 0 89

Four-Year 
College Non-
Practitioner 
Researcher (18)

0 9 4 5

Policy 
Organization 
Associate (15)

0 8 3 4

Government 
Author (5)

0 3 2 0

Total of Unique 
Mentions by 
Analyzed Text

0 21 11 309*

* Total number of cited scholar types exceeds total of unique mentions by
analyzed text due to inclusion of five two-year practitioners who were listed 
as additional authors
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The authors’ focus follows a common rhetorical practice in reform-

oriented literature of erasing developmental educators from the work of 

placement, instruction, and reform (Suh et al. “Unvoicing”), such as in 

their claim, 

Reformed assessment and placement systems continue to assign 

a disproportionate percentage of black and low-SES students to 

developmental education—perhaps accurately, perhaps not. . . . 

Being assigned to the lowest levels of developmental education has 

profoundly negative implications for academic progression and 

completion. (Brathwaite and Edgecombe 27)

This statement illustrates how the authors’ language choices present de-

velopmental educators as erased within or replaced by systems. Further, 

the authors centralize placement, rather than student preparation or de-

velopmental support, as the focus of reform. Such a perspective ultimately 

separates these reform efforts from the very developmental educators re-

sponsible for carrying them out. In fact, developmental educators have long 

raised concerns about how reform, particularly acceleration, may forestall 

developmental education’s own equity agenda of providing individualized 

wraparound support for students (Armstrong; Hassel et al.; Paulson and Van 

Overschelde). 

In the only statement to directly mentioned developmental educa-

tors, the reference is passing. Brathwaite and Edgecombe conclude, “It is 

essential for practitioners and policymakers to look for disparate impacts 

by student demographics as even the most well-intended reforms can have 

unintended consequences” (23). Ultimately, their postreform equity audit 

addresses developmental education reformers, with the implicit assumption 

that the vast majority of these reformers are not practitioners themselves. As 

such, the authors create a false dichotomy between developmental educators 

and equitable practice. This misrepresentation occurs primarily through 

the authors’ repeated reference to developmental education reform as be-

ing driven by equity goals despite the inequitable outcomes of such reform. 

However, the authors’ repeated erasure of developmental educators and 

developmental education scholarship (which goes virtually uncited in the 

piece) further separates developmental education practitioners from their 

field’s ongoing equity-oriented work. For example, developmental educators 

have long argued—and continue to argue—that placement measures must 
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be considered within a comprehensive equity-rooted developmental educa-

tion reform (Behrman; Good; Hassel et al.; Morante; Nastal et al.; Poe et al.). 

The Policy-Driving Organization

As nonpartisan postsecondary advocacy organization (“About Us,” 

CCA), Complete College America (CCA) is a major policy driver with a long 

history of critiquing developmental education—and of drawing from CCRC 

scholarship to do so (CCA Time, Remediation). The organization identifies 

developmental education reform as an equity issue (CCA 2.0). In 2022, CCA 

and the University of Southern California (USC) Race and Equity Center 

coauthored Beyond Good Intentions: Steps to Craft Equity-Driven Policy (CCA-

led) and Race-Conscious Implementation of a Developmental Education Reform 

in California Community Colleges (USC-led). Beyond Good Intentions was 

funded by the Ascendium Education Group, a nonprofit which engages in 

developmental education reform as equity work (Ascendium). The 20-page 

report’s coauthorship by a leading scholarly center on educational equity 

makes it unique from other CCA publications. 

Beyond Good Intentions defines equity as “providing individual students 

the specific resources and services they need so that all students can achieve 

the same, or equitable, outcomes” (CCA Beyond 2). The authors focus on 

“equity-driven policies” (1), a phrase occurring nine times in the text as well 

as in the report’s title as the authors offer recommendations to “guide policy 

development and ensure that all students in your state, particularly those 

who have been historically excluded, can complete college—and that your 

state has the educated citizenry it needs to meet workforce and economic 

goals” (CCA Beyond 4). In this context, equity is presented as a neoliberal 

rationale for developmental education policy reform. 

The report repeatedly positions stand-alone prerequisite developmen-

tal education courses as the most significant barrier to educational equity. In 

“Step 3: Craft the Policy,” eliminating prerequisite developmental courses is 

offered as four of the six provided examples. This recommendation differs 

from that of many developmental educators who nuance their support for 

co-requisite instruction by cautioning that replacing all standalone course 

sequences with co-requisite instruction is an anti-equity policy that forces 

all students into a one-size-fits-all pathway in which all students must at-

tempt the college-level class regardless of their current skill level (Armstrong; 

Armstrong et al.; Hassel et al.). The report includes two practitioner refer-

ences: one advocating wide-scale reform (Hern et al.) and the other a link to 
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a comprehensive program focused on racial equity (CUNY). Despite these 

citations in other sections of the report, the authors engage only in self-

citation to discuss “Focusing on Equity,” which does not include mention 

of developmental education—the focus of CCA’s equity work. 

Developmental educators themselves are also absent from CCA’s 

explicit discussion of equity. In the same section on “Focusing on Equity,” 

the authors note, 

At CCA, equity is the focus of everything we do. We envision a na-

tion in which postsecondary institutions, policymakers, and sys-

tems of higher education welcome, invest in, and support students 

through and to on-time completion so that every student—regard-

less of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or familial educational 

achievement—has equal opportunity to access and complete a 

college education or credential of value. (CCA 16) 

Developmental educators may be included by defaults within “systems 

of higher education”; however, the erasure of those who labor to support 

students is noticeable and concerning. Similarly, in “Step 2: Determining 

Policy Recommendations,” CCA recommends “Identify[ing] strategies that 

are proven to work,” including “Go beyond systems and structures to include 

pedagogical solutions that happen inside the classroom” (9). Through nomi-

nalization, this recommendation erases the developmental educators who 

create and implement the pedagogical solutions to be scaled up—by other 

developmental education practitioners. This language practice is present 

in other literature about developmental education reform written by non-

developmental educators (Suh et al. “Unvoicing”). When mentioned in the 

CCA report, developmental educators are presented as passive and un(der)

trained (9). Ultimately, the authors’ limited descriptions of developmental 

educators portray instructors who are familiar with state policy but unable 

or unwilling to go beyond its good intentions to implement real equity-

oriented change; this description supports the report’s larger message to 

policymakers that developmental educators are not legitimate partners in 

postsecondary equity.

In developing a sustained partnership with the USC Race and Equity 

Center, CCA has significantly increased its focus on and commitment to 

prioritizing equity. Still, CCA is largely dismissive of developmental educa-

tors, whom they represent as anti-equity and defenders of developmental 

courses at the cost of student success. CCA’s report also incorrectly reduces 
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the comprehensive system of student support that makes up “developmental 

education” (Armstrong; Boylan) into standalone “remedial” courses (19). 

This misrepresentation ignores the multiple developmental educator-created 

models and pedagogies that have paved the way for CCA to erroneously argue 

that co-requisite instruction is the only equity-minded form of developmen-

tal education available (Adams et al.; Jenkins et al.). It is also unfortunately 

ironic that an argument intended to further equity is based on the inequi-

table exclusion and intellectual marginalization of practitioners who do 

the day-to-day work that is being scrutinized (Higgins and Warnke: Toth). 

The Professional Organization

When the College Reading and Learning Association (CRLA) sought 

to sponsor a white paper about “racial justice literacy” (CRLA May 21, 2021 

Meeting Minutes 6), then-President Sonya Armstrong described the board’s 

sense that such a paper would represent how CRLA members’ professional 

identities were rooted in equity and developmental education. With this 

audience in mind, the board commissioned Emily to write the organization’s 

sixth white paper. Emily invited in coauthors Dr. Jeanine Williams, an influ-

ential voice in developmental literacy with a longstanding focus on equity 

and racial justice, and Sam Owens, coauthor of the National Organization 

for Student Success white paper responding to critiques of developmental 

education as anti-equity, and the group outlined their critical examination of 

language standardization and the role of reading instruction in racial literacy.

The white paper’s authors sought to introduce college literacy and 

learning professionals to theories and practices “offer[ing] concrete practices 

to support raciolinguistic justice for racially minoritized members of the aca-

demic community” (Suh et al. 2). This purpose was part of the authors’ and 

CRLA’s larger equity agenda of systemic change: 			

Anything short of critically examining the larger system, iden-

tifying the policies and structures that perpetuate injustice, and 

intentionally and persistently working to build an equitable and 

just system will never result in the kind of change that acknowl-

edges and reveres the humanity and birthright of the students and 

professionals who must operate within that system. (4)

The authors also explicated the connection between developmental educa-

tion, raciolinguistic justice and equity, quoting Armstrong’s CRLA Presiden-

tial Address: “Equity is about teaching the culturally and linguistically diverse 
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students who actually sit with us, not the students others assume are there. 

. . . It’s about learners’ rights to theoretically sound and evidence-based cur-

riculum developed by expert educators. . . . at this moment, for me, that is 

at the top of my list of the most important social justice issues” (as cited in 

Suh et al. 6-7). This citation asserted developmental educators’ authority as 

equity advocates. The authors made 207 unique mentions of in-field devel-

opmental education practitioner scholarship, including multiple examples 

of raciolinguistic justice in postsecondary literacy contexts. These citations 

typified developmental educators’ central role supporting—and leading—

equity-minded practices and reforms. This central positioning of develop-

mental educators contrasts markedly from that of CCA and CCRC which 

vacillate between erasing practitioners’ role in reform and equity initiatives 

and negatively portraying developmental educators as anti-equity. The white 

paper also included mentions of out-of-field practitioners (situating discus-

sions of equity and raciolingustic justice within broader scholarship) and 

policy organizations, evidencing a level of engagement with scholarship not 

present in any of the other analyzed documents in this study. 

The Multicampus Midwestern College

Policy and practitioner organizations often analyze higher education 

practices like developmental education and equity-based reform, but it is 

colleges and universities which do the actual work of developing, imple-

menting, and applying such practices. For that reason, we examined how 

the practices enumerated above translated to a college setting. We selected a 

large, Midwestern community college spanning urban, suburban, and rural 

demographics that would offer an informative example of the affordances 

and limitations extended to equity and developmental education praxis at 

the institutional level. Based on our significant knowledge of the institution, 

we identified the selected institution as one engaged in ongoing examination 

of the institutional approach to both equity and developmental education. 

In keeping with our broader methodology, we selected for analysis a single 

college-generated document: “Changing Lives, Empowering Communities: 

2023-2028 Strategic Plan.” As a publicly available document, the strategic 

plan intends to both guide the institution and communicate its goals and 

values to external stakeholders. Despite the stated inclusion of several high-

level administrators as stakeholders, the plan included no named authors 

and failed to list any of the faculty who participating in planning, drafting, 

or commenting on the document.
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The first sustained mention of equity occurs in the plan’s second High 

Level Initiative: “Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion” (7). The initiatives were 

introduced to frame the strategic plan’s purpose; despite its prominence, 

however, equity remains undefined throughout the document. It is was 

referenced as follows:

[The college] will create a diverse and inclusive community com-

mitted to leveraging resources to dismantle structural barriers. 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) is central to our mission of 

empowering all communities. [The college] must ensure equitable 

access and success to serve underrepresented populations. Staff 

and faculty should reflect the student population, and the campus 

culture should foster inclusion and belonging. [The college] will 

respond to the changing demographics of Iowa by expanding sup-

port for diverse populations.

While the text might imply that equity involves “leveraging resources to 

dismantle structural barriers,” the college offers no parameters by which 

to measure equity (or the adjacent terms “inclusion” and “belonging”). 

Indeed, although Strategic Goal 2 recognizes both that expanded resources 

are needed for “underrepresented populations” to be able to “be successful” 

and that the current population of students often does not see itself reflected 

in the college’s employee demographics, the plan offers no benchmarks for 

defining the goals of representation or success or how they will be achieved. 

Neither does it explicitly identify the institution’s underrepresented popula-

tions or the resources needed to serve them. This approach runs counter to 

equity-oriented developmental education scholarship which advocates for 

identifying the populations the institution seeks to serve and creating varied 

and dynamic resources to support students (Armstrong; Boylan, Targeted; 

Hassel et al.; Higgins and Warnke; Poe et al.).

Similarly, the text’s explication of key strategies to “provide quality and 

excellence in all areas across the district” (Strategic Goal 3, n.p.), including 

“Bolster student enrollment, success, and completion to help students move 

in and move on” (n.p.) includes language that aligns closely with the field of 

developmental education (CRLA; CLADEA; NOSS), but there is no evidence 

that the authors applied a developmental lens to these goals and strategies.

The authors maintain an identical approach in the document’s subse-

quent “Key Strategies for Student Success,” the first of which reads, “Through 

Guided Pathways, advance student success” (6). The authors present Guided 
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Pathways as a means to “support career exploration and help students gain 

clarity on their futures, including career planning” (6). Through the section’s 

four mentions of student “success,” developmental education is completely 

absent and instead the concept of student success is tied to efficiency and 

career exploration. This framing is reinforced in four other areas of the plan, 

including Strategic Goal 4 which describes how “[The college] will educate, 

support, and provide resources to develop skills and talent for a competitive 

workforce. To meet this challenge, [the college] will improve its financial 

stewardship and economic development efforts” (9). Despite strong implicit 

connections to the field of developmental education, which focuses on stu-

dent success, developmental courses and student supports are among the 

details missing from this section and the larger report text which instead 

emphasizes the institution’s neoliberal focus.

Ultimately, despite indirectly engaging in the broader policy trends 

related to developmental education discussed above, the “Changing Lives, 

Empowering Communities’’ plan never explicitly mentions or addresses 

developmental education. Instead, however, the influence of policy-driving 

and research organizations, and in particular CCRC, can be seen in the adop-

tion of Guided Pathways by the college. Indeed, the college launched its 

shift to the Pathways model hosting a collegewide faculty and staff reading 

of Redesigning America’s Community Colleges: A Clearer Path to Student Success, 

a 2015 book written by three prominent CCRC researchers. 

Significantly, “Changing Lives, Empowering Communities” was de-

veloped at the same time that the college was undergoing developmental 

education reform, a process that remains underway as of the writing of this 

piece. After nearly a decade of departmental conversations about reorga-

nizing developmental education, the college’s English department began 

implementing a co-requisite model in Fall 2017 (McGregor). Since the advent 

of the strategic planning process, the college has doubled down in its com-

mitment to the co-requisite model, establishing a Director of Accelerated 

Placement and a Director of Writing Placement, who have piloted several 

changes to the English course sequence. In personal communication with 

Bethany, the Director of Writing Placement indicated strong confidence in 

the results of the pilot program and the program’s intent to revive the two-

semester developmental writing sequence in order to better support the 

college’s range of student ability (Tisdale). Finally, the revised implementa-

tion of the co-requisite model has involved the collection of data on gender, 

race, age, socioeconomic status, and other factors that will help the college 
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enact its equity goals of identifying the students being served by the model 

as well as analyze its effectiveness.

The work being done at the college as pertains to developmental edu-

cation has some clear positives: English faculty members working on the 

project are engaged in practitioner research and are committed to providing 

students with the necessary resources to succeed in college-level English 

classes. They have also garnered administrative support by dovetailing their 

practices with the college’s high-level initiatives. But notable challenges re-

main: faculty members who are hired specifically as full-time developmental 

educators have been sidelined by the college’s administration, remaining 

unassigned to any specific pathway long after other faculty members were 

moved, and therefore unintentionally excluded from the developmental 

education reform process or, sometimes, even relevant departmental meet-

ings (Doke-Kerns). The strategic plan does not lay out specific strategies tied 

to practitioner-based praxis but maintains vague, aspirational language 

rarely rooted in accountability. Since the college has not fully tied its equity 

goals to its educational reforms, it has not prioritized increasing outcomes 

for students of color even though their retention and completion rates are 

lower than those of white students, and it has not created publicly available 

measurable targets rooted in robust data.

Perhaps most notably, the college’s strategic plan is not rooted in aca-

demic scholarship. It does not cite a single researcher, policy organization, 

developmental education practitioner, faculty member at the college, or even 

the team of local consultants who guided the process. Instead, it thanks the 

individual members of groups, all attached to the institution: the Executive 

Committee, Deans and Provosts, the Office of Planning, Assessment, and 

Data, and the Board of Trustees. Like the policy organizations who see ad-

ministrators and policymakers as the authentic developmental education 

reformers in pursuit of equity, the college’s administration sees its leadership 

as the ones making decisions about equity and access, without the need 

to acknowledge the voices of the practitioners engaging in the daily work.

Cross-Text Analysis

The intended audience across the analyzed texts included developmen-

tal education and equity-minded stakeholders from a range of professional 

affiliations and positionalities. Despite the stakeholders’ and authors’ shared 

interest in equity and developmental education, our analysis illuminated 
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Table 4. Summary of Findings Across Texts

Organization’s 
Paradigmatic 
Text

Definition of 
Equity

Conceptualiza-
tion of Equity 
vis-á-vis Develop-
mental Educa-
tion

Engagement 
with Within-
Field Devel-
opmental 
Education 
Scholarship

CCRC Journal 
Article

None provided Developmental 
education reform 
efforts may perpetu-
ate developmental 
education’s existing 
inequities; develop-
mental educators 
are erased from 
conversations of 
equity work

No mentions 
of Within-Field 
Practitioner 
Scholarship

CCA Funded 
Report

“Providing indi-
vidual students 
the specific 
resources and ser-
vices they need so 
that all students 
can achieve the 
same, or equita-
ble, outcomes” (2)

Developmental 
education is ineq-
uitable and must be 
reformed; develop-
mental educators 
are erased from 
conversations of 
equity work

Limited engage-
ment with 
scholarship 
through citation; 
no mentions of 
Within-Field 
Practitioner 
Scholarship

significant differences between the developmental education practitioner-

authored text (CRLA) and other analyzed texts.

First, while the authors’ use of the term equity implied a shared concep-

tualization, only two texts (CCA; CRLA) included an explicit definition for 

this term. Stated and implied definitions suggested that the authors shared 

an understanding of equity as (1) recognizing diversity of students (implicitly 

or explicitly linked to racial diversity), their academic strengths and access to 

resources and (2) providing students with personalized support in order to 

maximize their opportunity for academic success (see Table 4). However, due 

its particular focus, the CRLA White Paper focused on classroom instruction 

(table continues on the next page)
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Organization’s 
Paradigmatic 
Text

Definition of 
Equity

Conceptualiza-
tion of Equity 
vis-á-vis Develop-
mental Educa-
tion

Engagement 
with Within-
Field Devel-
opmental 
Education 
Scholarship

CRLA White Paper 
on Raciolinguistic 
Justice

“Teaching the 
culturally and 
linguistically 
diverse students 
who actually sit 
with us, not the 
students others as-
sume are there…. 
It’s about learners’ 
rights to theoreti-
cally sound and 
evidence-based 
curriculum devel-
oped by expert 
educators” (Arm-
strong as cited in 
Author et al. 6-7)

Developmental 
education is an 
equity practice; de-
velopmental educa-
tors are experts who 
create and teach 
theoretically sound 
and evidence-based 
curriculum 	

Over-representa-
tion of practi-
tioner scholar-
ship through 
citation: 207/309 
mentions were 
of practitioner-
scholars with 
an additional 
four two-year 
practitioner-
scholars cited as 
coauthors

DMACC Strategic 
Plan

None provided; 
implication that 
equity involves 
serving “under-
represented popu-
lations” (7)

None provided; 
developmental 
education is not 
mentioned in the 
text despite several 
references to stu-
dent success

None provided

(Table 4 cont.)

while the other three documents used a broader lens (sometimes nebulously 

so) to discuss equity.

The texts also differed in their representation of the role of develop-

mental education, and particularly developmental educators, in promot-

ing postsecondary equity. In fact, authors’ presentation of developmental 

education provided the greatest variation between the texts ranging from 

claims that developmental education is inherently inequitable (CCA) to 

developmental education is an equity practice (CRLA). Significantly, erasure 

of developmental educators as engaged in the work of enacting equity and 
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student success practices was common among all three texts authored by 

non-developmental education practitioners.

Authors’ citation practices followed a similar pattern as there was 

significantly greater engagement with Within-Field Developmental Education 

scholarship in the CRLA White Paper, including mentions of publications 

by both two- and four-year practitioners (see Table 3). The CRLA authors also 

included more mentions of Out-of-Field Practitioners although the piece had 

fewer mentions of Non-Practitioner Researchers at the two and four-year levels 

as well as Policy Organizations and Government-affiliated authors. While the 

included documents are not intended to draw definitive conclusions about 

the citation practices of an entire field or its detractors, we note the significant 

variation between these particular documents—all of which are purported 

to address a practitioner audience interested in equity and developmental 

education. Despite these differences in citation and conceptualization of 

the relationship between developmental education and equity, common 

threads existed between the within-field practitioner-scholars and non-

practitioner scholars’ conceptualizations of equity as specific, individualized 

support for students.

Across the texts—and the stakeholders they represent—a common 

definition of equity is a necessary starting point for achieving our shared goal 

of success for all college students. Our critical discourse analysis illuminates 

a growing commitment to racial equity amongst stakeholders within profes-

sional organizations, policy organizations, and colleges that directly deliver 

developmental education courses. This increased engagement, research, 

policy change, and pedagogical emphasis provides significant reason for 

optimism that equity will continue to occupy a central place in the work 

that we do.

Nevertheless, challenges remain, foremost among them the fact that 

many of these conversations continue to occur in relatively isolated con-

texts and with reliance on assumptions that, when examined closely, often 

undercut the equity work being championed. As we have demonstrated 

above, it remains common for policy-driving groups, research organizations, 

and educational institutions to approach developmental education using a 

top-down model in which policymakers and college administrators dictate 

policy (often based on quantitative data) that rarely integrates the qualita-

tive experience of developmental education instructors and students. We 

highlighted repeated instances in which such actors either erase practitioners 

or present them as incapable, uninterested in, or hostile to the co-creation 
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of policy and praxis that would serve our developmental education students 

effectively, efficiently, and with compassion.

Our analysis uncovers how relative consistency in equity language 

does not yet ensure that the assumptions and actions behind this language 

are uniform across policymakers, scholars, administrators, and professional 

organizations in the field of developmental education. Further, our findings 

foreshadow graver concerns than incongruence of language: within a context 

in which equity is under direct political attack and in which administrators 

and policymakers seek to develop accommodationist strategies to avoid 

political attention or anticipated financial challenges such as cuts to state 

funding, it is clear that equity is under siege on multiple fronts.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Below, we offer recommendations for practitioners and policy ana-

lysts engaging in practices that promote genuine equity across the field of 

developmental education. There are no easy answers here. Instead, there 

are guidelines for commitments and actions that we believe will lead to the 

advancement of equity work. Above all, we offer an alternative set of priori-

ties and a framing structure that we believe will be more effective and more 

ethical than the ones highlighted in our analysis above.

Recommendations for Scholarship

Although we intentionally write to a practitioner-oriented audience, 

we recognize our readers’ engagement in scholarship and begin by noting 

how our findings further illustrate massive inequity in citation: if publi-

cations were genuinely committed to being inclusive of all voices, they 

would include more practitioner and practitioner-scholar voices. As noted 

in the College Conference on Composition and Communication (CCCC)’s 

“Position Statement on Citation Justice in Rhetoric, Composition, and 

Writing Studies,” “Citation is about giving credit to those whose thinking 

has informed and preceded our own. It is also how disciplines determine 

epistemological legitimacy. It is thus crucial that we attend to the politics 

and social justice implications of citation.” When developmental educa-

tors are not cited in scholarship on developmental education reform, their 

epistemological and practical contributions to equity work in the field are 

marginalized and erased. Therefore, it is essential that reformers, researchers, 

and policymakers engage in concerted effort and sustained commitment to 
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citational justice that includes such producers of knowledge as substantive 

voices in this work.

Recommendations to Actively Engage in, with, and for the Field

Although we sometimes reference practitioners in this piece with an 

insistent optimism that sees them as sharing in the overall set of values that 

drives our own work, we also recognize the long list of scholar-practitioners 

who have previously called for the need for increased engagement among 

Writing Studies professionals, particularly from the two-year college or other 

open access contexts (Andelora; Sullivan). For example, Toth and Sullivan 

concluded that the Teacher-Scholar model of two-year teaching is “more 

aspirational than descriptive of the majority of two-year college English 

faculty” (250). Four years later, Suh and Jensen reported similar findings 

among basic writing instructors across postsecondary institutional contexts. 

In response to the significant pressures facing many aspiring two-year college 

teacher-scholar-activists, Cheri Lemieux Spiegel advocates for embracing a 

“revolution-ish approach,” which she describes as affording flexibility, as-

piring to a culture of innovation rather than fixating on a single battle, and 

a gentleness towards self to recognize when “to press pause on my tactics 

and await the next right moment” (11). In his invitation to two-year English 

faculty to engage as developmental education teacher-scholar-activists, Sul-

livan encourages practitioners to (1) recognize their ability to contribute, (2) 

focus on little actions that can create compounding impacts, and (3) engage 

in the work of both enacting equitable practices and also communicating 

with other stakeholders about the value of our contributions (Suh et al., 

“Teacher”). Sullivan and Lemieux Spiegel remind us of the importance of 

our engagement with our profession and field in order to serve our students, 

and we call on our peers to prioritize this aspiration.

Recommendations for Accounting for Labor in Scholarly 
Production

The citational injustice discussed previously is magnified by the lack 

of equity that scholars face when engaging in the labor of research and 

publication. Therefore, an explicit effort must be made to value the labor 

that goes into scholarship and to consider whether such labor is valued by 

a scholar’s institution. As many readers are well aware, the amount of labor 

required to produce a scholarly work is significant, particularly when such 

scholarship draws not only upon the literature but also upon classroom 
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experiences or observations, engagements with students, and interactions 

with colleagues. These lived experiences can nuance the writing of practi-

tioner-scholars in impactful ways, and scholars should work to amplify the 

voices and expertise of practitioner-scholars who engage in publication on 

top of heavy teaching loads and in institutional contexts where scholarly 

productivity is not a measure for tenure or promotion (Klausman et al., see 

Toth’s volume on transfer for an example of how a four-year scholar actively 

sought to amplify and engage with two-year scholar-practitioner perspec-

tives in both scholarship and practice). Given the conditions under which 

many practitioner-scholars engage in scholarship, the erasure or silencing of 

their perspectives is especially problematic, yet much of their work has been 

undervalued and sometimes outright ignored in texts by non-practitioner 

researchers or policy-driving organizations (Suh et al. “Unvoicing”). Bethany 

has direct experience with practitioner silencing and erasure: like the other 

faculty who participated in strategic plan retreats, she was unnamed in her 

college’s final strategic plan document and her academic presentations at 

conferences and her publications are not considered by her institution as 

necessary or as even meaningfully contributing to her faculty role. 

Recommendations for Prioritizing Antiracism in Equity Work 

Across the analyzed texts, equity was explicitly and implicitly connect-

ed to race. Indeed, fundamental to the concept of equity is the understanding 

that people of different racial and ethnic backgrounds face disparities in ac-

cess to privilege, to resources, to opportunities, and ultimately to outcomes 

(USC Race and Equity Center). Two of the field’s largest professional organiza-

tions, CRLA and NOSS, have explicated the connection between racial equity 

and developmental education (Armstrong, personal communication; Suh et 

al. Clarifying; Suh et al. Raciolinguistic Justice). Through white papers, official 

statements, and conference themes and strands among other professional 

development opportunities, these organizations have worked to foreground 

the role of developmental educators in promoting racial justice. In order for 

developmental educators to work with other student success stakeholders, 

it is essential that we unite behind a common understanding of our work 

as advancing racial equity.

However, antiracism cannot fall into the trap of prioritizing virtue 

signaling or performativity over authentic and holistic advocacy for equity. 

In some cases, this happens when organizations make vague references to 

increased outcomes for students across racial groups or when they use terms 



28

Emily K. Suh and Bethany E. Sweeney

like “inclusion,” “belonging,” or even “equity” without providing a clear 

definition (“Changing Lives, Empowering Communities”).

Being intentionally antiracist means spending time doing the actual 

work and not focusing our energies on merely signaling that we are doing 

the work. That sometimes means compromising, accepting less-than-perfect 

solutions, and accepting that incremental change, while never the ultimate 

goal, can be a viable strategy along the way. After all, “if we want a world with 

less suffering and more flourishing, it would be useful to perceive complexity 

and complicity as the constitutive situation of our lives, rather than as things 

we should avoid” (Shotwell). Equity work is often messy and imperfect, and 

that’s something we need to commit to embracing.

This means that we need to work intersectionally and sometimes even 

across ideological lines. There are a lot of challenges facing our students 

and our colleagues. They all matter, and they all tie back into core systems 

of oppression. As developmental educators, we see how these intersecting 

oppressions daily impact the lives of our students. However, we also see 

evidence of collaboration and reason for hope. On our own campuses, we 

intentionally seek to collaborate with food pantries, free clinics, and com-

munity resource groups that honor the humanity of our students and their 

full lives outside of our classrooms. We also partner with faculty who do not 

identify as developmental educators. Emily, for example, is collaborating 

with biology faculty and success staff to support students who are blocked 

from taking the entry-level course until they have completed their develop-

mental coursework. Bethany is actively working to promote college policies 

that lower course material costs and expand access to support services that 

aim to lessen the impact of non-academic barriers for students.

As important as doing the day-to-day equity work of practitioners is, we 

believe that we all also have a duty to engage with the research and policy be-

ing created by reformers and policy groups. This is a challenging task because 

many developmental educators are spread impossibly thin. However, if we 

want to build a strong voice in developmental education reform conversa-

tions, we need to both ensure that we keep our intersectional, coalitional 

approach by prioritizing working with multiple groups, stakeholders, com-

munity partners, etc., and ensure that we are pressing for a place at the table 

with the groups that don’t proactively include us.

To make this sustainable, we need to commit to devoting our full focus 

to one or two areas, but also to doing the work of lifting up other voices and 

other work as we focus on centering our own priorities, prioritizing collabo-

ration and cooperation over competition. This means that we may need to 
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strategically alter our language at times. We may need to use the arguments 

that we know will convince our audience, even when the arguments that best 

reflect our own views are different. But we should never accept conditions 

that require equity to be sidelined or put on the back burner.

Always, working for equity means insisting on claiming our space 

and our right to be a part of the conversation and of the decision-making 

process. It is this principle that guided our decision to draw from Chisholm’s 

legacy. After serving four years in the New York state legislature, Chisholm 

ran for the U.S House of Representatives without support from party lead-

ership—and won. During her time in Washington, D.C., Congresswoman 

Chisholm introduced over 50 pieces of legislation to support people of color, 

immigrants, working class individuals, and women and children (Bring Your 

Own Chair). Chisholm’s encouragement to “bring a folding chair to the 

table” calls upon us to provide insistent presence, even when—especially 

when—it makes people uncomfortable. As Chisholm’s political career can 

attest, it is a strategy that works, and one we believe needs to be given a more 

prominent place in higher ed advocacy.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, we believe that if we rectify the inequity with which various 

stakeholders in this conversation have been positioned by removing existing 

deficit framings of developmental education, we can bring all parties to the 

table to develop a unified equity-minded practice. Our field has the potential 

to both thrive in its own right and to advance the cause of equity and belong-

ing more broadly across postsecondary education for policymakers, faculty, 

and students alike. This kind of work has never been more critical: given the 

current political demonization of educators of all kinds at the national, state, 

and local levels, it is essential that we join forces to build meaningful equity 

and justice within our profession and for the students we serve.

NOTES

1.	 According to the “About Us” page on the CCRC website, the organization 

exists “to help community colleges enrich the lives of every student who

passes through their doors. . . to promote a more just higher education 

system and a more just society.”

2.	 In their About Us page, the organization states, “We believe higher

education has a choice: to continue to reflect the racial, social, and

economic injustice in society—or reimagine our systems to be engines 
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of equity, prosperity, and hope,” and they enact this vision by scaling 

structural reforms and promoting policy changes.

3.	 Although we view these first two organizations as professional orga-

nizational homes for developmental education at the national level, 

we note that only CRLA explicitly names its ongoing commitment to 

developmental education, listing “Reading, Learning Assistance, De-

velopmental Education, Tutoring, Mentoring” as its foci at the top of 

its webpage (CRLA). In contrast, we surmise NOSS’ continued interest 

in developmental education based upon its previous name and engage-

ment with Developmental Education, Developmental English/Literacy, 

and Developmental Mathematics (as evidenced by 2023 conference 

session titles and descriptions).

4.	 New Directions for Community Colleges is a quarterly, peer-reviewed 

journal of “evidence-based and research-oriented accounts that shape 

policy and practice” in community college education (New Directions). 

Articles often limit methodological and statistical findings discussions 

in favor of implications relevant to community college administrators 

and faculty leaders.
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