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F EATu R ES

In his essay “Many Thousands Gone,” the 
20th-century novelist and social critic 
James Baldwin observed, “The story of the 

Negro in America is the story of America—or, 
more precisely, it is the story of Americans. It 
is not a very pretty story[.]” In the passage and 
the essay, Baldwin pointedly condemns how 
popular culture reinforces stereotypes of Afri-
can Americans. But had he written the essay 
today, more than 60 years later, he could have 
just as easily been describing what is going on 
in introductory US history courses. 

Because, in 2017, the story of African Amer-
icans enrolled in introductory US history 
courses is the story of the course itself. More 
precisely, it is the story of all students, particu-
larly those from historically underrepresented 
backgrounds, who enroll in the course. And it, 
too, is not a pretty story. This may seem hyper-
bolic, but it is supported by evidence. 

Over the past three years, 32 colleges and 
universities have worked with the nonprofit 
organization I serve—the John N. Gardner 
Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate  

Education—to produce a study of introducto-
ry US history courses. This analysis was con-
ducted with the help of my colleague, Brent 
M. Drake, the chief data officer at Purdue Uni-
versity and a research fellow at the Gardner In-
stitute, who also helped with the data analysis 
in this article. The Gardner Institute’s mission 
is to work with postsecondary educators to 
increase institutional responsibility for and 
outcomes associated with teaching, learning, 
retention, and completion. Through these 
efforts, the institute strives to advance higher 
education’s larger goal of achieving equity 
and social justice. I had the privilege of pre-
senting the findings as part of a preconference 
workshop at the 2017 AHA annual meeting.

Our data set includes outcomes for nearly 
28,000 students enrolled in an introducto-
ry US history course at one of the 32 insti-
tutions during the academic years 2012–13, 
2013–14, and 2014–15. These institutions 
included 7 independent four-year institutions, 
6 community colleges, 2 proprietary institu-
tions, 5 public research universities, and 12 

regional comprehensive public institutions, 
and all agreed to have their data included in 
the study. From the data, we sought aggregate 
and disaggregated rates of D, F, W (any form 
of withdrawal), and I (incomplete) grades in 
introductory US history courses. While not 
perfectly representative, the data allow for 
meaningful scrutiny of who succeeds and who 
fails in introductory US history courses.

The range of DFWI grades in these courses 
across the 32 institutions was 5.66 percent to 
48.89 percent, and the average DFWI rate 
was 25.50 percent. This means that nearly 
three quarters of all students enrolled earned a 
C or better. One could argue that this DFWI 
rate results simply from upholding standards 
and rigor. But troubling trends emerge upon 
disaggregating the same data by demograph-
ic variables—trends that may very well reveal 
that the term “rigor” enables institutionalized 
inequity to persist.  

Race, family income levels (based on 
whether a student receives a Pell Grant), 
gender, and status as a first-generation 
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teach, then it is important to remember that 
you have agency to address this.

As historians, we know that we are agents 
of history acting in history to shape it. 
Therefore, I encourage you to shape history 
by reshaping the history courses you teach. 
In the process, you may very well be creating 
a much more hopeful and “prettier” story.

Andrew K. Koch, PhD, is chief operating officer 
of the John N. Gardner Institute for Excellence in 
Undergraduate Education. The data informing 
this analysis will be the subject of a further 
Gardner Institute report, by Koch and Brent 
Drake, on introductory courses in multiple 
subjects and student outcomes. 
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very same populations that are least likely 
to enroll and succeed in college—under-
represented minority, first-generation, and 
low-income students—will constitute larger 
percentages of high school graduates and be-
ginning college students.2 While they might 
not lack the cognitive wherewithal to learn 
and succeed, they often lack the cultural 
capital and sense of social belonging their 
more advantaged counterparts possess. A 
single failure can confirm preexisting atti-
tudes that “I’m just not college material” or 
that “I don’t belong here.” 

But there is hope: methods and means 
that can help counter these trends. Such 
methods include increasing expectations for 
our students, engaging with them, and di-
recting them to available academic support.

Our knowledge about what works in 
postsecondary teaching and learning has 
advanced significantly since the end of the 
20th century. New approaches include the 
use of evidence-based, active-learning strate-
gies in college courses of various sizes. These 
strategies improve outcomes for all students, 
especially those from the least advantaged 
backgrounds.3 Also showing great promise 
is the use of embedded (therefore required) 
support for all students—since, as the 
higher education researcher Kay McClenny 
notes, “at-risk students don’t do optional.”4 
And providing early and frequent feedback 
in courses—increasingly by using predictive 
analytics and intervention mechanisms—
also has benefits.5 

So now that you know this, what will you do? 
Will you examine data from your institution 
to see if comparable trends exist in the courses 
you teach? If you find them, will you explore 
the resources available to you and use them 
to redesign your courses—both their structure 
and the way you teach them? Will you reach 
out to students? Will you explore professional 
development activities provided through your 
institution’s center for teaching excellence or 
through entities like the American Histor-
ical Association’s Teaching Division or the 
International Society for the Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning in History?

In an era of “alternative facts” and “extreme 
vetting,” it is easy to feel powerless. But the 
issues in introductory history courses—a form 
of vetting, too—existed long before the atmo-
sphere following the 2016 election. That is not 
an alternative fact. If inequity in the United 
States concerns you, and inequitable outcomes 
exist in the courses you and your colleagues 

college student are the best predictors of 
who will or will not succeed in introducto-
ry US history courses. As fig. 1 shows, the 
likelihood of earning a D, F, W, or I grade is 
lower for Asian American, white, and female 
students who are not first generation and do 
not receive a Pell Grant. It is higher, some-
times significantly higher, for every other 
demographic group. 

Some see failing a course as beneficial: it 
can be a reality check that helps students 
learn what is necessary to succeed in college 
and may even help point toward programs 
for which they are “better suited.” The 
problem with that consoling argument is 
the fact that for some students, failure in 
even one course such as introductory US 
history predicts ultimate dropout from 
college altogether. 

Institutional dropout rates show that the 
students who took introductory US history, 
were otherwise in overall good academic 
standing, and opted not to return to the in-
stitution the following year were over twice 
as likely to have earned a D, F, W, or I in 
the course (42.87 percent) than retained 
students in good academic standing (19.27 
percent). Failure in the course, therefore, 
was not necessarily an indicator of being a 
bad student—because these students were 
otherwise in good academic standing—but 
was directly correlated with students’ depar-
ture decisions. Adding to these disturbing 
data are two national studies that show that 
college students who do not succeed in even 
one of their foundational- level courses are 
the least likely to complete a degree at any 
institution over the 11-year period covered 
by the studies.1 

When one considers the characteristics of 
students who are more likely to earn a D, 
F, W, or I in an introductory history course 
alongside the retention and completion im-
plications, it is clear that there is a problem. 
And this problem is that many well-estab-
lished approaches to teaching introducto-
ry history and other foundational college 
courses may be subtly but effectively pro-
moting inequity. 

This ugly picture can only get worse if 
teachers and professionals charged with 
supporting enrolled students continue with 
a business-as-usual approach. According 
to the Western Interstate Commission of 
Higher Education’s report, Knocking at the 
College Door, high school graduating class 
sizes are shrinking. At the same time, the 
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