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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a critical ethnography about the power that storytelling offers 

in creating sustainable community literacy programs. The research for this dissertation 

was conducted at a ten year-old grassroots community literacy organization, VOICES: 

Community Stories Past and Present, Inc., which is based in Tucson, Arizona. Interviews 

for this project were conducted over a period of two years and includes feedback from 

thirty-three board members, staff members, volunteers, and youth participants at the 

organization. The dissertation begins with the assertion that gaps in understanding 

between theory and practice lead to damaging assumptions about difference and 

inequality, especially in the realm of community-based programming. I argue that an 

expanded understanding of storytelling as reciprocal and transformative can bridge these 

misunderstandings.  

In order to bridge the divide between theory and practice, this project offers the 

concept of reciprocity, fleshed out by the work of Ellen Cushman and Pierre Bourdieu, to 

encourage both participants in community literacy programs, as well as administrators, to 

be more transparent about their goals by sharing individual experience. This concept of 

reciprocity is the foundation on which storytelling as an agent of transformation rests. 

The process of storytelling that this project proposes establishes advocacy journalism and 

witnessing as a precedent. In the stories about interviewing and storytelling that the 

narrators from VOICES share, reciprocity is performative in that it can be manipulated to 

fit the needs of specific rhetorical situations. But this performance is dependent on the 

audience. I suggest that contrary to many discussions in composition and rhetoric, the 
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tension between “addressed” and “invoked” audiences is an accurate one, and can be 

used to generate conversation about the assumptions and expectations of low-income 

youth and community literacy participants, in general. An addressed audience is 

necessary in order for stories to be transformative; which is ultimately the way that they 

create large-scale social change. The conclusion of this project argues that administrators 

and literacy workers must foster an ethic of sustainability, which can be achieved through 

storytelling in order to both honor difference and challenge inequality in ways that are 

meaningful to the participants in these programs.  
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PREFACE 

In the fall of 2005, I started working as the Writing Director at a ten year-old 

grassroots media and literacy organization in downtown Tucson called VOICES: 

Community Stories Past and Present. My primary responsibilities would be to coordinate 

an annual magazine, keep up with other publishing contracts, create our curriculum, and 

help youth involved in VOICES programs connect to higher education. At the time, I 

needed a job to help pay for graduate school, and VOICES sounded like a good way to 

make money and meet people at the same time. But instead, as the organization itself 

grew, so did my involvement and my thinking about the intersections between what I was 

doing at work and what I was doing in my graduate studies. This project you have in 

front of you started off small: in my first few months on the job, I kept a journal. As all of 

us in the office (both youth and adults) came to know each other better, we started to talk 

about race and class. The topic was always prescient, as our adult staff is relatively 

homogenous in terms of socioeconomic background (middle-class) and race (white), 

while the youth positions are filled with people from a variety of cultural, ethnic, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. As part of its philosophy and mission, VOICES believes 

that low-income youth do not receive the same educational (both extracurricular and in-

school) opportunities as do middle-income and affluent youth. As a result, VOICES 

recruits and hires 85% low-income youth for its programming. This socioeconomic 

make-up of the youth staff (who are paid for their work and hours spent at the office) 

creates a diverse office environment.  
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For that entire first year, I couldn’t stop saying things like, “It’s just so different 

from the university!”—the “it” was everything at VOICES from the teaching styles to the 

student population to the physical space where learning happened. During my time at the 

University of Arizona, I’d taught and learned alongside mostly white, middle-class 

students, teachers, and classmates. Issues of difference were ubiquitous, and even despite 

our best efforts, courses were so Westernized and traditional that the students who did not 

conform to those traditions stuck out. What happened at VOICES, I justified to myself, 

was “real” or “unfiltered.” I felt needed, like I had some greater purpose outside of the 

teaching I did at the university (to students whom I felt often resented me because I was 

young and female). I felt like I was in a position of power, that people looked to me for 

direction because I had specialized knowledge about writing that came from a university. 

In short, I felt valued. Looking back, I realize that this sense of power needs to be 

complicated, and that my experiences have implications for others who “do” community 

teaching.  

From observing the differences in my community work and my teaching at the 

university, I have realized that the ways we approach issues of difference and inequality 

in the field of rhetoric and composition are, although well-intentioned, often ill-suited for 

the action, reciprocity, and personal relationships needed to attack racism on a day-to-day 

basis. Those of us who enter community literacy programs to “make a difference” often 

find that we have been ill-prepared for the job; our expectations of what it means to seek 

literacy instruction out-of-school are often inaccurate and we show up with no tools to 

course-correct. In order to bridge this gap in understanding between theory and practice, 
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community literacy professionals (and those who train them) need a method of creating 

relationships and organizational structures that both values individual experience and also 

has the potential to create large-scale social change. This dissertation suggests that 

storytelling is that method.  

For the purposes of this project, I align my definition of storytelling with Victor 

Villanueva’s concept of autobiographical critique: autobiographical critique is not 

fictionalized, not used for entertainment purposes, and not self-indulgent or confessional. 

Instead, it is used as a way to “know our predispositions to see things in certain ways” 

(51). Storytelling—sharing individual experience in print, face-to-face, or as a 

pedagogical technique—is a way to understand how our own context influences our 

perceptions and assumptions. The work on storytelling here attempts to answer the 

questions, “what do we have to gain when we share individual experience1 in 

professional settings?” and “how can individual experience lessen the divide between 

theory and practice?”  

I gleaned this problem (and its potential solutions) from my time spent as an out-

of-school writing teacher and, most importantly, from the interviews I conducted with my 

subjects (who I call “narrators”). I interviewed staff, volunteers, founders, and youth 

participants at VOICES about how youth are treated as peers, and how adult mentors and 

staff often blur the lines between teacher, mentor and friend. Out of these interviews 

                                                

1 Language scholars have created many terms for of what to call “autobiographical”: personal experience, 
lived experience, personal evidence, personal narrative, etc. I most frequently use the term “individual 
experience” to illustrate the contextual and rhetorical nature of experience. I shy away from the term 
“personal” as it has negative connotations in the more objective-friendly literature of journalism and 
communications.  
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came the idea that the mentors and participants at VOICES must create relationships and 

community so that stories can be shared. I digitally recorded our interviews, typed up the 

transcriptions word for word, and then had the interviewees check the transcripts. These 

narrators have been my readers all along, approving drafts and questioning my 

assumptions. For several reasons, these narrators are not anonymous. First and foremost, 

these narrators operate in an environment where stories are power; although much of the 

information here regards sensitive issues of race and class, the ethos of the VOICES 

office is one of transparency and trust.2 In addition, the work environment at VOICES is 

so small, both physically and in terms of staffing, that any mention of specific job duties, 

story details, or personality quirks is an identifying feature. On top of this, many of these 

issues have already been discussed either in print or at staff meetings.  

The job of theory is to attempt to solve problems; difference and inequality is just 

one lens through which to view this kind of problem-solving. I have not come to critique 

our field’s handling of difference from a place of negativity, but rather from a place of 

excitement and possibility. I am fortunate to work in an environment where, pleasantly 

and unexpectedly, my co-workers have become family3; in this process, we have 

                                                

2 In order to accomplish the work that is done at VOICES, all staff and participants must be “on the same 
page” about the values and goals of the workplace. This transparency and trust is accomplished in various 
ways throughout the program year.  
3 This analogy of VOICES as family comes up time and again in this project. While some of the youth that 
VOICES serves come from family environments that are hurtful or disrespectful, many think of it as the 
best that a big, extended family has to offer. On any given day, there might be kids eating snacks at long 
tables; the baby of a staff member perched in the arms of a friend; 14 year-old boys trading insults on the 
stoop outside the front window, Monster energy drinks in hand. When I refer to VOICES as a family, I 
refer to the vibrancy, chaos, and love that comes from days and years of close interaction. I believe this 
emphasis on sticking together, even through potentially difficult conversations and situations, makes the 
interviews that much more honest, and my research that much more rich.  
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discovered together that extraordinary things are possible when we remember that each 

student and each mentor is a whole person: we carry around with us stories that can 

change lives. By working to establish the frameworks necessary to foster storytelling, 

professionals who work or volunteer at community literacy programs—and in 

classrooms—can create the relationships and systems to sustain the large-scale change 

that is possible when transformative stories are shared with real, “addressed” audiences.  
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CHAPTER 1: THE DIVIDE BETWEEN DIFFERENCE AND 

INEQUALITY: THEORY (LOGIC) VS. PRACTICE (BELIEF) 

VOICES: Community Stories Past and Present, Inc. occupies a looming white 

storefront in downtown Tucson. One of those downtowns that’s constantly under 

renovation, Tucson’s historic business district hit its heydey in the 1940s. Since then, the 

old buildings have been taken over by tattoo shops, a handful of bars, a wig store, and a 

smattering of banks. Law offices and the city government buildings provide the bulk of 

the street traffic during the week. At 4:50 every afternoon, middle-aged business suits in 

plastic identification lanyards start their pilgrimages home. Slowly, the city center 

empties out. But at the end of the day, the red neon VOICES sign is still buzzing in the 

window, teenagers with long wallet chains and earth tone backpacks loitering next to the 

glass double doors.   

 The mission of VOICES is to provide documentary arts and storytelling skills to 

low-income Tucson youth as a way to increase their engagement in the public square, 

visibility in the community, and access to higher education. The program was 

incorporated in 1999 as a 501c3 (nonprofit) and for the past ten years has published the 

neighborhood, tribal, family, and personal stories of youth ages 14-21 in print and on the 

radio. 110º: Tucson’s Youth Tell Tucson’s Stories is an annual magazine published by 

VOICES and distributed by southern Arizona’s largest newspaper, the Arizona Daily 

Star; 110º is the flagship program of VOICES, serving upwards of thirty youth per 

program year. In addition to the 110º program, VOICES also offers a year-round 
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freelance journalist training program and a variety of book projects that capture the 

stories of often marginalized voices in Tucson history. In its early years, VOICES 

functioned as an oral history organization, documenting the stories of Tucson’s Mexican-

American barrios, downtown, and Tucson’s housing projects, as well as cataloguing the 

stories of World War II veterans and their families. During these years, VOICES 

published three books: Snapped on the Street, a scrapbook-style coffee table book about 

Tucson in the 1930s and 40s, Don’t Look At Me Different/ No Me Veas Differente, a 

completely bilingual collection of oral histories from the now-bulldozed Connie 

Chambers Housing Projects, and They Opened Their Hearts, a collection of oral histories 

from Tucson-area World War II veterans conducted by Sierra Middle School 8th graders.  

In order to fully understand how VOICES works and came about, it’s important to 

understand where its programs are physically situated. Tucson, Arizona, is a town with a 

rich cultural heritage. With the Mexico border just sixty-some miles away, the town is a 

mixture of Mexican and American tradition. It is also a town of great economic disparity; 

the foothills of the Santa Catalina mountains, to the north, house some of the most 

exclusive resorts in the country, along with a handful of private boarding schools. 

Tucson’s south and far west sides, however, stand in stark economic contrast. Bordering 

on three separate Indian reservations, the south and west sides are predominantly 

Mexican-American and working class. Many street signs are in Spanish, and mom and 

pop raspados stands dot the corners. The south side houses Davis-Monthan Air Force 

base, the VA hospital, historic cathedrals, and Pay Day loan sharks. In place of the fancy 
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private schools are large public ones, many filled to capacity, struggling to comply with 

No Child Left Behind legislation. 

 The economic disparity found in Tucson, a place of great natural beauty, is 

highlighted by its proximity to the U.S./Mexico border. Those of us who live in a state of 

border-ness (neplanteras, as Gloria Anzaldúa puts it) constantly negotiate the beauty, 

determination, and hate that collide on the border. Organ Pipe National Monument, just 

south of the Tucson city limits, for example, is home to species of plants and animals 

found nowhere else on the planet; conversely, hundreds of border crossers die in this 

same park every year, their lives and stories silenced by controversial immigration 

legislation.  

 The youth staff and volunteers who spend time at VOICES are steeped in these 

cultural contradictions and traditions. But unfortunately, often notably absent from 

discussions about literacy and culture in Tucson is the University of Arizona, which 

physically occupies a large portion of the central part of the city. Founded as a land grant 

university, the University of Arizona has struggled to maintain a positive relationship 

with the deeply-rooted Tucson community. From my experience serving on literacy 

committees and talking to numerous Tucson youth about college, I know that the 

relationship between portions of the Mexican-American and Native American 

communities and the U of A is strained at best. The university, a green oasis 

distinguished by its red brick buildings, has tried and—in my opinion, failed—many 

times over the past several years to successfully attract, admit, and retain students of 

color. These strained relationships are always in the immediate background of the literacy 
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work done at VOICES: while the goal for many of the VOICES youth is to get a story 

published, many of them also hope that their involvement at VOICES is the first step on a 

path to college.  

THE PROBLEM: BRIDGING GAPS IN UNDERSTANDING 

Difference has been addressed in a variety of ways in our field, but it’s largely addressed 

through analysis, on the level of theory and not necessarily practice: as scholars, we find 

problems in the world around us and pick these problems apart in scholarship in an 

attempt to find solutions. Often at stake in discussion of theory is its uses: for whom is it 

written? What purpose(s) does it serve? In Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks examines 

the disconnect between theory and practice she sees in her own classroom practices. 

Speaking about feminist theory, she writes, 

We might ask ourselves, of what use is feminist theory that literally beats 
[women] down, leaves them stumbling bleary-eyed from classroom settings 
feeling humiliated, feeling as though they could easily be standing in a living 
room or bedroom somewhere naked with someone who has seduced them or is 
going to, who also subjects them to a process of interaction that humiliates, that 
strips them of their sense of value? […] For it is indeed the purpose of such theory 
to divide, separate, exclude, keep at a distance. And because this theory continues 
to be used to silence, censor, and devalue various feminist theoretical voices, we 
cannot simply ignore it. (65)   
 

hooks’ larger call is to redefine theory as a social practice, a move that is echoed in this 

dissertation. hooks goes on to argue that there is a false separation between theory and 

practice, and that one cannot exist without the other. In this dissertation, I am concerned 

with the question, how can we tackle difference and inequality in both theory and 

practice? How can we move theory about race, class, and gender into the realm of the 
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everyday—beyond the classroom and into the physical places where youth who are 

served by community literacy programs hang out.  

Hector Heredia, now 29 and a graduate of the University of Arizona, began 

working with a pre-VOICES oral history project, Looking into the Westside, in the 

summer of 1997. Hector recalls a time when he realized that the way people outside of 

VOICES were talking about him and his social position was very different from the way 

Regina Kelly, his VOICES writing mentor and later Executive Director of the 

organization, talked about him: 

After the whole Looking into the Westside project, people were really interested in 
knowing who we were. [Regina and I went to] this benefit. It was a meeting or 
conference about this other organization. They were taking what they considered 
“youth at risk” and building them up and then teaching them that they can also be 
whatever, right? So we were in this meeting and these people are talking about 
how this organization really helped them and really helped focus who they were. 
There was a lawyer that came up and said, “if it wasn’t for this program I 
wouldn’t have had the chance…they really opened the door for me.” [And] I think 
there was a nurse or two.  
 
But at one point, all I could hear coming out of their mouths was, “youth at risk,” 
“youth at risk,” “youth at risk.” My blood just started boiling. One time, all right. 
But two times, three times, four times? Pssh. Like, I was just on fire. There came 
a point where they just asked questions. I was the very first one because I took the 
mic and I was like, “I can’t believe you’re up here praising these kids and putting 
these kids on a pedestal, but then you’re slapping them down by calling them 
youth at risk? I mean, what kind of an organization are you? It seems like you’re 
doing a good job, but then it’s like you’re using them and then hurting them at the 
same time! You’re building and destroying them at the same time!” I was all, 
“They were youth at risk. They’re not anymore. Don’t label them that.” After that 
I just dropped the mic and walked out because I was so pissed, you know. 
Because I could see the difference between how they were talking and how 
Regina spoke and they were both talking about the same thing.  
 
I hate those fucking words! You’re building these kids to think that they have the 
opportunity to be somebody and then you’re slapping them down by calling them 
“youth at risk.” That’s contradictory to me. If you’re going to give them a label or 
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call them anything else, make it positive, don’t make it negative. “Youth at risk.” 
So?  Who are you pointing your fucking finger at?4 

 

Hector’s problem with the term “at-risk youth” or “youth at risk” circles back to the 

question, “who is theory for? The term “at-risk” was born out of education theory5: 

theory that is supposed to help educators better understand and advocate for students 

from underserved backgrounds. But the term itself requires that two separate dialogues 

take place: one among educators, and another among those being educated. Hector hates 

the term “at-risk” because it makes him feel like damaged goods. But the people who use 

this hurtful term are the very people who supposedly insist upon his success.  

There are many attempts in our field to work through this paradox (that 

identifying or catering to underserved students also offers the opportunity to essentialize 

them.) The authors of This Bridge We Call Home talk about underrepresented students 

and the challenges the face by including multiple voices and writing styles to argue that 

“the politics of exclusion based on traditional categories diminishes our humanness” (17).  

On the opposite end of the spectrum, I find Stephen Brown’s Words in the Wilderness, 

which for its discussions of colonialist oppression in the classrooms of the Alaskan bush, 

accomplishes much less by silencing the students to whom it attempts to give voice. By 

not allowing the students to explain their own experiences, Brown ends up essentializing 

them as one category of Native Americans rather than students who are Native American, 

                                                

4 Hector wants to be very clear that his words (particularly the curse words) represent how angry the 
situation made him, not how ignorant he was. From my perspective, the curse words show just how hurtful 
and frustrating being misrepresented is.  
5 The term “at-risk” comes from the social reform movement of the 19th century; it was originally 
associated with job skills training.  
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as well as many other things (guitar players, Stephen King fans, etc). Fruitful discussion 

about difference and inequality, then, must bring together both those who are being 

represented and those who are creating the representation.  

 In many ways, this is a divide based on the gaps between logic and belief, as well 

as theory and practice. In Toward a Civil Discourse, Sharon Crowley uses the classical 

rhetorical tool of stasis theory to argue that when two sides cannot agree on an argument 

(agree to disagree), then no fruitful discussion can happen: “Argument entails the 

exchange of claims and evidence about a disputed position; minimally it requires an 

advocate to recognize that an opponent has a position on the issue at hand” (29). She 

continues on to analyze the ideological divides and ensuing political stalemates of the 

Bush years, arguing that the primary reason that Christian evangelicals and liberal 

humanists can’t agree on anything is that Christian fundamentalists argue from positions 

of belief (if they are willing to argue at all) and liberals argue from positions of logic. For 

my purposes, Crowley’s key point lies in her conclusion: even if two sides arrive at an 

argument, and they start to discuss, a stalemate may still ensue. What we are to do in this 

situation, suggests Crowley, is to tell stories. She writes that “perhaps the most persuasive 

stories in a polity are its myths” (198). If liberals can rely on the myths of 

fundamentalists, and lean in “with all the pathos and compelling detail they can muster,” 

they have a chance of altering the beliefs of their fundamentalist friends (199).  

In many ways, what Hector’s experience with the phrase “at-risk” is an example 

of a divide between logic and belief. Hector believed—and still does—that the term at-

risk is inaccurate. Today, he lives exactly the opposite everyday, as a college graduate, 
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new father, gainfully employed adult (as a teenager, it’s not hard to image that Hector, 

like many youth, was able to see his own potential; he wasn’t hopeless). But theory—

logic—would tell the largely white, well-intentioned mentors around his 19 year-old self 

the opposite, that he was a “tough guy” from the barrio who could falter into street life at 

any moment. When the two perspectives didn’t match up, the two rhetors were left 

without many options to continue the conversation. This lack of systems to maintain 

productive dialogue is where storytelling steps in.  

 

THE “PROBLEMATIC” OF EXPERIENCE TO THE RESCUE 

If theory attempts to make systemic change, or to solve problems on a systemic level, 

then there must be a point at which researchers working on theory meet up with, or come 

to understand, what the problems that need investigating are on the ground. For example, 

how could researchers know what problems need to be fixed if they don’t, in one way or 

another, confront the everyday? This is one of the problematics of “experience.” In their 

article of the same name, Min Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner call on compositionists to 

“exploit the tensions” between their teacher and research in order to create a more fluid 

understanding of how experience is used in critical pedagogy and ethnography. To this 

end, Lu and Horner point out the limits that compositionists and researchers typically 

encounter. For the compositionists—grassroots workers in every way—one of the 

primary obstacles is the limited capacity of individual storytelling (experience). While 

individual recountings of a specific experience (the feel of fresh, dewy grass between 

your toes) ties us to the uniqueness of that experience, the perception of that experience 
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(or at least, how it is relayed in language) provides relatively little evidence for systemic 

change. Herein lies the second part of the problematic, according to Lu and Horner: that 

individual experience only provides limited possibility for large-scale change. On one 

hand, I recognize and appreciate that storytelling can’t change the world; large scale 

social change doesn’t happen on the level of the individual story alone (it would be 

ridiculous to imagine meetings of the United Nations taking place solely in anecdote). 

But where Lu and Horner’s analysis falls short is in its recognition of the possibility that 

sharing individual experience provides as a model that can be used to create and maintain 

sustainable organizational systems.  

 There are many names for how we share stories: gossip, rumor, speaking out, 

folklore, myth, truth-telling, witnessing, advocacy, testimony. Each implies different 

action from both the speaker and the audience. “Truth-telling,” for example, implies 

danger; victims of hate crimes “speak out” against violence; Christians often share their 

“testimony” in hopes of bringing others to the faith. Even Crowley, in her most 

fundamental description of  how to arrive at a common argument, notes that both sides 

need an “advocate,” presumably to story-tell their way into stasis.  

 VOICES is an example of how community literacy nonprofits can embrace 

individual experience at every level of the organization—from the volunteers to the youth 

to the board of directors and staff. While the phrase “tell a story” implies an element of 

passivity, VOICES defines storytelling as a two-way street where transformation can 

occur for both rhetors and audiences. VOICES uses storytelling as a powerful tool to 

bridge gaps in understanding, create reciprocity, and encourage sustainable 
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organizational practices. The work of this dissertation is to detail how the VOICES 

method of storytelling is a model for creating sustainable and ethical community literacy 

practices.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 One of the difficulties in doing community work from a university perspective is 

the great disparity between the realities of life off-campus and daily living on-campus. 

This dissertation is built on interviews, rather than historical or rhetorical analysis 

because ethnographic research allows me to examine difference in ways that are often 

alien to university classrooms. For example, because of the longstanding relationships 

youth participants have with staff members, we are often able to have discussions about 

how race, class, gender and age collapse in their schools (the youth often feel as though 

they cannot speak out about these topics). Because there are no sixteen year-olds in 

university classrooms to address questions of difference and inequality from experience, 

the interviews (and ensuing conversations) were critical in accessing information that 

might otherwise not be available to a researcher. I have supplemented the interviews with 

rhetorical analysis of articles, already published via VOICES, as well as observations and 

conversations from the VOICES office environment. This analysis bolsters my 

understanding of how context and audience are at play in the performance of the 

interviews. The interviews for this project took place over eight months at a variety of 

locations. In order to get the fullest story possible, I interviewed 33 narrators who have 
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been involved with VOICES on a variety of levels: youth, staff, founders, volunteers, and 

board members.  

The questions I asked were intended to gauge how narrators view their positions 

and goals in the VOICES environment. I was interested in this because I suspected that 

the experiences youth had at VOICES were different from the experiences they had at 

their schools. From spending time with the youth, I thought that they valued their time at 

VOICES because they were not treated like stereotypical “at-risk” youth, but rather as 

whole people. What this hunch told me was that there is something unique about how the 

youth are treated at VOICES, as opposed to other educational environments (although 

certainly there are times when the youth feel “well-treated” in both spaces). The 

responses to my questions, as I suspected, proved my hunch—but what I was surprised 

by was how complex and often contradictory the feedback was. For example, many of 

my questions asked, simply, “how do you describe VOICES?” Or, “what is your role at 

VOICES?” The answers to these questions varied widely, which was emblematic of 

larger confusion about our mission. Some youth, for instance, described VOICES only in 

terms of a job, while others described it as a family, and yet others described it in terms 

of strict skill-building (“a place where you learn how to write.”). To even further 

complicate the findings, many of the adult staff talked about the issue of capacity: 

because VOICES is so many things to so many different people, we often try to fulfill 

these expectations to the detriment of our own institutional health. This is where my 

focus on sustainability comes from: when I found that everyone had different 
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expectations of what VOICES would and should provide, it only made sense that we 

were all working ourselves in ways that are not helpful.  

 Like many ethnographers, the constant contact I have with my site and my 

interviewees is at once advantageous and troublesome. On the positive side, my insider 

position as Writing Director leaves me privy to all of the inner workings of the 

organization and the people it serves. The open environment of the VOICES office also 

feeds into this. For example, at any given time I know which youth got straight As last 

quarter (Zack!) and what our Executive Director pays in rent (she gets a good deal). To 

this end, it has been difficult to discern what is dissertation material and what is personal 

material. I consider the narrators in this study my close friends and confidants, my 

support system, my extended family.  This is nothing new in ethnography, and I turned to 

many models  in order to navigate the ethical dilemmas that have cropped up along the 

way. 

 In particular, I looked to Elizabeth Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis’s oral history 

of mid-twentieth century lesbian bar communities, Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold. In 

the introduction, they recall that being a member of the community they researched is 

often a double-bind6. On one hand, Kennedy and Davis feel that they need to be strong 

ethical models in order to draw narrators for their project. On the other hand, the 

interview material often positions them as guardians of their community. They say, 

                                                

6 In no way do I want to give off the impression that I consider myself part of the at-risk youth population; 
my childhood was quite the contrary. But I do count myself as part of the VOICES staff, many of whom 
have close, family-like relationships with the youth and their families.  
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We felt—rightly or wrongly—the need to be models of respectability and 
sensitivity in order to convince people that we were trustworthy and that the 
project was worthy of their participation. We also had to manage our personal 
lives carefully so that we did not inadvertently become involved in community 
tensions and rifts, thereby limiting our access to those who might help us find 
narrators. It was also essential to guard against using the research to personal 
advantage in our social lives. (18) 
 

The environment that VOICES creates for the youth—very much a safe space—is 

mirrored for adults. As a result, I often feel like I’m working with family. If I sensed 

potential trouble with a youth during an interview, I pointed it out to the other adult staff. 

If a policy or program element came up for discussion in a meeting and a youth had 

recently addressed it during an interview, I brought it up. In this way, the role of the 

researcher was a huge responsibility.  

 As is mentioned above and in the preface, the narrators in this project and I 

decided, collaboratively, not to choose pseudonyms. The reasoning for this was threefold: 

firstly, a pseudonym would forfeit narrators’ right to having their name associated with 

their successes and failures. This practice seemed antithetical to the mission of VOICES: 

to tell stories in order to humanize the authors and make connections amongst readers and 

writers. Secondly, almost every detail of working at VOICES is a potentially identifying 

feature because the organization is so small. If I were to use pseudonyms, the available 

data I could use would have shrunk drastically. Lastly, many of the stories contained here 

have already been publicly documented either in print or in staff meetings or office 

conversations.  

 I also want to add a note here about the importance of working with a research 

site, rather than on it. Researchers aren’t always great at communicating what we want 
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with our research sites. This has been a problem at VOICES in the past. As a nonprofit in 

a university town, we are often asked to allow researchers into our programs. These 

researchers come from a variety of disciplines: education, youth development, English, 

journalism, art. After several disastrous service learning experiences, the VOICES board 

drafted a research policy (see appendix), which states that all research done at VOICES 

must have an explicit application and benefit to VOICES. Researchers must also keep 

updated records of their presentations of the research. I bring this up because this 

research policy has influenced how I have conducted my research; for example, without 

fully disclosing the names and positions of my narrators, the research is nearly useless to 

VOICES after I am gone, as the anonymous data would need to be locked up for only one 

person to see. This is not helpful for others on staff when they could use the information 

to justify our case to funders and policy makers.  

This research policy also affects how the intellectual property of VOICES is 

managed through this (and other) studies. For example, this chapter includes an in-depth 

history of VOICES, the only one to be published. Everyone involved with the 

organization has an opinion on how it started, who started it, whose idea was whose, etc. 

To ensure that the information here is as accurate as possible, I’ve had the narrators not 

only do “find” searches for their names, but to also check over other narratives of 

situations for which they were present. In this dissertation I have also made attempts to 

value the complex, sometimes conflicting goals and responsibilities that my interviewees 

and I have. This dissertation is about ethnographic methods in many ways. It is the 
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methodology for this project, but it is also a framework for the ethical concerns that must 

be addressed when working collaboratively with subjects in the field.  

 

OTHER VOICES  

Exploring Difference in Rhetoric and Composition 

 This section sets up the divide between theory and practice that exists in our field. 

But rather than survey the whole of theory that is related to rhetoric and composition, I’m 

looking specifically at theory that relates to difference and inequality. I chose this focus 

because issues of inequality are prevalent in the stories written at VOICES. I also chose 

difference and inequality as my focus because I believe one of the biggest chasms 

between what is logically thought (theory) and what is believed and lived (practiced) 

happens in this topic area.  

When Hector Heredia started working at VOICES in the late 1990s, the goal of 

the program was not to address the factors of race, class, gender, sexuality on the level of 

the personal. The goal of the program was to teach low-income youth oral history and 

photography skills so they could document their communities. But as the oral history 

emphasis grew into the 110º After School Magazine Program, and as 110º grew into an 

annual insert in the Arizona Daily Star, the youth writing became less oral history, less 

reporting, and more first person narrative journalism. As a result, our dealings with 

difference and inequality also took a turn toward the personal. This path was not 

necessarily intended, but rather a natural growth of working with youth who wanted to 
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talk about what was going on in their lives; what was going on in their lives was related 

to, many times, inequality. And the way they wanted to deal with it was not distant or 

disassociated. They wanted to talk to audiences in the way they felt no one talked to 

them: frankly, honestly, and personally.  

Dealing with difference and inequality on a personal level has not hit the 

mainstream of scholarship in rhetoric and composition, although scholars who write from 

places of difference often call upon the personal as evidence for arguments about social 

justice and thus, push for such a shift in writing style and methodology. While we talk 

about these issues at great length in graduate classrooms and composition classrooms, in 

my own experience as a student, the personal is a method you get to do after you’ve 

proven yourself as a scholar who can discuss topics more objectively. While issues of 

difference and inequality are a powerful force in our literature, I don’t think anyone 

would argue that we have these conversations without an ever-present veil of extreme 

caution: the cyclical justifications, the reticence to “just say it.”  

 As scholars, people who should be in charge of our own professional language, 

we have the responsibility to ask ourselves what is fruitful about the way we currently 

discuss race and difference in academic discourse. In high theory, the “I” voice tends to 

be an anomaly because for all intents and purposes, it counteracts the very point of theory 

itself: to find macro explanations for macro problems. In her book Gender Trouble, 

Judith Butler argues that the very discrimination she so desperately wants to break 
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through is inherent in our everyday language, and this is why she chooses to write in a 

style that is, in my opinion, inaccessible7. She says, 

It would be a mistake to think that received grammar is the best vehicle for 
expressing radical views, given the constraints that grammar imposes upon 
thought, indeed, upon the thinkable itself. But formulations that twist 
grammar or that implicitly call into question the subject-verb requirements 
of propositional sense are clearly irritating for some. They produce more 
work for their readers, and sometimes their readers are offended by such 
demands. Are those who are offended making a legitimate request for 
“plain speaking” or does their complaint emerge from a consumer 
expectation of intellectual life? Is there, perhaps, a value to be derived 
from such experiences of linguistic difficulty? If gender itself is 
naturalized through grammatical norms, as Monique Wittig has argued, 
then the alteration of gender at the most fundamental epistemic level will 
be conducted, in part, through contesting the grammar in which gender is 
given. (xviii)  
 

I agree with Butler that we need a new grammar to deal with difference. She’s right that 

our language (“received grammar”) perpetuates the very stereotypes that make Hector so 

angry. Being named as a “youth at risk” was not accurate in Hector’s case; but in order 

for him to contest that naming in a systematic way (read: a way that would change not 

only that one speaker’s usage but also the larger educational research on “youth at risk” 

as a whole), Hector would have to alter, just like Wittig suggests, the grammar in which 

race and difference are constructed. 

But Butler’s assertion that impersonal writing is more rigorous than writing that 

uses specific personal experiences or personal references to make a point is what’s faulty. 

                                                

7 There have been countless times when I have needed to refer a writer to Butler (or a theorist who covers 
similar issues of gender normativity) as a way to do research for stories having to do with gender. But the 
writing prohibits huge audiences of readers, represented to me by some numbers of youth interested in 
theory and equality, from accessing her ideas. 
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These kinds of dichotomies (what’s more/less rigorous) only make the great divide that 

already exists between “I” writing and theoretical writing worse. This passage raises for 

me the ubiquitous question in activist circles of whether it’s more effective to work 

within set structures or to break down the structures entirely. My experience in the 

nonprofit world thus far has taught me that by and large, to effect change, we have to do 

both strategically.  

The role of the personal (as opposed to the theoretical) in this field is actually a 

question about the relevance of storytelling: why is it good or useful to tell stories about 

difference? At VOICES, we define storytelling as a way of taking the “I” to the “we”: 

using personal experience to make a larger, otherwise inaccessible point about the world 

around us. We see an increasing number of works like these in our field: Possible Lives, 

by Mike Rose, Bootstraps, by Victor Villanueva. We also see storytelling as an inroad to 

numerous ethnographies about writing and rhetoric that address difference from both a 

personal and theoretical voice: The Extraordinary Work of Ordinary Writing, by Jennifer 

Sinor, Roxanne Mountford’s The Gendered Pulpit. Each of these scholarly explorations 

uses personal experience as the jumping-off point from which academic inquiry is 

conducted. This action of connecting lived experience to larger community (or scholarly) 

interests is the foundation for the VOICES philosophy of taking the “I to the we.” What 

the field of rhetoric and composition needs more of is works that directly quote from or 

are written by authors who have direct experience with difference and inequality, 

whatever that experience may be.  
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There is much to talk about in terms of theories of personal writing, writing 

personal truths, or writing as therapy, but that’s not the point of this dissertation. My 

purpose is to demonstrate how VOICES has, over the years, developed some tools to 

handle difference on the level of the personal. The tools that we have developed are: (1) 

creating mentoring structures that value difference and challenge inequalities; (2) using 

the interviewing and writing process to connect youth to themselves and those who are 

different from them; and (3) teaching rhetoric as a way of altering the landscape of the 

mass media. All of these tools combined amount to handling difference on the level of 

the personal as well as the theoretical. These tools also allow the youth at VOICES to 

write such honest stories about difference and inequality for the mass media.  

Giving students the tools to talk about race is not a new concept in rhetoric. What 

is relatively new is creating more than one way (the good old “safe space”) to challenge 

students to talk about these issues. In her article “Difficult Stories: Service Learning, 

Race, Class, and Whiteness,” Ann Green argues that students enrolled in service-learning 

programs should articulate their experiences in meaningful first-person narration. This 

narration, she says, encourages students to tell difficult truths about their experiences 

with service-learning: 

Rather than encouraging students to tell the familiar story of how service-learning 
feels good, teachers of service-learning can work with students to tell difficult 
stories. Telling the difficult story requires a willingness to break our silences 
around race, class, and service. For those of us who are white, this means 
beginning the work of dismantling racism by unpacking white privilege. For those 
of us who are middle class, this means acknowledging differences of class, caste, 
and culture and not assuming that those who are working class or poor want 
middle class culture or aspire to middle class materialism. (277)  
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This is all true, and I agree with Green. But I think she needs to go one step further and 

acknowledge that “dismantling racism by unpacking white privilege” is not something 

that happens easily, willingly, or should occur without careful guidance. Green 

acknowledges, most students enrolled in service learning are white and middle-class. 

With that social standing comes a certain degree of entitlement to tell stories: stories 

about encountering tough racial boundaries from privileged perspectives are printed 

every week in the New Yorker, in Time magazine, National Geographic, the New York 

Times. But it is the stories about racial, sexual, and other boundaries told from 

minoritized perspectives that are also very difficult to tell, inside of a classroom or not.   

If theory must be social practice and social practice is what allows honest 

conversation about race, it is necessary to consider the climate that receives stories about 

difference. In his book Racism without Racists: Color Blind Racism and the Persistence 

of Racial Inequality in the United States, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva argues that rather than 

carry on the tradition of Jim Crow-era racism (“No coloreds allowed,” etc.), the 

American white majority has shifted to denying the existence of racism at all. “Color-

blind racism,” or “racism lite,” as Bonilla-Silva calls it, is particularly dangerous because 

it masquerades as racial tolerance. Bonilla-Silva says that color-blind racism justifies 

inequality by blaming people of color: 

[C]olor-blind racism otherizes softly (“these people are human, too”); 
instead of proclaiming God placed minorities in the world in a servile 
position, it suggests they are behind because they do not work hard 
enough; instead of viewing interracial marriage as wrong on a straight 
racial basis, it regards it as “problematic” because of concerns over the 
children, location, or the extra burden it places on couples. (3) 
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Bonilla-Silva is careful to note that he does not write this theory with the intention of 

starting a witch hunt, but rather to point out large systems of racism that are going 

unnoticed. His theory is also central to my argument because the stories that are written at 

VOICES often highlight inequalities that are invisible to most people. To echo back to 

Green, it is simply not enough to talk about dismantling white privilege; as mentors and 

teachers, we have to consider the other kinds of inequality that are invisible to us from 

our adult perspectives of power. Talking about color-blind racism with people who are 

younger than us and who have less professional power than us requires deep 

relationships, patience, and trust.  

 One of the factors to consider when discussing color-blind racism is the language 

we use to consider race and difference. Again, I do not think it is too broad of an 

assumption to say that the language we most often use in our field to talk about racism 

can be presumptive and discouraging. In his recent article, "Memoria’ Is a Friend of 

Ours: On the Discourse of Color,” Victor Villanueva argues that people of color in the 

academy should reclaim the memory that their identity has been constructed by 

colonizers by candidly and emotionally talking about what it’s like to be colonized. In 

picking apart theory that addresses race in academic discourse, Villanueva says, 

[A]cademic discourse (complete with scare quotes and nominalizations) is 
insufficient, lacks emotional appeal. And though Aristotle thought it not right to 
sway with emotional appeals, he knew that the greatest impact on listeners is in 
fact the emotional. The personal here does not negate the need for the academic it 
complements, provides an essential element in the rhetorical triangle, an essential 
element in the intellect—cognition and affect. The personal done well is sensorial 
and intellectual, complete, knowledge known throughout mind and body, even if 
vicariously. And for the person of color, it does more. The narrative of the person 
of color validates. It resonates. It awakens, particularly for those of us who are in 
institutions where our numbers are few. (14-15)  
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Villanueva notes that the personal is most powerful for marginalized writers who work in 

institutions where their numbers are few; even a few voices out of many can affect 

broader perceptions about the direction of academic discourse. Similarly, by publishing 

in large newspapers, the youth who work at VOICES alter the landscape of the mass 

media.  

 In our field, there is a sizable body of work that uses the personal to discuss color 

blind racism and issues of class and other kinds of difference. I think primarily of Cherrie 

Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua’s This Bridge Called my Back, Ralph Cintron’s Angel’s 

Town, and Mike Rose’s Possible Lives. Each of these projects uses personal experience 

as primary, foundational evidence for a larger point. These are the books that have broken 

through, have made it to mass appeal in our field. But accessing these stories is not easy 

work (that’s why there are so few models). In Subtractive Schooling, Angela Valenzuela 

notes that many Latino/a students want reciprocal relationships with teachers or authority 

figures, but they have come not to expect these kinds of relationships in school 

environments; I would argue that this disbelief also carries over to work and other 

environments where there are strict power differentials between teenagers and adults. 

Valenzuela writes, “students’ weak power position relative to school personnel makes it 

incumbent that the adults be the initiators of social relationships” (104). In order to access 

stories that discuss difference, those in positions of power (teachers, editors, 

administrators) must make an effort to recognize already existent power differentials.  
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 There are many scholars in rhetoric who are exploring race and difference in the 

classroom from a pedagogical level. Although these scholars bring new insights to the 

conversation about the role of race theory in composition pedagogy, their research also 

presents limitations that the rest of us can learn from. For example, Stephen Brown’s 

book Words in the Wildnerness applies postcolonial theory to his experiences teaching 

writing in the Alaskan bush. What Brown offers is the validity of recording personal 

experiences in the classroom and applying theory to these experiences: he’s basically 

trying to bring theory and practice together, something we need more of in our field. The 

limitation of Brown’s work, however, is that he accomplishes this at the expense of the 

students. While he critiques the silence of the students using postcolonial theory, he also 

silences them by completely omitting their voices from his account. It is typical of his 

analysis to put his experiences in conversations with the work of (fiction, critical, 

nonfiction) writers of color: 

At first I assumed [the students] were merely shy or behaving in accordance with 
Athabascan customs that mandated indirectness in the presence of a white 
stranger. However, when their silence persisted through the autumn and into the 
winter I began to wonder if it might be the by-product of a deeper “block,” of a 
more paralyzing check on their spirits—the result, for example of a debilitating 
sense of shame, arising from a self-conscious conviction of their own academic 
inadequacies of the type so eloquently described by Angelou in Caged Bird:  “If 
growing up is painful for the Southern Black girl, being aware of her 
displacement is the rust on the razor that threatens the throat” (3). Like Angelou’s 
narrator, these students had imposed silence upon themselves as a means of 
coping with the traumatic effects of their own difference, with the amputations of 
deracination and the mutilations of marginalization, with the “otherness” of their 
Otherness. (63)  
 

Nowhere in his analysis of the students’ silence do we see Brown directly ask a student 

why she is quiet in class. He just guesses, and then links their performance of silence to 
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other writers of color he guesses might have had similar experience. Also absent from the 

analysis is a check on Brown’s validity as a teacher/reporter embedded in the Athabascan 

community: if we don’t see him in conversation with the students, how are we to know 

he understands the culture well enough to label them as silent? The lesson to be learned 

from Brown’s work is that we cannot just handle difference in theory. We must face 

inequalities at the level of the personal, in order to make stronger connections to those we 

are teaching and those who are reading our work.  

   

VOICES HISTORY  

Getting Started 

If you ask anyone in the VOICES office how the organization was born, they’ll 

probably all point fingers to Regina Kelly, the founding executive director. But Regina 

points her finger to Bob Rodriguez, a stay-at-home dad and handyman who, after hearing 

gunshots at a neighborhood party, decided to take matters into his own hands. In Bob’s 

own words: 

I moved to the west side in 1994. Franklin and Grande. Little red brick house. I 
had a young family. I wasn’t there but three months when there was some gunfire 
right in my front yard. Some kids were having an end of the year school party. 
And there was five guns going off. It was after midnight and the police came and 
all they could do was sit there, because there was hundreds of kids dispersed. It 
frustrated me and the neighbors that they weren’t arresting everyone, so I decided 
to get involved—ask questions, do something. I complained. And you know what 
happens to complainers, they rope you in. So I got involved with the 
neighborhood. 
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Tucson’s west side, comprised of a strong network of historic barrios (Anita, Hollywood, 

Sovaco, and Menlo Park), is now brimming with summer employment opportunities for 

youth: programs funded through private foundations and the state budget that target “at-

risk” youth for job skills training. But for Bob, that summer of the gunshot party, started 

one of the first employment programs in that part of town. Using money from the City of 

Tucson’s Summer Youth employment funds, Bob worked with Councilman Jose Ibarra to 

start a sort of neighborhood improvement corps made up of primarily low-income, Latino 

youth. The corps did mostly hard labor, pulling weeds, painting over graffiti, painting 

addresses on curbs.  

Bob and his group did this for two years before they finally got frustrated that 

Tucson’s summer rains washed out their careful gardening and weed-pulling once 

monsoon season came. After working with many of the same youth for two years in a 

row, Bob had also come to care for them deeply, like a family: Bob and the kids shared 

long days, similar cultural and religious values, and, perhaps most importantly, a 

connection to the culture and life of the barrios. He wanted the youth to start learning 

skills that would get them ahead in the world, and it seemed like cleaning out gutters (like 

the physical labor the summer employment programs required) wasn’t going to cut it.  

The way Bob tells the story, he just started “changing the programs and asking 

around. I got the kids involved in stuff like the Flandreau Planetarium, the Historical 

Society, the Tucson-Pima Main Library. Stuff that was a little better for them. First of all, 

it was indoors. The kids walked away with some knowledge. It was just more sustainable. 

Better.” Bob believed that in order for his summer employment program to be a gateway 
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into higher paying work for the youth, and potentially higher education, they would need 

to be respected and challenged intellectually.  

 After Bob changed the venues of the summer employment program, youth began 

fixing things indoors while they were learning. For example, youth built exhibits at the 

Historical Society. But it was the staff at the Tucson-Pima Main Library, Bob says, that 

really put the kids to work. For the first time, the kids were on computers researching 

their own neighborhoods. For a while, Bob thought he had “the best program in town.” 

Then, in 1997, Tucson City Councilman Jose Ibarra approached Bob about some funds 

that were becoming available from the Tucson Pima Arts Council (TPAC). Bob recalls 

Ibarra asking what they wanted to do with the money:   

I said, I want to record some history. I’m into history, I always have been. The 
kids know who shot who, they know their gang history. But they don’t know what 
happened in their neighborhood. What their grandparents did, what their aunts 
and uncles did to make it a better place. 
 

That Tucson’s West Side youth knew their gang histories—but not their own 

neighborhood histories—was the genesis of the foundation of VOICES. Bob imagined a 

neighborhood that was connected to its history, not segregated by it.  

 

Race and Class Collide 

Up until this point, the program and funding structures of Bob’s projects were, 

appropriately, run, administered, and populated by Latino/as from the barrios. But when 

TPAC sent out the job description for Bob’s oral history project, who they ended up 

hiring was not part of the community. Regina Kelly, a then-recent transplant from the 
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Bay Area who had recently moved to Tucson with her husband, graphic designer Steve 

Farley, found the job ad. Regina had worked in the advertising industry, in professional 

theater, and had been doing freelance for the San Francisco Bay Guardian right before 

she moved to Tucson. From Regina’s perspective, the job ad sounded ridiculous. But the 

relative absurdity of the ad, looking back, shows how clueless everyone was to how much 

work it actually takes to create professional publications with “at-risk” teenagers. Regina 

remembers opening the newsletter and reading that TPAC was looking for, according to 

Regina, “a graphic designer and a photographer and a writer to mentor teenagers in the 

west side to create a neighborhood brochure or a book. I was like, ‘a brochure or a book?! 

They’re just so closely related!’ It was absurd.” Regina and Steve ended up applying for 

the job as a pair, and they were hired. While neither thought about racialization or racism 

as a potentially incendiary issue right away, the issue came up anyway, as Regina and 

Steve were perceived as outsiders in the close-knit west side barrios.  

 When Bob first visited the program, he noticed the changes in leadership right 

away. The working environment in the project space—the Ward 1 Office—was much 

different from what Bob was used to in the past. Not only was the physical space 

different, the professional attitudes of Steve and Regina, as well as how the youth 

responded to these attitudes—was something that Bob hadn’t necessarily dealt with 

before. Regina, one of the only women on the project, was faced with creating a structure 

that preserved her authority. Bob recalls how the new space felt: 

It was different because now we were indoors. We were in a classroom 
environment. In an office environment. And a professional environment. Regina 
made it a professional work environment. I was a fish out of water. That was my 
intimidation. It was a work place. A professional environment. And that was a 
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little different for me. See, when I worked with kids before, it was jocular. You 
joked around. And I could break some barriers that way too, see? [But on the 
LIWS project], I had to sort of watch my Ps and Qs. Had to watch myself a little 
bit. It was different. 

 

What’s useful to point out here was that the youth were treated as professionals: they 

were paid for their time, and they were expected to clock in and out like professionals. 

What the guest artists and the youth figured out during this time was the importance of 

respect and trust.  

It is necessary to realize that these characteristics play a key role in Mexican 

culture: in many Mexican-American Tucson households, men are often seen as 

patriarchs. They are responsible for income and public decisions about the household; 

women are responsible for much of what happens inside the home. So this set-up put 

Regina in a particularly tricky position: as the lead artist on the project, as an outsider 

who is not Mexican, she found herself constantly negotiating race and power. During the 

hiring process, Regina (who had never taught before) was told to be the voice of 

authority, and that she would have to keep the youth carefully disciplined. Regina recalls 

that first day on the job, laughing: 

The first day I came on like Vince Lombardi. At TPAC, there was a trainer [who] 
came from a high school background, and her whole thing was “don’t ever touch 
the kids.” It was all about legalities: “Don’t touch the kids!” “Avoid sexual 
harassment charges!” I was really freaked out. Her point of view was, “You have 
to establish your authority! Respect! Did I mention authority?” I just had this 
sense that they’re all going to be on the edge of mutiny all the time. 
 

Looking back, the staff at VOICES now recognizes that this authoritarian attitude is 

common among many adults who are suspicious of youth, simply because of the way 
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they might look or talk. It’s part of the vision of VOICES to fight against the injustices 

youth experience simply because of their age; a group of youth standing on a street 

corner, for example, are often thought to be up to something no good. The TPAC office 

knew that Regina would be working with so called “at-risk” youth on the West Side, so 

one might guess that, based on the training Regina received, there were some 

assumptions at play.  

 Regina and Steve were also the only white people working on the project. Regina 

still doesn’t know what to make of this—she’s unsure why TPAC and Ward 1 hired her 

and Steve, rather than a local Chicano/a to fill the position. 

I had never in my whole life worked, or gone to school or been in any institution, 
cultural or educational, professional, that wasn’t majority European-American. 
What we call “white.” And Ward 1 was all Mexican-American, from the secretary 
on up. And when we walked in there, I was really aware of my whiteness. That 
they had really wanted—nobody had said it outright, but it was becoming 
increasingly clear to me—that they really had wanted a Chicana, or Chicano, or 
both.  
 

While Regina grew up in a predominantly white section of L.A., she points to a summer 

camp her “left-of-center” Catholic mother started in the early 70s as an exchange 

program between Watts youth and the youth at their home parish. As a young child at the 

camp, Regina recalls receiving racial taunts and threats for bringing her black friends 

onto the all-white Manhattan beach. From an early age, she remembers being aware of 

the “thousands of tiny indignities” that daily make up being part of a racial minority. 

When she walked into the Ward 1 office to begin work on the youth oral history project, 

she was very aware of the complex racial position she was thrusting herself and the youth 

into.  
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Regina’s first day on the job is VOICES’ lore by this time, precisely because it 

stands out as an example of how not to treat youth. Regina also points to it as the pivotal 

moment when she realized there was something going on between her and the youth, in 

terms of power and race. After her training at TPAC, Regina was convinced she had to 

show who was boss, right from the beginning. Laughing, she remembers how that first 

day began: 

I was like, “Here’s notebooks. And I want you to draw—“ There was some stupid 
activity I came up with. Like, “I want you to draw your neighborhood. Or a tree.” 
And they all just stared at me, like, “Are you fucking kidding me?” There were no 
girls at that time, no young women. It was all these teenage guys, all of them 
Chicano, looking at me, like, “what?” And I was like, “DO IT NOW! OPEN 
YOUR NOTEBOOKS!”  
 

The youth, who had been involved with Bob for several summers by this point, had been 

taught to stand up for themselves. Rather than face Regina’s poor teaching, Hector 

Heredia spoke up. Regina remembers the exchange: 

[Hector said], “Miss, you’re treating us like kindergarteners. I’m not going to 
draw your fuckin’ picture.” It was a bad moment. I was like, “You know what? I 
don’t know about you, but I need to take a break.” [laughing.] I’m not kidding. 
This was the first five minutes. They were all laughing, like, “First you want me 
to draw a picture and now you want me to take a break?” So I went in the 
bathroom and [thought], I’m just gonna go back out there throw everything out 
the window and be like, ‘do you want me to be here? This is what I can do for 
you, and if you don’t want me, great.” There was a really big part of me that was 
hoping they’d say, “No, we don’t want you.” I couldn’t articulate it to myself at 
the time, but I was like, “I am foreign here. I don’t think people like me.” I hadn’t 
ever experienced that. It sucks. I think I was projecting, and being oversensitive, 
and they were outraged that a Chicana hadn’t been hired.  
 

When Regina went back out to talk to the youth, both she and the kids confronted the 

issue of race, head-on. The exchange went like this:  
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So I went out there and for some reason I was like, “Let’s sit [on the floor].” 
Somehow, they sat on the floor with me, looking at me like, “you are so crazy.” 
And I was like, “Umm, I’ll just say it. Do you want me to work with you? I’ve 
never been a teacher before, but here’s what I can do. Let’s pretend you’re 
interviewing me for this job. Let’s not even pretend—let’s make it real. You 
decide if I stay. Because if you don’t want me, that’s cool. TPAC will hire 
someone else.” Hector was like, “Yeah, let me tell you something. I’m pissed that 
they hired you. Why didn’t they hire a Chicana from Hollywood, or Anita, or 
Sovaco? Why’d they hire you? You’re not even from Tucson!” I said, “Yeah, 
you’re right! I’m not. I don’t know. You’ll have to talk to [the hiring committee]. 
I totally hear you.” Part of me was like, “Yeah, I should be outta here.” So 
basically I gave the power to [them.] I’m not saying I did it because I’m a genius, 
but I did it because I wanted to run away. I didn’t know how to handle it. So this 
is the story about race, right there. Race and difference.  
 

From there, Regina and the youth decided that if she was going to stay, they’d run the 

project like a magazine, the world that Regina had just come from in San Francisco. In 

this moment, Regina’s expectations of what it would be like working with “at-risk” youth 

(gleaned those preparatory classes) did not match up with what was expected of her by 

the youth. In short, the theories that had been passed down to Regina about working with 

an at-risk demographic did not meet the needs of the kids who were sitting in front of her. 

 Regina’s next move was to offer the youth what she knew best, and what she had 

learned from the publishing world: a fast-paced environment full of deadlines, and 

respect and consideration for new ideas. She offered the youth collegiality, just like at the 

newspaper she had just left:  

I don’t know if it was Hector or Steven, but they were like, “We’ll try you out.” I 
[said], “OK! Fine. Then let’s run it like a magazine.” So I just basically threw out 
my curriculum that I’d just spent the two weeks of training coming up with—
which was very much about control and hierarchy—and just decided to create a 
working environment that was a lot like the San Francisco Bay Guardian, where I 
was a freelancer, and the ad agency world. The similarity between the ad agency 
world and the magazine world is, you’re always pitching ideas. You have a 
deadline, and you have some text and images to get done. So, “what do you want 
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to do? Don’t do something that sucks and is boring, because you’re going to bore 
our readers! Let’s do something exciting! That you care about! That people will 
read and talk about!” [So I asked the youth], “What pisses you off? What 
confuses you? What do you know, what do you not know?” And so that’s how it 
began.  
 

Key to the collegial relationship was the balance that Steve and Regina created between 

their own distinct sets of expertise: writing, in Regina’s case, and photography and design 

for Steve. Often, the two teachers created a “good cop/bad cop” model, according to 

Steve, so the youth would “have somewhere to turn if they were having a hard time” with 

the other teacher. For example, as Hector and Regina often clashed in the classroom, 

Steve was able to step in and mentor Hector in those moments. In this way, the early 

VOICES model of mentoring often looked like parenting with a highly educational, 

vocational twist.  

After Looking into the West Side was published, Bob says that Regina took the 

show on the road—in other words, she started doing similar projects in neighborhoods all 

over Tucson. Working under TPAC and the City of Tucson, Regina and Steve continued 

to create oral history projects. When Regina became pregnant, Kimi Eisele (a local 

dancer and writer) took over direction of the history and art projects about Barrio Anita 

and the Santa Cruz River (called “a path to the river/ un camino real”), which were both 

created by school-aged children.  
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VOICES Markets Itself as Job Skills Training 

When VOICES incorporated as a new nonprofit in the late 1990s, it marketed 

itself as job skills training. Unlike most of the job skills training programs on the south 

side of Tucson, VOICES paid minority and low-income kids to work in jobs 

(photography, editorial writing, research, design) that valued their own perspectives in a 

very public way.  

For this first program year, youth were hired to work for nine hours per week, and 

were paid minimum wage. Their wages were paid out of the Pima County Job skills 

training money, which was definitely a feat of fundraising. According to Sean 

Fitzpatrick, who came on to the project in later years as a project manager and board 

member, the funding for job skills training has not traditionally been kind to the arts: 

We were a work skills-funded program by the county, which was quite an 
achievement. We were getting money alongside organizations that were teaching 
auto repair, things like that. We were able to make the case that interviewing, 
writing, and photography were work skills. It wasn’t just an artsy-fartsy thing.  
 

This foundation in job skills training served dual purposes: on one level, it allowed the 

adult staff to justify to funders the collegial aspects of the mentoring process that were 

emerging. Whereas many job skills training programs use militaristic hierarchies of 

authority and discipline (for example, imposing strict goals and systems of punishment if 

goals are not met), VOICES did exactly the opposite, unknowingly enacting the 

principles of positive youth development (more on this later). The collegial environment 

also allowed the adult staff the opportunity to actually depend on the youth for actual 

work: something not always accomplished when teachers bring in outside projects to the 

classroom. When the youth were depended on for real-life work (stories needed to be 
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produced in order for them to get paid), they demonstrated to themselves and funders that 

low-income youth can be clever, dependable, and business savvy.  

 The first issue of 110º: Tucson’s Youth Tell Tucson’s Stories took an 8-month 

program session to produce. The magazine was printed as a 60-page glossy and 

distributed in local bookstores and by word of mouth (essentially, the dream of large 

distribution didn’t happen). The first year of the magazine also marked the first real fiscal 

year that VOICES employed a full adult staff to guide the youth: Kimi Eisele came on as 

the Writing Director, Josh Schachter as the Photography Director (both at 20 hours per 

week), with Regina serving as Executive Director. The program ran out of a skinny 

storefront in downtown Tucson. Adults working on the project thought it was important 

to be centrally located, next to bus lines (transportation was—is—often difficult to 

negotiate for low-income youth) and visible to the business community. Literacy and 

storytelling, the staff believed, were central to the economic health of the community. 

These skills were inextricably linked to physical space and the ability to understand, 

interpret, and change perceptions about race in Tucson. They also wanted to showcase to 

both Tucson and the youth staff that storytelling and the documentary arts were viable 

business skills, and deserved a storefront downtown, just like banks and restaurants. It 

also added to the atmosphere of professional development: youth found themselves 

downtown, next to bankers and business owners.  
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Space and Collegiality 

Because of its modest location downtown, VOICES found itself using whatever space 

was offered to encourage collaborative mentoring and collegiality. By working 

downtown, the youth were connected to whole groups of people who they didn’t 

normally interact with. And these groups of people were connected to low-income youth, 

who they might not normally connect with. This connection is humanizing.  

Adam Cooper, a freelance videographer who was a 17 year-old youth on the 

project at the time, recalls that VOICES’ first office space emphasized the program’s 

burgeoning ideals of collegiality, trust, and respect. The office was also a way to enact 

the place-based (and place-sensitive) qualities of the organization. While many 

community literacy programs might look like classroom space, the VOICES office was 

set up like a newsroom: front reception area, desk areas for each youth, a break room 

where youth could mingle and talk about ideas without adult supervision. In Adam’s 

words: 

VOICES had a front area, a front office—all the office administrative space was 
up there. And as you walked further back on the right side, it led into a smaller 
room that had two rows of computers. Those old Macs, the big fat colored ones. 
And you went further back and there was a back lounge area with a kitchen. It 
was always really tight, and the ceilings were really low there. It was a cramped 
space at times, but I never felt in the way. I always felt like it was cozy. People 
were usually in the back area with the kitchen. I always remember having good 
times back there, just chillin’, having good conversations, laughing a lot.  
 

The fact that youth were allowed to work at their own pace and decide when and how to 

structure break time points to the core VOICES’ concepts of respect and trust: in the 

early days of the program, staff and participants found, working together, that in order to 
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make quality products, they needed the ability to speak frankly with one another. The 

kitchen space, for example, was a place where youth could move freely and have more 

private conversations not just about work, but also about what was going on in their home 

lives. Space was structured as a first step to introducing collegiality to the workplace.  

 I reference space here quite a bit because, as feminist geographer Doreen Massey 

argues, the space of any given situation is the footprint of that place’s “stories-so-far.” As 

a result, the way any given area looks is a marker of the stories that have taken place 

there, the history that the furniture, the wall hangings, the paint, the books laying around, 

record. In Massey’s words, space is a product of “relations-between, relations which are 

necessarily embedded material practices which have to be carried out” (9). The space at 

VOICES was (and still is) a way for youth to connect to one another and to adults in 

ways that are collegial, respectful, and trusting. By positioning the VOICES office as a 

working newsroom (with a break room and front reception area) rather than a classroom, 

the youth felt like valued equals, not students who needed to be taught about their own 

stories. To this end, the physical location of the project throughout the years is indicative 

of its overall mission and goals.  

In 2004, VOICES and the 110 After School Magazine Project moved into the 

then-vacant Cele Peterson Department store in downtown Tucson. The space, which 

VOICES now shares with City High School, a place-based charter school, was just a 

huge vacant, concrete area. The VOICES youth and program staff sectioned themselves 

off in an unfinished corner. Again, this space contributed to the collegial ideals of the 

program in part because unlike a traditionally-designed classroom, where the space 
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dictates the kinds of activities that will take place, the VOICES office was, literally, an 

unfurnished warehouse. The space itself also pointed to how self-sufficient both 

participants and the volunteer corps8 had to be. Writing volunteer Rachel Villarreal (now 

Associate Director) recalls that the environment at Pennington was 

…kind of funky and different. It was disorganized, you didn’t have a lot of 
structural or organizational support. It was just kind of on your own. You had to 
be really good about coming in, figuring out who to work with, feeling like you 
were pestering kids, but I guess I was just sort of OK with it.  
 

The initial administrative set-up of the program, like many nonprofits, didn’t account for 

much overhead. As a result, the program relied heavily on volunteers, who weren’t 

directed much by the staff (who was mostly half or three-quarters time—again, not a lot 

of general operating support). As a result, the environment around the office for the first 

several years was very grass-roots. There was a feeling that “we’re all in this together, 

working toward a common goal.” The disorganization and funky environment attracted 

volunteers and staff who were not only tolerant of, but also passionate about grassroots 

organizational structures.  

 

CHAPTER DIVISIONS 

 The divides that exists between theory and practice, logic and belief, are the 

foundation for many of the problems that administrators and participants in community 

                                                

8 VOICES pairs youth staff members with professional writers and photographers, who mentor the youth 
throughout the program year.  



 52 

literacy programs experience: high turnover, feeling overworked, an inability to connect 

with the people who are served by the organization. In the following chapters I outline 

methods for using storytelling as a way to bridge these divides sustainably and 

responsibly, in the process creating community literacy programs that benefit participants 

and their communities, rather than devalue them.  

In Chapter 2, I discuss how the staff and participants use trust, respect, and 

reciprocity to establish mentoring relationships at VOICES. The prevailing model of 

youth development and community literacy programming is based on clients’ 

deficiencies.  VOICES staff quickly abandoned this model in 1999 because it was not a 

sustainable approach to their youth.  Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of reciprocity, I 

explore how VOICES restructured its teaching methods in order to subvert the deficit 

model and empower youth. I will also explore why enacting difference on the level of the 

personal is necessary to successful mentoring.  

 Chapter 3 explores how storytelling is already a model in advocacy journalism, 

witnessing, and myth-making. Through the work of Gloria Anzaldua and Kenneth Burke, 

I argue that reciprocity is performative and can thus be utilized rhetorically.  

 Chapter 4 discusses the power of VOICES’s publications for disseminating youth 

perspectives, as well as the necessity of “addressed” audience in community literacy 

programs. Good stories, I suggest, are those that create transformation in both readers and 

authors. 

 In Chapter 5 I make the case that if we want community literacy programs to 

remain a part of the field of rhetoric and composition, we need to develop a rhetoric of 
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sustainability around the organizational practices of these programs. I look to the growing 

field of ecocomposition, as well as contemporary scholarship in environmental building, 

to flesh out my definition of sustainability. Storytelling, I conclude, is a way to create 

holistic systems of management within literacy programs.  
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CHAPTER 2: BUILDING RECIPROCITY INTO PROGRAM 

STRUCTURE 

 

 In her article, “The Rhetorician as an Agent of Social Change,” Ellen Cushman 

recounts her experiences working with the working poor residents of Troy, New York, 

with whom she collaborated on her dissertation research. While from the outside, she 

says in the article, she might “sound like a self-aggrandizing liberator of oppressed 

masses,” she was actually receiving much from the people she worked with:  

[T]hey’ve enabled me to achieve a primary goal in my life: getting my PhD. 
They’ve let me photocopy their letters, personal journals, essays, and applications. 
They’ve granted me interviews and allowed me to listen to their interactions with 
social workers, admissions counselors, and DSS representatives. They’ve told me 
stories and given me the history of this area through their eyes. They’ve fed me, 
included me in their family gatherings for birthdays and holidays, and have 
invited me to their parties and cook outs. They’ve read my papers and made 
suggestions; they listened to my theories and challenged them when I was off 
mark. […] They’ve also lent me their status. They’ve legitimized my presence in 
their neighborhood, in masque, and in some institutions simply by associating 
with me. Through reciprocity, they’ve enabled me to come closer to achieving my 
goal everyday; they’ve facilitated my actions; and they’ve lent me their status. 
(17)  
 

Cushman’s discussion of reciprocity here illustrates how, in a working relationship where 

there is a power differential, it’s important for both sides of the relationship to have buy-

in. Cushman’s work offers scholars who work in the community a basic framework for 

ethical interactions in the field: each person involved in a project should somehow be 

able to give back to the others involved. In Cushman’s case, the relationships she had 

with the residents allowed her to reach one of her goals (getting her PhD) and it also 
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allowed the residents access to some of their goals (learning about the university system, 

having someone to help them with their writing).  

But as it is painted in her article, this relationship evolved relatively naturally for 

Cushman, who relates to the residents through her own self-described “white trash” 

upbringing. Cushman describes her rapport with the women of the community this way: 

Although I’m white, the women in the neighborhood and I identify with each 
other in many ways: we’re no strangers to welfare offices, cockroaches, and 
empty refrigerators. We’ve held our chins out and heads up when we haven’t had 
enough food stamps at the check out line. We’ve made poor (and good) choices in 
men and have purple and pink scars to prove it. We know enough to take out our 
earrings before we fight. We know abuses and disorders and the anonymous 
places people turn to for them. Since many of these people came from the 
Carolinas, and since my great-great-grand parents were in the Trial of Tears, we 
know why, on a crisp January day, a cardinal in a pine tree gives us hope. (18)   
 

Every time I read this passage, I want to stand up and cheer: Cushman’s storytelling 

makes me root for her, and for the women who live in Troy. Cushman’s research gives us 

so much: namely, an example of what moving beyond theory about difference can look 

like. But it also leaves those of us who have not grown up in an environment similar to 

Cushman’s, a bit stuck. Cushman’s model can’t be replicated with just any population: 

following Cushman’s model, we are left to either serve the populations that are most like 

our own or teach ourselves about how to create systems of reciprocity. The trouble is, the 

literature in community literacy and youth development, the two fields most closely 

related to out-of-school language education, do not offer guidelines for building these 

relationships into the structure of programs. This chapter expands on Cushman’s concept 

of reciprocity to provide tenets of the concept that are replicable and that are already in 

place at VOICES as best practices.    
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RECIPROCITY IN YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND COMMUNITY LITERACY 

 In 2006, the Community Foundation of Southern Arizona, a philanthropic 

endowment in Tucson, chose literacy as its funding platform for the next three years. 

Made up mostly of professionals from the private sector, the foundation pools its 

members’ money in investments and then spends the return on community nonprofits. 

The Community Foundation’s justification for the choice of literacy was that it has an 

impact on the economy; people who are illiterate are less effective workers, and thus less 

stable money-makers. When the request for proposals came out for the grant round, all 

kinds of literacy organizations from the southern Arizona area applied; many of them 

were what we call “youth development organizations.”  

 Positive youth development (PYD)9, as a field, was created from the larger fields of 

education and psychology (specifically, community and developmental psychology). In 

Community Youth Development” Programs, Policies, and Practices, Villarruel, Perkins, 

Borden and Keith explain the field in four parts: as a natural process, as a philosophy or 

approach, as programs and organizations, and as partnerships for the community. By 

“natural process,” the authors simply mean that youth are constantly in a state of 

development; from the time we are born, we are growing and changing to meet the needs 

of our environments. Scholars in youth development study this developmental process in 

order to create more meaningful pedagogical approaches, for example. Youth 

                                                

9 I use the terms “positive youth development,” “community youth development” and “youth development” 
interchangeably, as their distinctions are somewhat minute. “Positive youth development” simply reminds 
us that youth should be seen as assets, not deficits and “community youth development” reminds us that 
youth can and should play meaningful roles in the community. 



 57 

development as a philosophy or approach means that youth should be characterized by 

their assets rather than their problems; this translates into what Villarruel, et al call 

“active support for the growing capacity of young people by individuals, organizations, 

and institutions, especially at the community level” (7). The third category of youth 

development, found in programs and organizations, refers to types of activities and 

learning that foster the development of young people in a positive, meaningful way. For 

example, much to the chagrin of Boys and Girls Clubs across the country, throwing a 

basketball into a gym filled with 14 year-olds and yelling “get it!” is not an example of 

youth development. Youth development “is done with and by youth. Something that is 

done with or for youth is not youth development, even though it may be necessary and 

valuable” (7, emphasis mine). Partnerships with the community, the fourth category, is 

defined by the youth-adult collaboration required for asset-based programming and 

education to filter through the government funding models most youth-involved 

organizations are based upon. This last point underscores the importance of youth being 

involved as meaningful, authentic participants in their families, schools, neighborhoods, 

and government.  

 What PYD offers those of us who study rhetoric and teach writing at the college 

level is a more positive perspective on the people who often populate our classes: 

individuals who are typically under the age of 22, are still developing their cognitive 

skills, and need to be supported by networks of caring adults. The field’s perspective 
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offers a sustainable, empowering approach to working with youth10: for example, 

retention among low-income, first-generation and minority students in first-year 

composition (and in higher education, in general) is a well-documented problem. It is 

also well-documented that one of the reasons students tend to drop out of college is that 

they lose their family/friend/work support systems when they make the transition to 

higher education. Understanding the tenets of PYD—enduring relationships, for 

example—can help composition teachers and administrators fight the battle against 

increasing drop-out rates.  

 What youth development doesn’t offer much of is critical attention to difference 

and inequality, and how those features manifest themselves in out-of-school 

programming for youth. Many non-profits like VOICES already enact the foundational 

beliefs of youth development: (1) youth should be encouraged to become competent 

citizens and community members, (2) they should develop moral character consistent 

with their cultural beliefs, (3) they should become connected to their communities, and 

(4) youth should become confident in the decisions they make (Villarruel, et al 6-7). To 

those of us who study rhetoric, these goals seem to imply assumptions about what it 

means to be successful, confident, or engaged. This skepticism is well placed, as critical 

attention to difference in terms of class, ethnicity, and gender is sorely missing from the 

youth development literature. 

                                                

10 The field of PYD defines “youth” as anywhere from early adolescence (ages 13-14) to emerging 
adulthood (ages 21-25). During these periods, brain research shows the frontal lobes still in development: 
which means that when you ask a teenager, “why did you do that?” s/he literally may not know why s/he 
did X stupid thing.  
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 To make matters more complicated, PYD as a field often wrestles, in the realm of 

funding and programming, with a competing ideology known as the deficit model. The 

SEARCH Institute, a think tank that advocates for quality out-of-school programming for 

youth, published its list of forty developmental assets in the late 1990s. The publication 

of these assets—basically a list of social and emotional skills that most youth intrinsically 

develop as they grow—was the instigating event in a series of grassroots attacks on the 

concept of deficit funding and programming. This deficit model is a threat to the 

sustainability and quality of out-of-school programming; they are also popular in the U.S. 

because they allow those in power in the non-profit world (administrators, funders) to 

feel as though the money or time they’ve given immediately helps or improves the 

condition of someone in need. Non-profits that provide food, shelter, and clothing are 

often the most richly funded programs because money that funders give can immediately 

pay for tangible goods. In non-profit programs that do not deal with life-threatening basic 

needs (such as community literacy organizations), program administrators are often 

encouraged to “sell” their participants’ deficits to funders: the sadder the story, the bigger 

the check. Unmonitored and largely accepted, this deficit model has grown into a 

dangerous power structure that consistently replicates and institutionalizes colonialist 

relationships between administrators and participants.  

  For all the good the field offers, PYD as a culture sometimes unknowingly 

perpetuates this deficit model of working with marginalized communities. For example, 

researchers in community literacy programs often become so mesmerized by the daily 

struggles of participants that they resume playing the role of the oppressor, rather than 
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one of a collaborative partner. In Politics of Liberation, Donald Macedo coins the term 

“literacy and poverty pimps” to refer to what happens when “pseudo-critical” teachers 

refuse to acknowledge the depth and breadth of the power of class-based difference on 

teaching relationships. “Instead of creating pedagogical structures which would enable 

oppressed students to empower themselves, they paternalistically proclaim: ‘We need to 

empower students.’…while they are in fact strengthening their own privileged position” 

(5). According to Macedo, literacy and poverty pimps “can be empowered as long as the 

empowerment does not encroach on the ‘expert’s’ privileged, powerful position. This is a 

position of power designed to paternalistically empower others” (6). This kind of 

paternalistic empowerment is visible on all levels of the nonprofit youth development 

sector: even just an internal check of our own assumptions about after-school work with 

youth often reveals the thought that “it’s just like babysitting, right?” Most of the 

professionals in the youth development world are female, underpaid, and highly 

transitory. The funding for these projects is often cut, at least in our conservative 

Arizona, in the name of faith-based providers (“We can’t fund your after-school art 

program because the Lutheran school down the street can offer the same of thing,” for 

example, even though sending youth of all religions to a Lutheran environment might be 

uncomfortable). On a recent lobbying trip to Phoenix, I was one of over one hundred 

female out-of-school educators greeted by a friendly, gray-haired lobbyist who blindly 

shared how thankful he was that we after-school professionals “sacrifice, so others can 

learn.” It’s this kind of under-the-radar discrimination that perpetuates the deficit model 

in of out-of-school education and community literacy work.  
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 This deficit model also sneaks over into how scholars who work in the 

community create and describe their programming. For example, Linda Flower, Lorraine 

Higgins, and Wayne Campbell Peck discuss their university-community literacy 

program, the Community Literacy Center (CLC) in Pittsburgh, in their 1993 article, 

“Community Literacy.” In this article, the authors propose that community literacy 

requires individuals to work together: “[T]he aim of community literacy is to build a 

discourse in which people not only acknowledge difference (e.g., where urban teens and 

university mentors can talk about race), but in which people do productive work 

together” (207). My argument back to Flower is that yes, we should always create spaces 

for writing and sharing: that is the nature of being a writing teacher who works with 

youth. But we absolutely cannot assume that just because we’re working with someone 

on a project, that the two roles are equal. But while Flower’s focus on cognition as a 

methodology is not in and of itself damaging, such a heavy focus on the steps of 

collaboration creates systems that are not bendable to direct needs of participants. This 

lack of flexibility is really the first in a series of problems I see with the CLC model of 

community literacy.  

Flower is a big name in the field of community literacy, and much of the research 

in our field about community literacy is influenced by the CLC model: recruiting a 

largely student staff to work with urban youth to meet the university faculty and students’ 

model of success. According the their website, the CLC runs by training Carnegie Mellon 

undergraduate students to “apply and test theory for 9 weeks as literacy mentors with 

inner-city teenagers who are using writing as a problem-solving tool in their lives and 
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community.” But through the lens of youth development, quality programming is not 

something done for or with youth. It is done by and with youth. The difference is “for”: 

Flower’s pedagogical approach, although probably well-intentioned, is “for” participants 

in a way that does not fully allow them to be involved in how and what they are learning. 

VOICES’ models of working with participants (via reciprocity and storytelling) is one of 

the most important components of its programming it has to share with the rest of the 

community literacy field11.  

To return to Cushman is to see how reciprocity can help circumvent the deficit 

model by valuing what community participants bring to the table. In Cushman’s case, 

what she gave them was access to the resources of higher education; what they gave her 

was legitimacy and access to their community. Keeping up the reciprocal relationship, 

however, is difficult to maintain: 

While this reciprocity may sound easy to maintain, many times requests have to 
be turned down. I’ve asked to record certain people and have been refused; I’ve 
also asked for examples of certain types of writing people didn’t feel comfortable 
giving me, so I went without. Likewise, one person asked me to co-sign on a car 
loan (which I couldn’t); and another person asked me to sign over any royalties 
from a possible book to the families on the block (which I’m still considering). 
Everyone in this research realizes what we stand to gain from the work, and 
reciprocity helps prevent the work from becoming altruistic. (20) 
 

What Cushman gives us is an understanding of how delicate and complicated the 

relationships involved in community literacy—and community activism in general—

become over time. Because scholars working in the community must work to gain the 

                                                

11 I will return to this discussion of Flower in chapter 4, where I argue for the transformative power of real, 
addressed audiences.  
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trust of their community counterparts, the relationships are appropriately enduring and 

multi-faceted. And rightly so, the dynamics of these specific relationships cannot be 

replicated universally. What follows is a working philosophy of reciprocity that can be 

replicated in a variety of programs and classrooms.  

 

RECIPROCITY AS A WORKING PHILOSOPHY 

Stephanie Meza, a 19 year-old single mother and participant in the 110º program, 

was inspired by her experiences in the welfare office to write “Working with Welfare,” a 

cultural analysis of how the expectations of the public assistance programs keep those “in 

the system” from reaching their full potential. The story, however is also an example of 

what happens we are denied the opportunity to be our full selves. What appears here is an 

excerpt of Stephanie’s final story, published in finished form in 110º and translated into 

Spanish for Tucson’s Spanish-language weekly, La Estrella: 

 
When I first walked into the Department of Economic Security [DES] office, a 
police officer was standing by the door. People were sitting in pink plastic seats 
that had been welded together with metal, as if someone were going to steal them 
at any moment. I waited in line for my turn. The receptionist behind the 
bulletproof window said “next” and told me to fill out an application, never 
asking why I was there. I wanted to just walk out, but I couldn’t. I needed help 
with childcare and financial assistance for my daughter. 
 
I sat in the waiting room at DES, listening for a caseworker to call my name. A 
tall lady wearing a white short-sleeved shirt with black dress pants and high heels 
stepped out. “Stephanie Meza?” 
 
The caseworker handed me a list of documents we would go through that 
morning. This was our first appointment, so we had a lot to cover. We went 
through all the documents in the list pretty fast, and our next step was making 
goals for me. Her computer had a program that calculated my numbers (like my 
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income and expenses) and then reported how many hours I should work, 
regardless of my situation. Even though I’m in high school and raising a daughter, 
the computer said I have to work 20 hours a week.  
 
I want to be a role model for Anjolina and show her that it is possible to pursue 
your dreams—and reach them—even when things don’t go as you had originally 
planned. 
 
But I know that I can’t go to DES for this kind of help, because helping people 
pursue their dreams isn’t what DES does. Instead, they tell people what they need 
to do to get out of the DES office. By simply pumping people in and out of the 
system like an assembly line, they not only make people who have come to them 
for help feel dehumanized and bad about their situation, they also keep people 
from getting the very thing that they say they offer—economic security. 
 
It all plays out like a circle. You walk in the doors because you need money, they 
give you “goals” that basically force you to take the first minimum wage job you 
can find, then once you have a little income, they take away the money they were 
giving you, as if they’ve done their job and helped you become financially stable. 
But a minimum wage job won’t pay the bills or teach you job skills, and it 
certainly won’t allow you to have any savings. So you fall behind again and 
again, because without savings or marketable skills, you’ll almost definitely have 
to go back to DES and go through the same routine all over again.  

 

In Stephanie’s story, the biggest transgression of the Department of Economic Security, 

as an institution, is that it denies her the right to be a person. She is dehumanized by the 

hurried, impersonal pace of the caseworker. The computer—federal welfare policy 

incarnate—won’t allow her income to rise above a certain amount without repercussions. 

The metal chairs are bolted to the floor. From a youth development perspective, this 

method of working with youth is ineffective—insulting—because it steals agency by 

taking away trust and respect, the two concepts central to creating reciprocity.  

In this section I will lay out the tenets of my concept of reciprocity, which is 

drawn from Kimi Eisele and Josh Schachter’s concept of collaborative mentoring, Pierre 

Bourdieu’s thoughts on debts, Ellen Cushman’s discussion of give-and-take in action 
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research, and my own experience teaching and working in literacy nonprofits. In my 

concept of reciprocity, the primary tenets are trust and respect. Trust and respect can be 

enacted in the structure of teaching and mentoring relationships through (1) being 

initiated by adults, (2) sharing personal experience and (3) modeling. Working together, 

these components form a theory of reciprocity that can be used to create an environment 

where storytelling is a model for sustainably bridging the divide between theory and 

practice. 

Reciprocity is all about avoiding debts—not monetary debts, but debts of 

responsibility. Along these same lines, the word “reciprocal” invokes balance, but also 

power. Giving a gift, for example, implies that the giver has enough resources that s/he 

can afford a little extra to be taken off the top. It also implies, of course, simple kindness 

and the desire to enhance the receiver’s life. But gift-giving can be dangerous if we forget 

that receiving can sometimes be uncomfortable. According to Pierre Bourdieu, “a man 

possesses in order to give. But he also possesses by giving. A gift that is not returned can 

become a debt, a lasting obligation” (126). This concept is one that is central to my 

understanding of reciprocity. A debt, or a lasting obligation, is uncomfortable. Think of 

how you respond to an unpaid debt, or “unfinished business” with a friend: while some of 

us may tackle the problem head-on, many of us are happy to avoid the issue until we are 

forced to confront it.  

Bourdieu sees debts as a way to possess, or keep a “lasting hold” over another 

person. This possession is a way for the giver to receive the only gift attainable from 

giving: recognized power. I bring this up because Bourdieu elucidates what is difficult to 
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pinpoint about philanthropic work—that if not done with a near constant eye toward 

power dynamics, that it replicates and rewards structures that take away agency from 

those being served in community programs.  

In terms of mentoring, reciprocity requires that each person involved in the 

mentoring relationship must attempt to be equally indebted to the other, even while 

recognizing that an exactly equal amount of indebtedness is an impossibility. This might 

mean that both mentor and mentee share their experiences with one other. According to 

Min Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner’s work on the problematic of experience, this kind of 

storytelling work is often not accepted as “work” in academic circles. Lu and Horner 

argue that the authentic experiences that make up the bulk of the work published in 

critical ethnography and critical pedagogy (the process of research) actually exists 

outside of the traditional boundaries of academe. If experience, they suggest, is “material 

and ongoing,” then we must course correct to include the gathering and sharing of 

“experience” as a mainstream part of the research process. The methods listed here are a 

step in that direction. Community literacy practitioners need a model for working with 

participants that values both lived experience and academic knowledge; storytelling is 

this model, and reciprocity is a requirement for storytelling.12  

At VOICES, one of the primary ways we show reciprocity is through payment. 

When a youth completes a story, s/he is paid. Youth are also paid hourly for the time they 

spend working on stories. The payment comes in the form of cold, hard cash, but also in 

                                                

12 The next chapter, about storytelling in various modes of journalism and the use of witnessing, will clarify 
how storytelling can be employed.  
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the form of recognition, both in print and around the office environment. Being reciprocal 

means fighting the tendency to allow disempowered youth rely on more powerful adults 

for things that they can do themselves (like Macedo’s literacy and poverty pimp). The 

hard part, the part where people tend to disagree, is on what so-called disempowered 

youth actually can and cannot do for themselves. It is a VOICES best practice to allow 

youth the opportunities to accept challenges that are normally outside of their experience 

so they can gain confidence.  

 

FOUNDATIONAL ELEMENTS OF RECIPROCITY: TRUST AND RESPECT 

Trust and respect sound like obvious choices in a list of what to enact in out-of-

school teaching: what teacher or employer wouldn’t want to foster trust and respect? But 

actually living trust and respect with people who are not accustomed to having them is a 

profoundly new, sometimes troubling and uncomfortable experience for most people. In 

Community Youth Development: Programs, Policies, and Practices, Villarruel, Perkins, 

Borden and Keith discuss what community and developmental psychologists call “social 

trust” or “group solidarity.” These two terms are used to describe the phenomena of “the 

standing decision to give others the benefit of the doubt”: trusting that the myriad people 

with whom we come into contact daily are not out to get us or make our lives miserable. 

“Social trust” describes the belief that the people around us are mostly good people who, 

given the chance, would help out or lend a hand. This is one kind of trust that’s 

established at VOICES. Another kind of trust is the kind of trust that undergirds the entire 

curricular and publishing system at VOICES; this type is much more below-the-radar, 
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and even difficult to describe. Kristen Suagee-Beauduy, a youth who was on staff from 

2000-2007, explains how she came to trust Kimi, her first writing mentor: 

I think a lot of [building trust] has to do with the youth being able to make 
mistakes on their own and not being told everything to do. That first year, Kimi 
knew that I wasn’t really sleeping in a stable spot, that I wasn’t really eating well, 
that I was really spreading myself too thin. At the Christmas party she gave me a 
little card. The card was like, “Use my house for three free showers whenever you 
need them.” And some people were like, “What does the card say?” I was so 
embarrassed. Like, uhh, I guess Kimi thinks I need a shower. I was blushing 
really red and somebody started laughing. It was really bad. So, Kimi wasn’t 
super tactful but she was trying to help, and that was so bizarre for me, because I 
never felt like anybody could be that blunt or personal with me who wasn’t inside 
my friend or family circle. But here was this professional adult who’s like, “you 
can come over if you’re hungry.” It was really weird and it turned me off, but at 
the same time I realized somebody cares about me.  
 
Eventually I saw that [Kimi and Josh] and Regina would give kids rides if they 
were stranded or if we could eat the food [at VOICES] and it wasn’t something to 
be shameful about. The fact that they acknowledged that we had shit going on 
outside of the program: if they noticed things were getting bad then they’d make 
you tell them about it. It felt like a breach of privacy, but at the same time they 
were looking out for us. So basically, that’s what made me feel like I could trust 
them. Just working with them for long enough I understood that they weren’t like, 
making everybody tell them who they were dating or what they were eating. But 
when stuff was getting bad with people you could tell that they were trying to 
figure it out. Just knowing that they weren’t ignoring everything, that they weren’t 
turning a blind eye, for me was what made them real people instead of just my 
boss.  

 

In Kristen’s story, the fluid organizational structure of VOICES allowed her to recognize 

that she had agency in the relationships she formed at the office. “Just working with them 

for long enough” is not necessarily a common phrase among literacy programs, as we are 

encouraged (much like classrooms) to serve as many youth as possible, as quickly as 

possible. That Kristen stuck around for so long and gleaned agency just by getting to 
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know her adult mentors is testament to how sharing personal experience can bridge gaps 

in understanding.  

Six years later, Kristen used these relationships to establish a link to college. She 

recalls, in the same interview: 

For the first time, I had all these examples of people that were in college that were 
cool. All the mentors at VOICES had college degrees. I felt like I wanted to be 
part of that community. It just seemed like a necessary thing, to have a stable life 
to get ahead, to get somewhere, to be somebody. The biggest thing was finding 
adults who had enough similar interests and similar passions, and I could see 
myself in them enough that I felt like college was something that was right for the 
first time. 
 

Kristen’s story shows that trust isn’t something that’s necessarily easily or comfortably 

built up. But what it got Kristen, in the end, was a group of adults (Kimi, Josh, Regina) 

whom she could turn to if she needed help. After Kristen established that relationship 

with Kimi, she stayed for another year, then another, and another. She found out she 

really enjoyed writing; she decided she wanted to go to college—these are positive things 

that came from that potentially uncomfortable situation surrounding Kimi’s Christmas 

card. The larger purpose for establishing trust between youth and adults is everything: it 

allows both youth and adults to be more transparent with each other, which in turn allows 

both adults and youth to be more honest about difference, and to thus write about 

difference in ways that are genuine and critical.  

Respect, in terms of how it is employed at VOICES, has been built from the 

ground up. In Chapter 1 Regina recalls that the youth in the Looking into the Westside 

project taught her that respect for elders and family members is key in the barrios. We 

heard from Hector Heredia, one of the founding youth of VOICES, talk back to the term 
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“at-risk.” One of the reasons Hector was able to recognize that the term wasn’t helping 

him was that he was used to be treated with respect at VOICES. Here, Hector talks about 

how Regina created an environment of respect on the LIWS project: 

From the moment [Regina] started assigning us roles [on the Looking into the 
Westside magazine project], she gave us a certain kind of respect that we never 
had before. But the barrier had already been broken so it didn’t even matter. She 
just treated us with common courtesy. She never made it seem like she was the 
boss. We already knew she was the boss. She didn’t have to throw it in our face. 
That’s why it was so easy to work with her. She really wanted to learn about us. It 
was crazy because once we started speaking, she really listened.  
She wasn’t snobby and she was more inquisitive than trying to get information 
out of us. I don’t know if that makes any sense. She tried to understand where we 
were coming from before she questioned who we really were.  
 

How Regina created respect with the youth was that she “really listened.” This will 

become important in the next chapter, when I unpack how the VOICES interviewing 

strategies use reciprocity as a way of gaining access to stories about difference. But in 

this context, in terms of mentoring and creating reciprocity with youth, “really listening” 

means that both adults and youth must be open to the possibility of checking assumptions 

about the other side.  

Writing teachers are often in the position of trying to get beginning writers to talk 

about their ideas as a way of getting them down on paper. When it doesn’t go well, it 

often feels like bleeding a rock: this is what Hector’s talking about here, the writing 

teacher’s urge to get “information” out of a youth before actually knowing the youth and 

where s/he is coming from. In Hector’s mind, it doesn’t make sense to get to know 

someone by bleeding them for information for an essay or an article or a radio piece. If 

you get to know someone before you give them the third degree in front of a computer 
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screen, it’s usually much easier to write. There’s no bleeding involved. Getting to know 

someone before putting them on the spot is an example of how establishing respect can 

save time and energy in the writing process.  

 Another way Regina and Steve showed the youth on the Looking into the 

Westside project respect was about sharing resources. Hector continues:  

It just seemed like we belonged to something and she made us feel like we were a 
part of something. Not like we were just her stragglers. She took our weaknesses 
and our strengths and put it in a place where we would shine. It was so easy for 
her to do that we were like, “DAMN! She’s got game.” We didn’t have no 
computers, we didn’t have nothing. The dedication [Regina and Steve] showed us, 
we wanted to show them with our own hard work. And since she made us feel 
like we were a part of something and we did have our own respect and our own 
power within the group, it was never an issue. So like, she erased all the 
boundaries, she erased everything.  

 

What is key about Hector’s comment here is that he says Regina took both their strengths 

and their weaknesses and put them in a position of prominence in the community. Rather 

than just showcase their weaknesses (“these poor kids need your help to X, Y, Z…”), she 

encouraged them to show off their skills and passions. By making sure that the youth 

portrayed themselves as real, multifaceted people in print, Regina portrayed a reciprocal 

relationship to the community: readers of LIWS read about the experiences of real kids, 

not helpless youth or youth who were unbelievably responsible or successful. This act of 

reciprocity was at once built on respect (Regina couldn’t have helped the youth so 

intensely with their stories if they didn’t trust her) and modeled respect to the community.  

For Hector and the other youth on that first LIWS project, sticking around for the 

duration of the program was a response to reciprocity in two ways: first, how hard Regina 

and Steve worked, with little to no resources, and second, how Regina and Steve 
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provided the youth with respect. The staff offices for the LIWS project were in the Ward 

1 office conference room (i.e. they had no space of their own) and there was no 

technology for the youth to borrow for photo shoots or interviews. Watching Regina and 

Steve work so hard in the absence of professional comforts made Hector and the other 

youth want to work hard, too. The tough times of not having much were what bonded the 

youth and Regina and Steve together. Hector also recalls that Regina made the youth feel 

like they were a “part of something,” and that they were able to genuinely contribute to 

the success of the group. In doing so, the youth and Regina together created at 

atmosphere of mutual respect.  

In 2005 Josh and Kimi, who had at that point taken over teaching from Regina 

and Steve, created a definition of the VOICES model of mentoring, which they called 

“collaborative mentoring.” This document, which now serves as a foundation of the 

organization and is used to train other youth development and community literacy 

organizations, is basically a summary of how VOICES enacts trust and respect between 

youth and adults. The primary idea behind the concept of collaborative mentoring is that 

adults who work with the youth learn something new or take something from the 

relationship, so that the youth aren’t the only ones who are learning. According to Josh 

and Kimi’s guidelines, collaborative mentoring has three primary components: 

collegiality, inquiry, and the myth of talent. The professional environment at VOICES 

has adopted these rules as the foundation for how we work with youth: new volunteers 

are trained in these techniques, and staff create their curriculum around these methods.  A 

“collegial” relationship, according to the document and at VOICES, means that adults do 
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not prescribe to the “youth are broken and must be fixed” model of youth development 

and nonprofit work. According to Schachter and Eisele, collegial suggests “equality, 

companionship, and respect as a mentor and mentee embark on the storytelling journey 

together” (1). “Inquiry,” a common word in discussions of education, refers to the climate 

that is created around curiosity at VOICES: curiosity is good, curiosity is the genesis for 

stories. We also encourage the youth to follow a line of inquiry in order to create their 

stories through writing and photography. Interviewing is a part of this line of inquiry. The 

third component Kimi and Josh refer to is the myth of talent, which basically means that 

“talent”—“So-and-so is just a talented writer/photographer. She doesn’t even have to 

work at it!”—is a misrepresentation and misunderstanding of the work that is necessary 

to consistently create projects that go into print. It is not advantageous, for example, to 

allow beginning writers and photographers to believe that if they don’t try, they might 

have a shot at succeeding, anyway. Believing that “talent” is a myth allows everyone to 

begin on equal footing: everyone has a shot at being successful, not just those who are 

mysteriously pre-selected.  

 

Reciprocity Guideline #1: Initiate Conversations 

In Subtractive Schooling, Angela Valenzuela notes that students want reciprocal 

relationships, but they have come not to expect them in school environments; this 

disbelief also carries over to work and other environments where strict power 

differentials between teenagers and adults exist. Valenzuela writes, “students’ weak 

power position relative to school personnel makes it incumbent that the adults be the 
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initiators of social relationships” (104). Imagine yourself at your most educationally 

vulnerable (for me, my first year of college): what would it have been like (or what was it 

like) to ask an older, “superior” authority figure for help? Intimidating, perhaps enough 

so to prevent you from asking for help. In order to access stories that discuss difference, 

those in positions of power (teachers, editors, administrators) must make an effort to 

recognize already existent power differentials by beginning the mentoring relationships 

themselves.  

 In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire argues that in order to sustainably change 

hierarchical, oppressive relationships, oppressors must work in solidarity with the 

oppressed. “The liberation of the oppressed is a liberation of women and men, not things. 

Accordingly, while no one liberates himself by his own efforts alone, neither is he 

liberated by others” (66). So while adults, or those in positions of power, have the onus of 

initiating relationships, it is also their responsibility to work with youth to create 

dialogue—not for them. Working together requires oppressors to understand that we are 

already implicated in perpetuating hierarchical power dynamics. And as hard as it is, 

Freire argues, we must be open about these prejudices and create dialogue with the 

people who are hurt the most by oppression.  

At VOICES, initiating the mentoring relationship with students often comes 

naturally, as we are not bound by the same rules that many high schools are; we don’t 

have hundreds of kids to monitor, or hundreds of essays to grade; we are also able to 

speak freely, unlike many teachers, about the inequities that surround difference (we will 

hear more about this in a moment). The low adult-youth ratio at VOICES is what allows 



 75 

us to connect with youth in more meaningful ways and then, as Freire suggests, continue 

the dialogue about difference after first initiating the conversation.  

Isabella Soto was a sophomore at City High school, the place-based high school 

adjacent to VOICES, when she was hired at 110. While Isabella was not a typical “at-

risk” youth (she had two parents who guided her thoughtfully and carefully, she came 

from a middle-class home, she did well in all of her subjects, etc.), she experienced 

“need” differently: Izzy had been bullied, brutally, for years, as a result of being labeled a 

lesbian. Intellectual and interested in art and sexuality from an early age, Izzy was a 

target for most of her education. Right from the beginning of the program, Izzy was 

concerned about what she could and couldn’t write about. In short, she was looking for 

an adult to tell her it was OK to write about what had previously been off-limits. Izzy 

explains in her own words: 

Subject matter and me and writing and art always involved some kind of 
disciplinary action: “You can’t write about that because your peers can’t handle 
that” or “I can’t handle that.” Or, “you’re a minor and we don’t want to get in 
trouble.” There was always a limit: like, “you just can’t go beyond what you can 
comprehend” Or, “You can’t comprehend that because you’re only 15.” 
 

In Izzy’s educational world, as is the case for most youth, adults were the people who 

held power: they told her what she could and couldn’t explore intellectually, what she 

could and couldn’t write about. So it makes sense that when she came to VOICES, Izzy 

expected that she would be told, similarly what she could and couldn’t publish. What’s 

important to understand here is that like most youth, especially youth who are 

marginalized in some way, adults have to take the first step in laying the groundwork for 

open, trusting relationships. Most youth have been taught not to expect it.  
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 For Kristen, whose story about trust and the Christmas card about free showers is 

excerpted above, having an adult initiate the relationship was key. If Kimi had not given 

Kristen the Christmas card that said, “you can take 3 free showers at my house,” Kristen 

wouldn’t have known a) that Kimi had noticed she wasn’t staying in a stable place, or b) 

that Kimi was even concerned about her at all. Knowing that the adults on staff—who 

were photographers and writers and editors, not social workers—cared about her made 

Kristen realize that on some level, she was a colleague of Kimi’s. They were equals. It 

also made Kristen realize that people were looking out for her, that they wanted to make 

sure nothing too bad would happen to her. The implications for a realization like this are 

long-reaching, especially in composition classrooms where we are faced with retention 

problems that are directly the result of students who have lost their support systems and 

don’t feel like they have anyone to turn to. While teachers cannot offer showers to their 

students (this example is somewhat extreme), I think there is some work to be done 

within composition studies to re-establish what appropriate boundaries are for teachers 

and students. Being too careful and creating boundaries that are overly cautious can 

create sterile, static relationships that do not allow for the flexibility for which Valenzuela 

advocates.  

 I do want to acknowledge that there is an inherent contradiction between this 

attempt at equality via reciprocity and the concept of one of the parties initiating action. 

But this is just one of the paradoxes of community work, or of conducting research with 

real, whole people: someone has to start the conversation. Just like in a TV show, or a 

play, someone or something has to incite the action to move the story forward. At the 
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community development level, someone has to be able to take the first step; what this 

component of reciprocity highlights is the often limited authority (even under the best of 

circumstances) of participants to do so.  

Reciprocity Guideline #2: Share Individual Experience 

When youth do not expect that they will be able to talk openly and honestly about issues 

of difference, we have found at VOICES that the best solution is to create opportunities 

for youth and adults to share stories. Stories have come to be the great equalizer in the 

VOICES office, as they serve a variety of purposes: grants, publishing, and mentoring. 

As Rachel Villarreal, Associate Director puts it, the stories we carry around with us are 

what have the greatest ability to link us to other people, particularly those who we might 

have nothing, at least on the surface, in common with. She says,  

Your own story is what brings you that strength. “Your stories are your power.” 
Your stories are what make you who you are. And if you learn a way to actually 
share those across cultures, across class—if you can relate to someone who you 
have nothing in common with, if you can find a story to share with that person 
and they can find a story to share with you, then suddenly, you have a totally 
different relationship with that person. That’s how you get to college. That’s how 
you get a job. That’s how you get ahead. That’s how you get a partner, that’s how 
you raise your children. That’s how you have good relationships. That’s the 
ultimate skill that you can give.  

 

Sharing stories is central to the best practices at VOICES: it’s all over what we do. We 

share stories when we’re hiring, when we recruit youth, when we’re teaching, when 

we’re fundraising, when we’re interviewing and photographing, when we publish, when 

we explain to people why the organization exists. I think most of us who work as English 

or writing teachers would agree that stories have value; the tricky part is implementing 



 78 

that value into programming or class time: as administrators and teachers, we have to 

allow the time and expertise to allow the sharing of stories to happen in ways that are 

meaningful and productive.   

One way VOICES has worked the sharing of stories into its curriculum is through 

an adaptation of the YWCA Unlearning Racism Workshop, which seeks to humanize 

difference through a series of questions that are shared within a group of participants. 

Jonathan Schoffel, a youth apprentice for the 2005-2006 issue of 110º and a youth leader 

during the 2006-2007 year, remembers the identity workshop as one of the primary 

reasons he stuck around VOICES for the whole school year, even though he ended up 

dropping out of the U of A during his time at VOICES: 

[Sticking around] started with Kristen’s identity workshop. I think doing that 
immediately created a bond between all of us. Like I said, I was still motivated to 
do my story, but not only that, now I had a group of friends that I was open with. 
So, that’s why I stayed. [The identity workshop] asks people to be vulnerable on 
the spot, immediately. And that’s hard. But once people can do it, it’s 
automatically creating bonds, because connections are being made between 
person to person: “Oh yeah, my dad died, too.” “Oh yeah, my parents got 
divorced as well.” “Oh yeah, I’m fuckin’ poor.”  
 

The structure of the workshop is pretty basic: everyone involved sits around in a big 

circle, with snacks and drinks in the middle so people have to get up as little as possible 

(the entire process takes about 6-8 hours total, over 2-3 days). I have a fairly loose 

definition of “storytelling” here: I mean sharing narratives, oftentimes personal ones, 

about key events that can somehow be linked to larger community issues. For example, 

the Identity Workshop does not factor in time for people to talk about why their pets are 

unique, or why they particularly love shopping at Target. The stories are a place to 
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highlight difference in a personal way, so the questions lend themselves to community-

based issues: “Have you ever experienced racism? If so, how?” The questions, which are 

adapted every year according to the tastes and intuitions of the youth leaders, are at once 

based in the personal but also reflective of issues that are of importance to the larger 

community. This reflexive action is what we call “taking the I to the we”: using personal 

stories to access larger issues that, without anecdotal evidence, are nearly inaccessible to 

mass audiences. The end result of the workshop, as Jonathan says, is to create 

possibilities for friendships and alliances amongst the youth. But it also creates a culture 

of sharing and storytelling that is focused on community, not just the self.  

 Because the culture at VOICES privileges personal stories as a method for 

accessing large community issues, storytelling creates a safe space for youth to talk about 

their whole selves, not just the professional self. Because the youth who are hired at 

VOICES tend to be low-income, and thus dealing with all of the baggage that tends to 

come with that label—transitory, time and sleep deficient, low on resources, easily and 

seriously affected by obstacles that can throw off a gingerly-balanced budget—the 

relationships they establish through storytelling makes VOICES a physical place that 

they return to time and again as their lives fluctuate. This safe space extends to the adults 

who work and volunteer at VOICES, as well.  

 Tracey Menten taught high school for seven years before the culturally insensitive 

environment in her school district forced her to take a job as an instructional designer 

outside of public education. Tracey found VOICES because her partner, Tammie, who is 

in the rhetoric graduate program with me, knew that VOICES was looking for writing 
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volunteers. Because Tracey was missing her students, and the satisfaction she got from 

working in a meaningful way with youth, Tracey signed up to volunteer for two hours per 

week. When Tracey, a lesbian, first started mentoring at VOICES, she didn’t come out to 

the kids: not being able to share her personal life or sexual orientation was something that 

had pushed her out of public education, and so, just because it never really came up at the 

office, never shared these things with the youth. But when she was asked to be a part of 

an interviewing training activity, Tracey was allowed the opportunity to share a story 

about herself that had never come up before: her wedding. As part of the activity, a group 

of 10 or so apprentice journalists were charged with determining the significance of an 

artifact Tracey gave them. Tracey, in a hurried moment, chose her wedding ring: 

When I handed it over I was a little panicked. I was like, “Oh, shit.” I didn’t think 
until I handed it over that they were probably going to get to the, the…root cause, 
so to speak. I was very nervous. The whole point of the activity is to get them to 
ask specific questions. So, they weren’t asking very specific questions. And for 
me growing up and being closeted for most of my life, I’m very good at hiding. 
I’m very good at avoiding answering questions and I’m very good at playing the 
pronoun game. I’m very good at answering questions without answering 
questions. I’ve spent a lot of my life doing that. So I did that for quite a while, 
because they really weren’t asking very specific questions, and they were making 
assumptions, too, about who gave me the ring. Who I was married to. I don’t 
remember exactly who asked a question. I think Kristen [Suagee-Beauduy, the 
AmeriCorps leader] was sitting with them. I don’t know if she guided them to ask 
a more specific question, although Kristen didn’t know either. She just knew she 
needed to drill down, like she wasn’t getting enough.  
 
Once it came out, so to speak, the questions shifted dramatically. You know, I got 
beat up in high school. So it’s very different to see high school kids react that 
way. It was fine! There was no reaction—that was the point. The interview kept 
going like it was nothing. So my armpit sweat kind of dried up a little bit. But 
then they started asking questions about teaching, and for me, I got to share like, 
how that was very difficult, as a teacher, not to be able to be open.  
 
When I left that day, that was a really—I had never in all the years I was a 
teacher, I never came out to kids. Ever. I wasn’t allowed to. I was told I was going 
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to be fired, I was told all kinds of really horrible things. It was really horrible to 
live like that. Especially because I was very close with my kids who I did 
yearbook with. We spent a lot of time together, working. And so they were 
always very respectful. It was like they understood. I didn’t talk about my private 
life, but they didn’t ask questions, either. Whereas, that’s normal stuff that you 
ask your teacher. Kids ask their teachers stuff all the time. But because I never 
shared, they never asked.  
 

Just like many of the youth when they first begin sharing stories with wider audiences, 

Tracey’s expectation (illustrated by the armpit sweat!) had been that her immediate 

audience would be unwilling to hear the story. Once the story came out, though, Tracey 

realized that not being able to share personal stories with the youth she was teaching in 

high school was a large part of her unwillingness to continue teaching at all. This is why 

the reciprocal action in storytelling is so powerful; unless both parties are allowed to 

share their experiences, the transaction is incomplete; as Stephanie points out in her story 

about welfare earlier in the chapter, “it just felt bad” that the person sitting at the other 

side of the desk didn’t know anything about her and didn’t seem to care about why she 

was there. This blatant disregard for her human condition, in the end, was so much of a 

slap in the face that she was forced to quit the welfare program. In much the same way, 

Tracey was driven out of her own teaching position by the disregard for her as a whole 

person. Storytelling, in order to be meaningful, must be a two-way street.  

 There are several programmatic elements to talk about in this part of Tracey’s 

story: first, that she was involved in an interviewing exercise. It seems as though there are 

two ways to work sharing stories into program structure: either through activities or 

curriculum that are specifically geared toward creating community and establishing 

workplace (or classroom) culture, such as the Identity Workshop, or by creating 
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opportunities to do so throughout curriculum. Because the youth need to be trained in the 

interviewing, photography, and research skills they’ll need to report their stories, we rely 

on a corps of volunteers to both serve as mentors throughout this training period. One of 

the ways that these mentors serve is that they share their own experiences coming up as 

professional writers and photographers. For Tracey, this meant talking about how she left 

teaching. Again, listening to professional writers talk through their own stories is an 

example of taking the “I to the we”: Tracey wasn’t mindlessly ambling on about her 

favorite candy bar or brand of exercise pants. She was relating a personal experience (not 

being able to fully identify as a lesbian with her students) to a larger community issue 

(the hostile climate that surrounds GLBT teachers in Tucson and across the country).  

 The interviewing activity that she was a part of is adapted from several VOICES 

best practice activities put together, as it involves an ethnographic interviewing activity, 

an icebreaker activity, and a writing activity all in one: at the beginning of the activity, 

the facilitator asks everyone to check their pockets for an object that has some 

significance to them: it can be a favorite pencil, a lucky coin, a leftover piece of candy, 

or, as in Tracey’s case, a wedding ring. The facilitator asks everyone to jot down some 

notes about what makes the object important—this takes about 10 minutes. During this 

time, the participants are instructed to make sure that they are actually willing to share 

about the object (for example, a tattered wallet photo of a loved one who has passed on 

would not necessarily be enjoyable or tolerable to talk about in front of a group). After 

that, the facilitator asks everyone to hold up the object they have chosen, and the group 

collectively decides which story to hear. Once a person (now the “interviewee”) and 
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his/her object are chosen, the interviewee passes the object around the room for everyone 

to see up close. After this, the interviewee leaves, without sharing anything about the 

object and why it was chosen, for another room. While the interviewee is gone, the rest of 

the participants have to come up with questions to figure out what the significance of the 

object is to the interviewee without directly asking him/her. Once they are finished 

coming up with questions, the interviewee is called back into the room, and questioning 

commences. The interviewers learn interviewing protocol by practicing as a group. This 

kind of activity is a rich way to add storytelling to curriculum: rather than send youth out 

in the field to do “man on the street” interviews, these sit down interviews allow youth to 

hear from adult volunteers about their experiences.  

But for many adult mentors who have been interviewed, the process is a profound 

experience because it allows for greater understanding between youth and adults. It is 

also a building block for a more reciprocal relationship, one where the adults are 

encouraged to share just as much as the youth. After the interviewing exercise, when 

Tracey got in the car that night, she realized that she had never come out to youth before. 

In her words, she had never been able to be her “whole self” with kids she was teaching: 

They were asking me questions because they were learning how to do an 
interview. But for me, I was getting to talk about my whole self. I was getting to 
be my whole adult self with these youth that I’m mentoring! And that had never 
happened before. So when I get in the car, I’m like, “holy crap.” I never thought I 
would have that. It was bizarre in a good way. It felt safe, and that’s not 
something I often associate with being a lesbian.  
 
I was one of the teachers who started the Gay Straight Alliance, which was the 
first one ever [in that district]. It was apparently, in this town, a miracle. It was 
really difficult being an advisor because of a number of reasons: for one, we all 
got pulled out of classes by the superintendent of the district and told, “you need 
to reel it in.”  We were told, “you’re putting targets on the kids’ backs. You might 
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as well put targets on their backs for shooting practice.” We were told it was too 
much too soon, and I had to sit through [that] meeting. I was afraid I was going to 
lose my job! I was so angry. My friends, who were all straight, said, “we’ll speak 
for you.”  
 
When I met with the [Gay/Straight] Alliance Fund [grantors], that was something 
they asked about [VOICES]: providing a safe place for youth. And I said, “It’s not 
just youth who get the safety. It’s also the adult staff, the adult mentors. YOU get 
that safety, too. You get to be in this environment. You just blend in. It’s not like, 
“Oh, she’s the gay mentor, she’s the such and such mentor.” You’re just part of it.   
 

For Tracey, the ability to just be “one of the group” is a feat that was accomplished 

through storytelling. At her high school teaching job, when she was unable to share even 

the most basic information about her personal life (“I had fun last night; my partner and I 

made spaghetti,” or “Don’t worry, high school was hard for me, too.” etc.), she didn’t 

feel like she could fully contribute as a teacher. The safe space that Tracey alludes to, as 

an adult mentor, is yet another way to enact reciprocity: not only the youth get access to 

feeling like they can be their whole selves. 

 

Reciprocity Guideline #3: Model Behavior 

Josh and Kimi’s document on collaborative mentoring points to equality as a part of the 

mentoring formula: if youth see themselves on equal footing with the adults in the 

program, they are more likely to ask questions, become engaged, and stay in the program 

because they can be their whole selves at work.13 For Tracey, because she couldn’t be her 

                                                

13 Staying in the program(s) at VOICES has benefits for many youth: increased responsibility often 
manifests in increased engagement at school, home and work. Over time, many youth improve their grades 
as a result of practicing writing and photography every day. Youth who are involved at VOICES (and other 
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whole self around the people she was teaching, she couldn’t continue to teach. If she 

couldn’t model being civically engaged—which for her entailed talking about the 

inequalities that come along with being a lesbian—then she couldn’t teach how to be 

civically engaged: 

There’s a lot of reasons I left teaching. For me, the biggest part of teaching is 
modeling. And one of my big pieces of teaching is to teach civic engagement and 
social action and character building. So it is very difficult to stand in front of a 
group of students and expect them to be civically engaged, and be into building 
sound moral character when essentially you can’t be your full self. And to have to 
talk about issues—in texts, in movies—whatever you’re using to teach. And if 
you can’t fully articulate your own being, how can you expect them to become 
fully engaged and be outstanding citizens if you’re not modeling that for them? 
You know? I want to be a teacher, but I’m a bad liar. So it’s a really 
uncomfortable situation.  
 

A lot of what Tracey does in the classroom—civic engagement, social action, character 

building—develops naturally at VOICES, from being mentored over a long period of 

time. For example, the open environment at VOICES offers youth the opportunity to 

mess up (as Kristen alludes to above) and then get back on track again precisely because 

they know they will be guided by adult mentors who share about their own life 

experiences and who model resiliency. When Tracey couldn’t model resiliency (talk 

about her own civic engagement, social action, and character building), she was rendered 

tool-less in the classroom. At VOICES, this works in the reverse: because adults and 

youth are asked to be whole people at work (talk about their personal lives, share stories 

                                                

programs like VOICES) are also less likely to engage in “risky” behavior such as drinking and 
experimenting with drugs (you can’t come to work high, for example). These factors are measure through 
the VOICES assessments, which were created in conjunction with assessment specialists at 
LeCroy/Milligan Associates in Tucson.  
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about what they’re passionate about), they are able to be whole people on the page and 

during the interviewing and research process for their stories (this will become important 

in the next chapter).  

 Creating opportunities where modeling can happen looks much like creating 

opportunities where youth and adults can share stories: it can be built into the content of 

the curriculum or explored in a one-on-one setting with the youth. Modeling involves 

sharing a skill with someone else by showing them how to do it and then practicing that 

skill in action. For example, Josh Schachter, the founding photography director, was 

known for taking youth into the field with him when he was shooting his own photos. 

Stephanie Hageman, a youth apprentice from 2004-2006, was especially interested in 

photography and wanted to shoot a story about sex workers. While the photo essay about 

sex workers was never published (Stephanie and Josh couldn’t get the photos in a way 

that didn’t violate ethical and/or liability rules at either the Arizona Daily Star or 

VOICES), Stephanie practiced her photography—mostly about the pyrotechnic 

performance group Flam Chen—in the field with Josh. She recalls, “In the first year, Josh 

changed his schedule around so much to help me go out—one night he stayed out with 

me until like, three o’clock in the morning shooting a show. That was just his time. He 

wasn’t getting paid for it at all. It was just something he felt he needed to do.” For 

Stephanie, this professional training in the field turned into a professional job after 

VOICES ended, as she now travels with Flam Chen and shoots promotional and artistic 

video for them.  
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 But successful modeling isn’t perfect at VOICES: it’s actually something we 

struggle with quite a bit. One part of modeling, for example, is providing youth with 

caring adult mentors who can relate to the youths’ own personal experience. Donnamarie 

Miranda, now 21, was a youth apprentice at the 110º Magazine for a year before she 

moved on to become the organization’s administrative assistant, organizing and 

implementing payroll, donations, book sales, the filing system, and the organizational 

schedule. Also, during her time as administrative assistant, Donnamarie took the cover 

photograph for the 2007-2008 issue of the magazine while out on a photo shoot with Josh 

and another youth. While she ended up being successful at VOICES, Donna struggled a 

lot during her time as a youth apprentice journalist because she was afraid of failing. The 

stress of handling work and school was difficult, and she felt like she didn’t have anyone 

to talk to about how she was feeling; she knew the adult staff would listen, but because 

we all come from different backgrounds from her (none of us are Mexican or from the 

south side of Tucson), Donna was afraid we would judge her for losing her cool. In her 

own words:  

I love the people that I worked with, and I continue to love them, and the 
relationships we’ve created…but had I had a [mentor] that came from the 
southside, that came from a low-income [background], that came from like, 
similar steps that I took, I think that I would have felt even more at ease. I 
connected with [the adult staff] on all these great levels, but I didn’t have anyone 
saying, “Dude, I know. My family was the same. And in my experience, this is 
what I had to do. I’m in college. And now look at me, I’m successful.”  
 
When Rainy [a graduate of 110º] came in [to the office to visit], I was like, “Oh, 
shit!” She’s doing what I want to do, she’s in urban youth development, pretty 
much the same thing I want to do. And she even worked my position 
[administrative assistant] when the position began. Had I been in 110 and she’d 
been working there, she would have been like, “Dude, you can do this, you can do 
this.” I don’t think I would have given up as much on myself.  
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What Donna is saying here has everything to do with trust and respect: although she had 

great relationships with the people she worked with, Donna still needed a mentor who 

had been in her exact social situation. She needed a mentor who had been in her position 

in order to believe that she’d be able to finish the program successfully. This speaks to 

the importance of making sure to have a staff that reflects difference as much as possible.  

This difference is difficult to achieve on our staff, even living in a city as diverse 

as VOICES. For as long as I’ve been at VOICES, diversity is something we’ve talked 

about in almost every board meeting: how can we recruit and retain volunteers and staff 

members who reflect the diversity of the youth? Founding board member Ramon Olivas, 

a Mexican activist and now counselor at Challenger Middle School, talks about how hard 

it is to recruit and retain people of color for the board and as staff members: 

[A diverse board], it’s hard to get –and I told Regina and I told the other board 
members, because we were coming up with our cultural plan. I said, “The people 
of color, somebody gets them right away.” You’re very fortunate when you come 
across those folks, and their needs are compatible with the needs of that particular 
community. That’s hard. I think it’s something that needs to be strived for. But to 
me, the bottom line in terms of board and in terms of staff, I don’t care what color 
you are but you better do your job first and foremost.  
 
[T]hat’s the challenge of getting people of color on the board. [T]here are people 
[of color] on boards who are just OK. The other people make up for them. But 
[the organizations] want to say that they have a diverse board and this is Mr. Rico 
here, he can do some things. But he’s not in a leadership role. He’s average. And 
that’s all you might need to be is average. But in terms of VOICES, it better not 
be average. Because we’re not about average people here. We’re not about 
average board members. We might be about average youth when they come in, or 
below average youth, but by the time they leave, they’re anything but average—
because of the above average staff we have here. That’s my take on that.  
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It is a priority at VOICES to hire volunteers and staff members who reflect difference 

because, like Donnamarie says, it’s simply not the same thing to listen to a white staff 

member say, “You’ll succeed with your writing, just like I did,” when the “just like I did 

part” is different from the start. What we have learned at VOICES, and what is key for 

other organizations to take into account is that difference comes in a variety of forms, not 

just skin color.  

   

GROWING RECIPROCITY: A PARADOX 

Reciprocity, as is set out by Cushman and Bourdieu and as is practiced, albeit 

haphazardly, in community literacy programs and youth development programs across 

the country, has so much to offer. For one, it allows participants in community literacy 

programs to connect in meaningful ways with the people who are teaching in or running 

these programs. It also allows for more honest and open discussion about difference, and, 

as we saw from the youth and mentor testimony here, it is a way to humanize difference 

(make it accessible through personal experience) in a way that is not encouraged in other 

institutions, such as the public school system. Reciprocity as a practice also decreases 

turnover in programs and has the ability to do the same in classrooms, as it builds 

relationships that bolster the learning process. With all of these good things that 

reciprocity does, we should grow the concept of reciprocity so community literacy 

organizations can serve more participants in more programs.  

 The problem with this is that reciprocity is largely a one-on-one activity. It may 

seem like an obvious point, but reciprocity wouldn’t work well, for example, in a lecture-
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style classroom with a handful of instructors and hundreds of students. Reciprocity would 

struggle in a program with thousands of participants (not unheard of) and few staff 

members precisely because the human element of the mentoring process has the potential 

to become lost. Although the students could work one-on-one with each other, they 

would be missing yet another paradoxical element of reciprocity: that both participants 

hold different knowledge and, in many situations, one person’s knowledge is valued more 

than the other person’s (depending on the situation). In practice, thousands of students 

mentoring each other would not have the same effect as a teacher mentoring one of these 

students, precisely because the teachers have more knowledge than the students about 

course content (that is why they are teachers—their specialized knowledge is valued).14   

In community literacy environments, one-on-one mentoring introduces 

participants to new concepts and creates enduring relationships that can often open doors 

to higher education or financial stability. The program participants are able to teach 

program staff and volunteers about the efficacy, relevancy, and need for programs. Both 

parties are models for each other; in this way, the one-on-one method is indispensible. So 

the research question that needs to be addressed as the field grows is, how do we grow 

our programs and reach more participants (more youth, in the case of VOICES) and not 

sacrifice the quality of programming that we know comes from working in a reciprocal 

manner?  

                                                

14 A larger, more FYC-focused project might address the enormous potential for using reciprocal action in 
the composition classroom. I can imagine the tools described here as making contributions to how we 
structure first-year retention programs, as well as living/learning environments.  
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What happens when, in a community literacy setting—say at a nonprofit where 

there is a small number of staff and volunteers and a large number of participants—one 

group gives more time, emotional support, technical assistance, etc., than the other 

group? How to grow reciprocity sustainably—so it can be replicated—is a concept that 

requires much more exploration than it is currently receiving, either in composition 

studies or in youth development. The concept of “reciprocity,” while it draws attention to 

equanimity, certainly does not guarantee it. There is little to no research on how to solve 

this paradox in community situations—and community literacy staff members and 

administrators struggle with this question everyday already as funders increasingly 

request that more participants be served. The next chapter, on identification in the 

VOICES interviewing process, examines how to carry the tenets of reciprocity into the 

community.  
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CHAPTER 3: RECIPROCITY AS A RHETORICAL 

PERFORMANCE 

Hector Heredia was 19 when he finished the Looking into the Westside Project, the pre-

VOICES oral history publication that garnered community support for more 

intellectually-challenging after-school programming in Tucson. After Looking into the 

Westside ended, Regina and Hector made the rounds at local education and youth 

development conferences to talk about their collaboration. At one conference, Hector was 

got into a public debate with a conference facilitator over the facilitator’s use of the term 

“youth at-risk. Hector recalls how he reacted to the disagreement: 

 I just dropped the mic and walked out because I was so pissed, you know. To me, 
it seemed like they were using the kids to get somewhere, to benefit. So I was 
like, “fuck this!” and I bounced. When I walked out, things ended pretty quick. 
Then Regina came out like, “are you all right?” I’m like, “Fuck no, you know 
what I mean?” She was like, “Calm down, calm down.” I was like, “alright.” One 
of their board people came up to me and spoke, and said, “we can’t believe you 
said that, you’re right about what you said. And we want you to be part of your 
team.” I said, “ I’m sorry. I can’t do that. If I join your team that’s going to make 
me a hypocrite. I don’t belong to you, I belong to them.” And Regina just walked 
me out. 
 

Hector’s story illustrates what happens when the theory about a topic (performed by the 

facilitator) and the practice of it (lived by Hector) do not match up; as Crowley might put 

it, the two sides are not even able to have a debate about what it means to be at-risk 

because they cannot even agree that they’re talking about “at-risk.” From a community 

development perspective, this conversation is one that needs to happen—it would be an 

inroad into a contentious local topic (Tucson, like many cities of its size, struggles to 

provide programming for its youth), and the possibility of coming at least to a small 
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amount of understanding would be exciting. But in the moment, the divide between 

theory and practice, logic and belief took over—what’s a rhetorician to do?  

 Current work being done by other writers and scholars tells us that moments like 

these are ripe with possibility for storytelling, an act of sharing individual experience 

with an audience for the purpose of arriving at a richer and greater understanding of how 

that experience relates to larger community issues. This practice of connecting the “I to 

the we” (more on that later) is already institutionalized as part of the VOICES process—

but we didn’t invent this concept. Storytelling is a way to bridge gaps in discourse and 

understanding and has a long history in advocacy journalism, myth-making, and the 

quasi-spiritual practice of witnessing (a component of both advocacy journalism and 

myth-making). This chapter argues that storytelling is already a model in these areas, and 

if community literacy practitioners can adopt some of these tactics, we will be on our way 

to systematizing storytelling as a method of sustainably bridging the divide between 

theory and practice. 

Hector’s story also illustrates what happens when reciprocity doesn’t occur. What 

happened to Hector has happened to all of us, when we feel as though we have been 

misrepresented, we get defensive. We’ve all felt like “it didn’t happen like that” or “I 

don’t fit into that group’s sense of things.” And we normally do some variation of what 

Hector did at the conference: we try to correct the misrepresentation, whatever the cost.  

 But what happened in this example was that Hector shut down conversation; by 

dropping the mic and walking out of the room, he sent a clear message that the dialogue 

was over. If, in a very broad view, rhetoric is about using all of the available means of 
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persuasion at hand, perhaps Hector did all he could do in that moment. Maybe, at 19, 

reasoning with the speaker wasn’t a skill available to him. But consider the options: 

Hector might have kept the mic and explained why the term “at-risk” didn’t accurately 

describe his current situation. From his perspective as a participant in job skills training 

programs, he might have explained why the current climate of job skills training isn’t 

actually set up to allow the targeted youth demographic under discussion to succeed. 

Every time I return to Hector’s transcript about that afternoon, I’m glad Hector stood up 

for himself. A part of me likes that this after-school program specialist, whoever he was, 

got schooled by a 19 year-old in front of a large audience. Even though you could argue 

that the after-school scholar may have been so caught off-guard, or humiliated, that he 

never used the term “at-risk” again, it would be hard to argue that Hector’s speech act 

facilitated discussion. His speech act was a means to an end: it shut down conversation, 

and from knowing Hector, I think that’s what he wanted in that moment. From my 

current perspective as someone who works with a lot of fairly angry youth, I don’t think 

Hector’s response was necessarily the most generative, in that it got people talking about 

why the term “at-risk” is hurtful. Rather, it just shut down the conversation and caused, I 

would guess, a fair amount of shame. 

 I do not think Hector did anything wrong here: this example is merely illustrative 

of how easy it is to shut down communication. When Regina tells the story of how the 

afternoon went down, she recalls the exact same events, but added that she and Hector 

went out for ice cream afterward: the bottom line is that the afternoon was pretty normal. 

The conversation, for the after-school professionals leading the conference, was pretty 
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normal. And the response, at least in Hector’s discourse community, was pretty normal. 

The everyday quality of performance is at once its strong suit and also the reason that it 

must be considered carefully: if there is no attention brought to it, it has the capacity to 

slip out of sight.  

Consider what might have happened, for example, if Hector had been able or 

willing to rely on a system of storytelling in that moment. He might have been able to use 

his own individual experience to negate the notion that at-risk youth need to be saved 

from themselves. Within media studies and the daily craft of journalism and reporting 

exist techniques for dealing with situations like Hector’s. The two stories recounted in 

this chapter illustrate how the performance of storytelling has created (or not) dialogue 

between very different rhetors and audiences: founding writing director Kimi Eisele and 

two youth interviewing a homeless family living in the desert, and Mexican-American 

youth apprentice Jennifer Thall and the director of the Arizona Minutemen Civil Defense 

Corps, Al Garza. When I talk about reciprocity as a performance I’m not talking about 

the dialectic, or any sophisticated, formalized system of exchanging ideas. I’m just 

talking about how to get disparate people to talk to each other for the sake of a larger 

purpose. I argue that this work is ultimately about fostering the relationships to arrive at 

situations in which dialogue can occur. What happens after the initial moments of 

discussion will be the topic for the next chapter.  
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RECIPROCITY AS A RHETORICAL PERFORMANCE 

In “Performing Writing, Performing Literacy,” Jenn Fishman, Andrea Lunsford, 

Beth McGregor and Mark Otuteye argue that performance studies as a field has much to 

offer the teaching of writing, particularly because most first-year composition (FYC) 

students already have a nonacademic knowledge of performance. From these scholars’ 

perspectives, “performance” is at the “intersection of the body, rhetoric, and writing, thus 

reuniting composition and communication” (228). Together, words and an awareness of 

how the words are presented orally contribute to Kenneth Burke’s concept of symbols 

and myths: we are always performing simply through our use of words themselves. As 

Fishman et al remind us, “to be human is to speak and write and perform through 

multiple systems of signification” (228). The authors continue on to argue that 

performance plays an important, yet largely unidentified, role in the composition 

classroom. I add here that performance also plays a central role in the one-on-one 

mentoring and interviewing that often occurs in community literacy organizations.  

 The term “performance” conjures up a breadth of experiences and references for 

people, precisely because it encompasses seemingly every second of our lives. In his 

textbook, Performance: A Critical Introduction, Marvin Carlson explains that 

performance can be clustered into three broad categories: (1) a display of skills (as in an 

oboe performance, for example), (2) displays of “recognized and culturally coded 

patterns of behavior” (a play, for example, or even Hector’s performance at the mic), and 

(3) the “offstage” articulation of a behavior or activity that is to be judged by the 

audience. This last category is what we typically mean when we talk about performance 
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in rhetoric and composition. This definition echoes the way Judith Butler defines gender: 

an articulation of activities that together may be called “feminine” or “masculine.” 

Performance, for example, is not always entirely conscious, and this is Butler’s argument: 

that we are constructed to perform our genders in ways that limit the possibilities for 

living in between the strict polarities of “man” and “woman.” The offstage articulation is 

most like Butler because it involves judgment on the part of a hegemonic system, so large 

that it appears to be invisible. This invisible sense of audience and judgment is what 

makes this third category so intriguing and also so useful for theorizing the ways 

marginalized youth are taught to act when confronted with hegemonic systems (in the 

form of interviews, photo shoots, etc.). Combined, these definitions contribute to a 

complex, “contested” definition of performance, but one that upholds the importance of 

audience as central to its being (Carlson 4-5). According to rhetoric scholars like Walter 

Ong, performances are always created for an audience, even if that audience is the self, or 

the audience is imagined (more on this in the next chapter) (10).  

 In order to view reciprocity as an offstage performance, we must see that the roles 

of “performer” and “audience” are always in flux. Because we are humans walking 

around in the world everyday, our audiences and our roles are constantly changing as our 

environments change (de Certeau). In this way, to understand reciprocity as a 

performance allows us the access to stories and dialogues that we might not have if we 

didn’t view the roles of community literacy workers and community members as 

changing from moment to moment.  
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Storytelling as Reporting: The Systems of Journalism 

 Storytelling—which almost always involves some amount of comfort with 

subjectivity, let alone using the word “I”—has long been the pariah form of mainstream 

(or “market-driven”) journalism. In the past few years, however, first-person narration 

and acknowledgment of subjective perspectives has largely become more mainstream 

(consider the popularity of such radio shows as “This I Believe” and “This American 

Life” or the highly trafficked blogs of New York Times correspondents). Journalism 

textbook authors seem reticent to critique the role of objectivity, but those who use 

journalism as a tool (rather than a primary lens) tend toward a more contextual, 

purposeful perspective on the uses of storytelling in reporting. In the article “Journalism 

and Urban School Reform: Versions of Democratic Decision Making in Two American 

Cities,” the educational researchers Dorothy Shipps, Elizabeth Fowlkes, and Alissa 

Peltzman argue that how citizens view the public educational system hinges upon the 

methods and ideologies subscribed to by the journalists who report on it. The authors 

break “journalism” as a category into four smaller subgroups: advocacy journalism, 

market journalism, trustee journalism, and public journalism. Each of the four subgroups 

is in turn defined by how its adherents perceive the role of the press and the public in the 

maintenance of democracy.  

 Using the categories set up by Shipps, Fowlkes, and Peltzman, the journalistic 

work created at VOICES fits largely into two categories: advocacy journalism and public 

journalism. Shipps, Fowlkes, and Peltzman describe advocacy journalism as somewhat of 

an anomaly among contemporary journalists, due to its unabashed subjectivity, which 
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takes the form of “support for the opinions taken by the editors or owners” in “taking 

sides” and harshly calling out unreliable sources (369). The authors also cite a strong 

history of advocacy journalism in the African-American and Jewish communities (I will 

circle back to the role anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells played in a moment), but then 

undermine this history by suggesting that there is little to no need for formal training in 

advocacy journalism, as writing skills and passion about the topic being covered are 

“sufficient.” I disagree with this assessment: just because a piece of writing is subjective 

does not mean that it is lacking in rigor, or is exemplary of a lack of foresight or training. 

This devaluing of passion and emotion is exactly the opposite of what we as rhetoricians 

know to be true: that the careful deployment of emotion is a persuasive tactic that is 

unpacked in our scholarship and our practice far too little.  

 Shipps, Fowlkes, and Peltzman juxtapose their definition of advocacy journalism 

with a more tempered portrayal of what they call “public journalism”: a seemingly more 

moderate form of storytelling that embraces subjectivity while allowing readers to make 

their own judgments about the issues being covered. While advocacy journalism, 

according to the authors, perceives the public as a collective of many “small and diverse” 

interest groups that are not well-connected enough among elites to influence systematic 

change, public journalism emerges as a problem-solving technique for a public that is 

capable of governing themselves (372). Public journalism uses personal experience and 

subjective reporting in order to help voters and citizens make up their minds on public 

issues (like education, for example). Public journalism is dependent on providing context 
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about issues, multiple perspectives, and a transparent dialogue about options on these 

issues.15 

 Advocacy journalism comes from a long American tradition of publicly speaking 

out on injustices, a practice pioneered by anti-slavery and anti-lynching advocates in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Among these activists is Ida B. Wells, known in 

the rhetorical canon for her work on the concept of “presence”: conjuring emotion 

through detailed description of personal experience in order to motivate an audience to 

action. Karlyn Kohrs Campbell profiles Wells in Man Cannot Speak for Her as a rhetor 

who used “dramatic examples” to highlight the double standards placed on African-

American women. According to Campbell, instead of using metaphor or abstract 

language, she used vivid anecdotes to humanize the problem of lynching and make it 

real-life. She also made bold statements that called out nay-sayers. For example, in her 

collection of speeches, On Lynchings: “Nobody in this section of the country believes the 

old threadbare lie that Negro men rape white women” (4). Her tone is assertive, and as 

Campbell points out, subversive; while anecdotal evidence was expected of women 

rhetors, the use of anecdotes as a form of social critique was not. Just as the work of 

current advocacy journalists (printed in publications like Mother Jones) are called out in 

the mass media for being “biased,” Wells’ speeches garnered criticism for their lack of 

objectivity. In her book When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race 

and Sex in America, Paula Giddings even remarks that Wells “managed to run afoul of 

                                                

15 See Arthur Charity’s Doing Public Journalism and The Idea of Public Journalism, edited by Theodore 
Glasser.  
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almost everyone with her strident independence and refusal to compromise her 

principles” (180). Just as is happening today16, Wells’ work was devalued because it 

made an argument, rather than simply reported on one. 

  In his 1994 address to the NCTE Conference, republished in College English in 

2000, Cornel West suggests that the only way to make systemic change against 

inequalities is to gather a shared history, using individual experience as evidence. 

Without the shared history, he says, community and ritual are rendered naked: “A sense 

of history would serve the crucial pillar for the kind of public conversation that we need 

to have about race, class, gender, and sexual orientation—not name calling and finger 

pointing, but an exchange of arguments and perspectives—because much is at stake, 

whether that stake is the relative success or relative failure of an experiment in 

democracy called America” (70).  Like Lu and Horner, West sees a tension between 

individual experience and the collective motion necessary to progress an agenda. But 

West suggests empathy—the product of storytelling—as the answer for accomplishing a 

shared history. This is the work of advocacy journalism: it explicitly points to an agenda 

and an argument so that a debate can occur. It is a structure that allows a divergent 

viewpoints (such as those from theory and practice) to come together and form a shared 

vision, based on experience.  

                                                

16 Again, I reference Crowley’s idea that as a culture, Americans are particularly uncomfortable with debate 
and disagreement. Crowley has repeatedly made the point that not engaging in debate is a serious affront to 
the principles of democracy. In Toward a Civil Discourse she points to radio shock jocks and cable news 
anchors as the stars of arguing without actually saying anything—they are an example of the literally 
pointless argument that occurs when rhetors cannot agree on a topic to debate.  
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VOICES has historically, over the ten year history of the organization, received 

much of its in-kind support (distribution of stories, printing of stories, professional 

training) from market-driven outlets such as The Arizona Daily Star. According to 

Shipps, Fowlkes, and Peltzman, market journalism outlets, with their dependence on 

advertising, use headlines that “fit their audience’s expectations and sustain their 

prejudices.” To market journalists, the public is a “collection of passive consumers, 

occasionally willing to trade individual resources,” but only if they see it in their self 

interest (370). I bring this up because while much of the work at VOICES starts out as 

advocacy journalism, there are not many outlets for this type of storytelling in southern 

Arizona—simply, there’s nowhere to put these stories. Advocacy journalism, with its 

unabashed subjectivity and passionate tone, has turned into a taboo, much like debate and 

argument in general (as Sharon Crowley reminds us). Storytelling is a model to create 

systems and relationships in community development work—but it is important to 

recognize that the extant models for storytelling are contested and uncomfortable even for 

professionals who tell stories (report) for a living.  

Following the Homeless Home: Directing a Performance 

 While the word “performance” signals a conscious effort on the part of the 

performer to play a role, performances can also be so commonplace that they are 

forgotten17. It is also important to realize that a performance isn’t a fabrication of the 

truth. In her introduction to Gender Trouble, Butler defines gender performativity as “not 

                                                

17 Again, see de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life 
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a singular act, but a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through its 

naturalization in the context of a body, understood, in part, as a culturally sustained 

temporal duration” (xv). For example, just because I walk around in the world every day 

dressed as a woman doesn’t mean I’m living a lie: it simply means that I’m repeating a 

ritual that has been modeled and normalized for me every second of my life.  

Early on in their teaching at VOICES, founding writing and photography directors 

Kimi Eisele and Josh Schachter realized that getting a story published is almost entirely 

dependent on whether or not the interviewer and interviewee can connect with one 

another. This means that the youth must learn to perform their roles as “journalist” 

appropriately in the field. For example, the role of journalist can actually be broken out 

into smaller categories: oral historian, documentarian, photographer, etc. In a delicate 

interviewing situation, it sometimes makes sense to emphasize one of these more than 

another.  

 Often, youth in the field need to be directed as to which of these roles to perform. 

Because the role of “inexperience” is marked on their bodies (they are teenagers, and 

dress and look like teenagers), being accompanied into the field on interviews and photo 

shoots by adult mentors lends them the credibility they need to keep conversation going 

and to be taken seriously. Zoe Burt and John Garcia, two youth apprentices during the 

2004-05 110º program year, decided they wanted to document the concept of home from 

the perspective of a homeless couple. With the help of Kimi and Josh, Zoe and John 

employed immersion journalism techniques in order to learn as much about the homeless 

couple they had befriended, Bill and Jackie Swain. This meant spending long afternoons 
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in the field with the couple, as well as witnessing their struggles over healthcare, food, 

and transportation. Around the office, we often refer to this story to tease out what our 

boundaries as journalists and storytellers are, as the Swains often needed transportation to 

get groceries, or to make purchases. Kimi and Josh often drove the youth to the Swain’s 

campsite in the desert, and while at first they resisted giving the couple rides, they ended 

up doing so. Conversely, the VOICES youth writers and adult mentors resisted 

counseling the Swains on money issues. When Bill wanted to use money he had saved to 

buy a big-screen TV for their desert home—and requested transportation to go pick up 

the TV—neither the youth nor Kimi or Josh resisted.  

Looking back, Kimi now recalls that living through those struggles with the 

Swains is what made the story more complex than other articles published about 

Tucson’s homeless problem in the local papers. She recalls how the whole idea got 

started in the first place: 

We had [a community forum], and people came from the Food Bank and this idea 
of food and homelessness came up. And Josh had been photographing the work of 
this organization called Traveler’s Aid. They give out food to homeless people—
so he and I went. We had this amazing experience of just seeing where people live 
in the desert, and Josh is photographing. His passion about that issue, as well as 
some of the people that came to that community panel, rubbed off. And Zoe and 
John decided to take on that issue.  

 
[Zoe and John decided] it wasn’t going to be just a normal, one-visit story. They 
identified a couple that was living in the desert. They really wanted to follow 
them over time through the course of the VOICES program. It was ambitious, but 
we knew they could do it. Sometimes [Josh and I’d] go [on the interviews with 
Zoe and John] together, sometimes we’d go separately. We would have these 
amazing experiences just witnessing what was happening.  
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The concept of spending more than one day interviewing a subject is a strange one in 

daily reporting. In order to get out the daily paper, for example, reporters and 

photojournalists often go out on multiple interviews and photo shoots per day, spending 

short periods of time with the people whose stories will appear in the paper. Being out in 

the field with interviewees means that you are subject to their daily lives—this is the 

point. But sometimes the lines between who will document whom, and for what reason, 

get blurred. This is another way of framing the power dynamics behind representation: in 

delicate situations, who has the right to be the documenter and not the documented? Is it 

ethical, or even possible, to be both at the same time? These questions highlight the 

dynamics that difference and inequality have in any situation that involves reciprocity or 

witnessing. 

The idea of “witnessing” is central to advocacy journalism, as it allows 

documenters to live stories with (an element of reciprocity) subjects, rather than just for 

them. It also allows reporters the ethos to speak from a place of authentic knowledge 

about a topic. Just as Lu and Horner argue that researchers and teachers must come to 

terms with the importance of authentic experience, so do journalists. In many ways, 

teachers, researchers and journalists have a similar plight, as they are both bound by their 

responsibility to individual experience; they each must take individual experience and 

relate it to a larger audience in order to make an argument. One way of thinking about 

how to respond to individual experience is through the lens of witnessing. In order to 

make individual experience matter on a larger scale, it has to be manipulated. It has to be 
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made to matter.18 As writing teachers, we would call this part of the writing process the 

thesis, or reflection. But there are already systems in place for how to process and report 

on individual experience; one of these systems is the concept of witnessing.  

In their book Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and 

History, Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub ask, “is there a relation between trauma and 

pedagogy? Can trauma instruct pedagogy?” (1). They define the act of witnessing by the 

responsibility of having to share individual experience with a larger audience (precisely 

the research question Lu and Horner end up at). Felman and Laub argue that witnessing 

means to   

bear the solitude of a responsibility, and to bear the responsibility, precisely, of 
that solitude. And yet, the appointment to bear witness is, paradoxically enough, 
an appointment to transgress the confines of that isolated stance to speak for 
others and to others. (3, emphasis theirs) 
 

The central trauma that the authors explore is the holocaust, a trauma of intense global 

magnitude. But their model of how trauma informs pedagogy can be scaled down to 

national traumas (for example, widespread unemployment and war) community traumas 

(homelessness, drug abuse, gang violence) and also the daily traumas that populate our 

lives (divorce, illness, bankruptcy). The hodgepodge, blended-genre form of journalism 

produced at VOICES, just like any other form of storytelling, relies on tension as a 

                                                

18 This is a problem we experience all the time as editors at VOICES, and one that radio host Ira Glass talks 
about frequently in his popular commentaries on storytelling (any search on youtube involving “Ira Glass” 
and “storytelling” will bring these up.) Glass says that there are two main building blocks of good radio 
stories: the anecdote and the main question. What’s frustrating about being an editor, he says, is that 
oftentimes, you get one without the other: a great anecdote or story with no reflection to make it 
meaningful, or lots of reflection and no story to make it real.  
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motivating factor; it seeks to locate and explain problems. The craft of the VOICES 

journalists is twofold: identifying a problem and finding sources to speak on it, and then 

explaining (reporting on) that problem so that it is clear enough for wide audiences to 

understand. The double-bind of documenting a problem as a journalist is similar to the 

ethical dilemma that bore action research in our field: how can we, as educated and 

caring investigators, willfully ignore problems that we can fix while we are researching? 

If witnessing is a paradox of solitude and responsibility to speak out, as referenced above, 

this paradox accurately describes the double-bind many researchers and journalists face 

in the field. I bring witnessing up here because much like the advocacy journalism 

discussed earlier, witnessing is a rhetorical, performative choice to speak out from a 

position of individual experience.    

In this way, witnessing contributes to the performative nature of reciprocity: while 

documenting the homelessness story, Kimi and Josh not only had to know when to 

witness and when to act for themselves, but they also had to know when to direct the 

youth to do so. Deciding which tactic to take is, from Kimi’s perspective, a decision that 

has to do with the well-being of the interviewee. Here is what happened when the 

interviewees became reticent to continue on with the interview, in Kimi’s words:  

There was one time we went and the woman in the couple was waiting for some 
medication and her husband was off trying to get it. Anyway, we were witness to 
their daily drama of trying to survive. We had just started documenting them, so it 
was a little tentative: “Who are you and what are you doing this for? Should we 
really open up to you?” There was this moment where Jackie Swain was talking 
about her medication, and she started to cry. John and Zoe were there and I was 
like, “Let’s just sit here, and we can stop the interview if you want.” 
 
Then Bill Swain came back and he was pissed because she was upset and we were 
there. He was mad, like, “Who are you guys and what are you doing”? I 
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[thought], “OK, teaching moment.” I [said], “Zoe and John, let’s turn the tables a 
little bit.” Because here we are asking them questions and it’s sensitive and it’s 
hard and they feel like they’re being picked apart. “Let’s stop. Why don’t you 
guys tell them a little bit about why you’re interested in this story? Talk about 
who you are and where you came from.” The previous year, Zoe had written the 
amazing story about growing up in the Sleepy Hollow Trailer Park. We needed to 
find the points of connection. And so they both talked about their lives and 
struggle and economic challenge. And immediately, it was like, “I get you” and “I 
get you.” I think it was really an important moment for trust. Here were these 
people opening up to us—that’s why we always say, this is not objective 
journalism. This is about human beings and lives and sharing and community 
building.  
 

What Kimi says about the interview not being about objective journalism, but rather 

human interaction, is a signal that often reciprocity feels like the most humane action to 

take in the midst of an interview. The “human” factor comes up again and again in 

conversations about interviewing around VOICES. Because youth often report on their 

own lives and interview family members or others who have had similar life experiences 

as the youth (Zoe and John’s case), the interviewees are vulnerable. The reciprocal part of 

this conversation is that both the youth and the Swains needed to share their stories in 

order to continue the interview. In their situation, reciprocity is reminiscent of Corder’s 

work on rhetoric and love: in order to share dialogue with someone, we must know that 

they are able and willing to listen19.  

But Kimi’s decision to stop the interview and just have a “human” moment is also 

a decision that provides insight into ethical dilemma posed to others who deal with first-

                                                

19 Corder’s theory of rhetoric as love suggests that because each of us carries around the narratives that 
make us who we are, we are able to either integrate our narratives with those of others around us, or we are 
not (in which case we are presented with “contending narratives”). There are too many theories to name, in 
our field and related fields, that articulate the process of disagreement in terms of identity. Corder is just 
one example.  
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hand experiences as evidence: namely, action researchers or ethnographers. Both 

advocacy journalism and critical ethnography share a responsibility to change what is 

unequal or wrong. Both critical ethnography and advocacy journalism require action: 

changing the dynamics of a situation, in the moment. Kimi, Josh, and the youth showed 

up to the wash thinking (logically) that they would be able to get the story; but the daily 

practice of being homeless got in the way. The way they mediated the situation was 

through storytelling.  

When Bill Swain came home, found his wife crying, still without medication and 

now under the scrutiny of not just one, but a group of journalists spying on their hardship, 

it’s understandable that he was upset. In that moment, several things could have 

happened: the youth could have just continued to watch and ask questions, ignoring Bill’s 

anger. The youth and Kimi and Josh could have excused themselves, recognizing that 

they were not helping the situation. Or, someone could have stepped forward to try and 

mediate the situation (which is what happened). It is important that Kimi was the one to 

step forward and make this decision. Remember that Angela Valenzuela tells us that 

many youth, especially youth who have been marginalized in some way, often wait for 

adults to take the first step in initiating relationships that cross boundaries of power 

dynamics. In this situation, the power dynamics were unclear: Kimi and Josh, two 

professional adults carrying lots of technological equipment (digital recorders, cameras, 

tripods, etc.) were documenting, in tandem with two young apprentice journalists, the 

struggle of two other adults, at the height of vulnerability. To say the least, the power 
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dynamics were complicated. Because of this, Kimi stepped in and allowed the youth to 

share their own witnessing of what it’s like to live on the edges of stability.  

In that moment, Kimi knew that she couldn’t/shouldn’t open up to the Swains. To 

enact reciprocity authentically, Zoe and John had to step forward to share their own 

struggles with housing. In this way, the mentors at VOICES sometimes function as 

directors, recognizing which roles need to be played, by whom, and when. Finding 

common ground that levels the playing field between conversants allows dialogue to 

continue in a reciprocal way. From a Burkean perspective, this is the work of myth-

making. In A Rhetoric of Motives, Burke writes: “You can persuade a man only insofar as 

you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, 

identifying your ways with his” (55). Kimi and Josh, because they had not experienced 

being nearly homeless, couldn’t perform empathy as well as John and Zoe; this is largely 

the “attitude” Burke mentions, above. The social subgroup of “homeless” has its own 

culture and values: being homeless by choice, for one. In the Swains’ case, not being able 

to afford a stable home didn’t mean that they couldn’t have a home: theirs was just in the 

desert. In mainstream culture, this idea is strange. But John and Zoe, who had been in a 

similar situation, could appreciate this attitude and thus, perform empathy in an authentic 

way. Again, just because an act is performed does not mean that it is not authentic. It just 

means that the performer is aware of the stage; that he or she understands that there is a 

larger purpose to the act.  

Their moment of reaching out to the Swains is the double-bind that Felman and 

Loeb reference in their work on witnessing: being a witness at once requires the solitude 
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of watching a traumatic act take place (what the documenting process had looked like up 

until the point Bill came home) and then acting on that story (Kimi prompting Zoe and 

John to share their own stories). Because they decided to witness first, then act, Kimi and 

the youth performed reciprocity in a way that enabled dialogue, not shut it down. Kimi 

recalls: 

It was just really important that they share that for the human being factor. We are 
people and we are interested and we care and this is why. And this is where we 
come from. So it was just this beautiful moment. At that point, many of us were 
crying, outside in the desert. It was like, “OK. Now this works.” And I didn’t use 
it like, “let’s just get access to the story.” Although I had a feeling that that would 
be the result, but it was more like, “what’s more important right here? Us getting 
the story or a human connection moment?” I’m picking the human connection 
moment, because I don’t care about the story.  
 

Kimi’s insistence that she didn’t have the youth share just to get the story reminds me of 

Burke’s myth making. While this may not have been her primary goal, Kimi’s awareness 

of how the situation might look—like a group of journalists preying on a vulnerable 

homeless family—is reminiscent of how invisible Burke’s myths can be. Kimi, perhaps 

even without realizing it, created a situation where a myth of shared experience—Zoe and 

John’s experience with housing difficulty and homelessness—opened the door to broader 

understanding and thus, continued dialogue.   

 

Burke and Anzaldúa’s Myths as Pathways to Reciprocal Dialogue 

We are always engaged in storytelling, even if we aren’t actively aware of it. In 

his 1935 speech, “Revolutionary Symbolism in America,” Burke argues that myths are 

basic tools for working with one another that can’t always easily be seen or observed. For 
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my purposes, myths are useful for theorizing storytelling because they are what allow 

storytelling to take place at all: they are the social grease that allow rhetors to create 

dialogue. 

According to Burke’s speech, myths are our most fundamental tools for working 

collaboratively. He suggests, “A hammer is a carpenter’s tool; a wrench is a mechanic’s 

tool; and a ‘myth’ is the social tool for welding the sense of interrelationship by which 

the carpenter and the mechanic, though differently occupied, can work together for 

common social ends” (268). This form of collaboration is what happened with Kimi, 

Josh, and the VOICES youth in the wash with the Swains: they realized that in order to 

bridge the divide that had occurred (divergent interests on the part of the VOICES 

journalists and the Swains, the subjects), they had to connect somehow; storytelling was 

the most accessible, most natural answer to that problem.  

To Burke’s definition of myths I also add that they are a performance, as they 

require performers to control their reactions and emotions for the sake of the larger story 

being performed. Those of us who have acted in high school plays remember being told 

that “the show must go on,” despite untied shoe laces, crying babies in the audience, a 

missed line. A dancer performing in a modern dance troupe, for example, would never 

break the continuity of a performance in order to pick up a dropped piece of costuming. 

In these cases, the overall story (the narrative of the play, or the visual narrative of the 

dance piece) are more important than minor infringements on the narrative; in fact, many 

performance artists see these “disruptions” as parts of the performance, rather than 

distractions.  
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There are multiple ways of perceiving performance, however, as this is a common 

thread in postmodern thought on how gender and cultural identities are created and 

maintained. The tendency, when thinking about myths, is to think that they’re fake—that 

there’s something more real lying under the myth, waiting to be unearthed. But a myth, as 

Gloria Anzaldúa explains in Borderlands/La Frontera, is reality itself. Myths are so 

ingrained in our cultural thinking that they are what Anzaldúa uses to reflect on the daily 

aspects of her life and the way she moves through the world. For Anzaldúa, myths have 

several functions. First are the guiding cultural landmarks of figures; in indigenous 

Mexican culture, there are the three mothers of legend who are mediators (la Llorona, la 

Malinche, and the Virgen de Guadalupe)20. These mythic figures work between Mexican 

culture, Indian culture, and white culture, between “humans and the divine, between this 

reality and the reality of spirit entities” (52). In this way, myths are an asset: they allow 

for mediation, discovery, collaboration. One of the central functions of this kind of myth-

making is ambiguity, the ability to resist dichotomies that shut down conversation or 

imagination. Once ambiguity is embraced as an asset, then it becomes apparent that both 

the world of the spiritual and of myths, as well as the world of the real, are both equally 

realities.  

                                                

20 These mythic figures are familiar names to many of the youth who work at VOICES. Anzaldúa describes 
la Virgen as the “symbol of the old world and the new, of the religion and culture of the two races in our 
psyche, the conquerors and the conquered” (52). La Llorana, the weeping woman who searches in vain for 
her lost children, represents “the Indian, Mexican, and Chicana woman’s feeble protest when she has no 
other recourse (55). La Malinche, the woman who “interpreted for and slept with Cortes” makes us 
“ashamed of our Indian side” (53).  
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Similarly, the VOICES youth already use their own personal experience as a 

performance of reciprocal action. They can also be instructed to further refine and use 

these performances to create stories for wider audiences. In this way, the stories are more 

important than the individual interaction. This seems to contradict Kimi’s point, earlier, 

that “I’m picking the human connection moment, because I don’t care about the story.” It 

is true that there is a tension between these two points. But this tension is exactly where I 

want to go in my analysis, as it is at the root of all of the concepts I bring up here: myth-

making, reciprocity, and later, witnessing. The higher purpose of the situation (like 

documenting a story for publication) means that we must recognize reciprocity is a 

rhetorical performance and act appropriately. At the same time, we are humans 

documenting difficult situations, so we are always susceptible to empathy. 

Like so many theorists have argued, myths and performances are 

indistinguishable from our daily lives. In Anzaldúa’s terms, myths are also reality, just a 

different slant on it. Addressing the savage/civilized dichotomy, Anzaldúa writes, “Not 

only was the brain split into two functions but so was reality. Thus people who inhabit 

both realities are forced to live in the interface between the two, forced to become adept 

at switching modes. Such is the case with the India and the mestiza” (59). Anzaldúa’s 

example of being forced to switch modes shows how we all enact myths everyday. We all 

perform various duties in our lives (teacher, consumer, partner, parent, etc.) and these 

duties come with varying expectations and performances. As such, we learn how to 

switch modes as is appropriate.  
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 What the framework of myth-making gives to those of us who work in 

community literacy is the ability to see how our on-the-ground dialogues about difference 

can be expanded and nurtured to continue, rather than shut down. In this way, some 

performances have the ability to enable dialogue while others have the ability to disable 

dialogue. This is somewhat commonsensical: if, in the midst of a discussion, our talking 

partner shakes her head and says, “you don’t know what you’re talking about,” we 

typically take the symbol of the shaking head and the accusation of ignorance to mean 

that this person does not want to talk anymore. The conversation ends. But if we realize 

that reciprocity is a performance—it has an audience and a purpose—then we suddenly 

have the tools to keep that conversation in play. We could ask questions (“why do think 

you that?”), tell a story (“I’ve felt like that, too…”) or alter our body language (lean in, 

direct eye contact).  

Reciprocity as a performance is, in many ways, simply how we have been taught 

to behave when in polite conversation with others. The difference is that being aware of 

how reciprocal a discussion is allows conversants the ability to keep dialogues going. In 

moments where conversation dies, or where conversation becomes less meaningful, we 

can pause, reflect (in an instant), and determine if the reason the conversation is dying is 

because the power dynamics are askew. 

One myth in action that promotes dialogue and that most everyone has access to is 

being forthright and honest about your own upbringing. In her various roles working as a 

writing teacher in marginalized communities, Kimi has long struggled with how her own 

background influences how she teaches and mentors. Kimi, the only child of a professor 
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and computer specialist at Penn State, grew up in a very different lifestyle than many of 

the youth who work at VOICES. Unlike many of the youth, Kimi had access to the arts, 

as much education as she wanted, opportunities for intellectual development, and two 

doting parents with whom she still has a very close relationship. This background, at first, 

proved to be difficult in identifying with the youth. But what Kimi has learned is that 

being as honest as possible is usually the performance that will merit the most dialogue, 

especially in situations where her background causes distrust.  

While this concept of recognizing individual experience is relatively new and 

uncomfortable to journalists, it has been practiced in the academy in the form of 

ethnography and action research for quite a while. Peter Reason’s 2004 article, “Critical 

Design Ethnography as Action Research,” for example, lays out the five components of 

working with subjects in order to make social change. The five elements, “worthwhile 

purposes,” “participation and democracy,” “knowledge in practice,” “practical issues,” 

and “emergent developmental form” work together to ensure that research choices “be 

made more explicitly and transparently, and participants in the inquiry will become 

involved in identifying and making key choices that they take on roles as active co-

researchers rather than passive subjects” (270). This view of collaborative work toward a 

common goal foregrounds the different kinds of working together: it is not enough simply 

to say that action research, or any other kind of subjective inquiry, requires “good 

working relationships.” These relationships need to be unpacked and systematized. 

Sharing stories in a reciprocal manner—what myth-making provides us—is one system 
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for doing so sustainably. Because our individual experiences are constantly changing, so 

do our frameworks for understanding collaborative work.  

If we think of the interviewing strategies in place at VOICES as part of a system 

of storytelling that is in line with the tradition of advocacy journalism (making arguments 

and backing them up with personal experience), then this work is also dependent on 

continuous reflection. That is, people who use storytelling as a system of sustainably 

bridging gaps in understanding (between theory and practice, or logic and belief) must 

continually question the authenticity of their experience. For example, when Writing 

Director Kimi Eisele first started working at VOICES, she questioned what right she had 

to dole out advice and instruction to youth whose emotional and financial situations were 

so vastly different from what she had grown up with.  

What she finally figured out was that she had to be honest about her childhood in 

order to keep their conversations and performances of difference going. Kimi had to use 

her own individual experience as a way to work with youth, help the youth create stories 

and, subsequently, publish these stories in outlets that had the distribution necessary to 

alter public perception . Kimi’s relatively small decision to be honest about where she 

came from had a long string of professional ramifications. To follow through on Reason’s 

article on the five steps of action research, Kimi had to create an environment of 

transparency by being honest about how different her childhood was from most of the 

youths’. In Kimi’s words: 

I [came to VOICES] from abundance, really. I had resources and I had people to 
listen to me. I wasn’t coming at it from a place of “I need justice.” I was like, “I 
can’t pretend that I was something else.” I have to own this. It was hard coming in 
and working with young people that had had such a different path than I had. I 
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worried about, “are they going to trust me?” It took a year or two to be like, “I’m 
OK with where I came from. Because what can I do?”  
 

Being honest about her past and talking about it is an example of how storytelling 

bolstered the relationships between Kimi and the youth. Working collaboratively together 

(like in the wash) is an example of Reason’s concept of participation, that (co)subjects 

are transparently and authentically a part of the research process and design. Reason 

acknowledges that this kind of collaboration can’t be all “sweetness and light” or an “all 

or nothing affair.” He reminds us that just because relationships claim to be collaborative 

doesn’t mean that they are inherently equal—that these relationships take creating. He 

also calls for a more “full and rich account of how relationships are initiated, developed, 

brought to fullness, and ended in participatory action research.” Kimi’s honesty with the 

youth (yet another form of storytelling) is just one of the ways to create a collaborative 

working environment like the one Reason calls into question.  

 

Fenced In/ Conversations with a Minuteman: Jennifer’s performance of 

professionalism 

Jennifer Thall, who was sixteen at the time she wrote for 110º, decided at the 

beginning of the program that she wanted to write a controversial story. The kind of 

student who really enjoys intellectual challenge (she attended University High, Tucson’s 

public high school for gifted and talented students), Jennifer, who is Mexican-American, 

wanted to focus on border issues. She settled on profiling Al Garza, the Executive 

Director of the national Minuteman Civil Defense Project, who happens to live in 
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Douglas, AZ, just down the interstate from Tucson. The genesis of the story happened 

fairly quickly: Jennifer contacted the Minutemen headquarters, which gave her the 

number of Chris Simcox, the head of the project. At the time, the Minuteman project was 

all over the national news: the Bush administration had just announced its support for an 

“impenetrable” wall to be erected along the U.S./Mexico border, and the Minutemen had 

launched an initiative to prove the success of military-like force on the border. As 

Jennifer called around, she learned that the Minutemen would be hosting an “alpha line” 

defense system for the next several months. Retirees and vacationers traveled to our 

desert from all over the U.S. to sit in lawn chairs, guns in laps, to survey the brush for 

border crossers.  

When we heard this, Jennifer and I joked around a lot about going out to the site 

and visiting with the “old guys with guns.” But underneath the joking, we both felt that 

the whole Minuteman initiative seemed short-sighted, arrogant, and at worst, inhumane. 

We were conscious of how the Minutemen racially profiled immigrants and then used 

that information to further a racist agenda about “American values.” Jennifer wanted to 

show these things in her story. But in order to get out to the alpha line and get interviews 

with Al and his team, we thought we would have to put on a more objective face. What 

we didn’t expect was that because Jennifer did not perform Al’s expectation of 

“Mexican” (though she told him she was), he would trust her with the most controversial 

of his ideas. In his interviews, Al described Mexicans as “lazy,” “liars,” and as people 

who poach on American institutions like education and welfare. From the surface, 

Jennifer seemed to be doing none of these things: she wasn’t lying to his face, or talking 



 120 

about collecting food stamps, or any of the other myriad misconceptions Garza had 

attached to the experience of being Mexican and living in the U.S. What Jennifer 

performed was 15 year-old “good” girl: agreeable, easy to impress, well-researched, 

sympathetic. This was, in Carlson’s terms, her “offstage” performance, the one that she 

couldn’t even control performing. In looking back, both Jennifer and I agree that it was 

this performance that won her Garza’s trust. On our first interview with Garza, Jennifer 

remembers being surprised at how accessible Garza made himself, in response to her 

nonthreatening appearance. She recalls: 

I was so young and I wanted to be taken seriously as a journalist. But at the same 
time, some of the things that made the interview go well was that he was like, 
“Oh, this is a cute little kid. I’m going to be super nice to her.” He was being extra 
nice. Really paternal and whatever. And when the whole point of their venture is 
to be defensive, literally, defending our borders, and you know, he did carry a gun 
on him at all times. It’s hard to know what to expect from a person like [that]. 
And especially because I don’t necessarily agree with a lot of what they’re doing. 
We shouldn’t have broken out into a debate or anything, but you never know. I 
didn’t know what kind of a person he was.  
 

What proceeded to happen between Al and Jennifer is fairly complicated. First of all, the 

content of the interview itself was layered: Jennifer, who’s Mexican, was interviewing 

Al, also Mexican, about hating Mexicans. Secondly, over the next few weeks, it became 

apparent to both Jennifer and me that our performances (I was with Jennifer on her 

interviews) were often read in ways that we could neither expect nor control. For 

example, we could not control that Al misread Jennifer’s professional performance as a 

journalist—however clunky—as simple 15 year-old girl, which prompted him to treat 

both her and me like daughters who needed to be kept under lock and key, protected.  

 The documenting process for Jennifer’s story spread over several weeks and 
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involved numerous phone calls and three face-to-face meetings: the first at a café in 

Benson, to which Al brought his wife, and the second and third at the Minuteman 

headquarters in between Tucson and the border. In the first interview, Jennifer told Al 

that they shared a last name: Jennifer’s mother’s maiden name was Garza, just like Al. 

Once that was established, and once Garza read Jennifer’s studious performance as more 

white than Mexican, Garza began to drop the worst of his comments. From Al’s 

transcript about illegal immigration: 

It's an invasion. It's nothing short of an invasion. They're not just people coming 
out here to work. They want to take the country over. At your expense, at my 
expense. We’re not going to give it away. If you want to be an American, then 
you should be an American. 
I do not take anyone lightly that throws the flag down and spits on it. I take [the 
flag] down very gradually and in the military way, the American Way. But to just 
take that thing down and put up the Mexican flag that is ridiculous in this country. 
They should be assassinated. That's the bottom line. I just don't like it. 
 
[Illegal immigrants] lie all the time. They lied to get through the border, they lied 
when they applied for welfare, they lied when they're showing your their driver's 
license, because it's not them. I've never met anybody that came through our 
borders that told the truth. Not one. They lie about everything. 
 

Garza is someone who was used to being in the media. Leading up to our interviews, 

Jennifer and I had researched the Minutemen in archived issues of the Arizona Daily 

Star: comments like these never made it into print. This led us to reflect on why he was 

so candid with us: was it because he wanted to rile us up? Probably not, as he kept this up 

for days on end. What seems more probable was that he felt like he could confide in us. 

Garza’s confidence in Jennifer can again be broken out into Carlson’s categories of 

performance: while we couldn’t control his reading of us (at least, to a certain extent—we 

could certainly leave our ACLU t-shirts at home), Garza made sure that we were 
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constantly aware of the negative culturally coded patterns of behavior that he associated 

with being Mexican 21. When Jennifer did not fit those patterns, he trusted her. We tried 

our hardest not to be judgmental in the moment: we listened, we kept glancing at the tape 

recorder to make sure it was capturing every word. Jennifer’s performance, and mine as 

well, was all about control: even though Garza’s comments were salacious, over-the-top-

offensive, Jennifer and I stayed mum. The more we kept quiet, the more Garza talked. 

Jennifer knew that if she lost her cool with him (like Hector had done that day at the 

mic), he would stop the interviews, and she wouldn’t have any material to prove, in print, 

that the Minuteman Project was racist.22 

 In the evenings, or during our discussions about how the story was going, Jennifer 

and I talked about how she wanted to portray Garza in print. Jennifer felt strongly that 

she wanted to come out against the Minuteman Project because it was dehumanizing; 

Al’s comments supported her point. There seemed to be a sense of justice, then, in letting 

him ramble on: his comments proved to Jennifer, and to potentially hundreds of 

thousands of readers, that she was right. The myth that we were performing was 

professionalism, and this is what allowed us to get that material from Garza.  

 But keeping up the performance of professionalism got harder when Jennifer put 

                                                

21 In Garza’s mind, the culturally coded patterns of belief were that Mexicans lie and steal. In his mind (not 
mine or Jennifer’s), they are patterns.  
22 In other newspaper articles, and repeatedly during our interviews, Garza denied this fact, stating, “We 
screen our people, including myself. When you join this organization we scrutinize everything you say and 
do. The first thing we ask is, ‘What brought you to our movement? What motivated you to come to us?’ If 
we get any inclination at all that this individual, male or female, has a racial [sic] motivated agenda, we 
automatically dispel any further communication with them. We don't want it.” From our time observing the 
project, however, and interviewing Garza, Jennifer and I knew this to be false.  
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herself in the middle of a migrant arrest in the desert23. In her story, Jennifer recounts the 

experience of witnessing the apprehension of 12 migrants. Realizing that any individual 

action in the moment would be futile, and that she has a platform to share the story with 

large numbers of readers, Jennifer sets in to watch the arrest go down, and uses her own 

discomfort in the moment to unpack the arbitrary nature of representation in the media. 

An excerpt from her printed story explores her ethical concerns: 

I am in no man’s land. To my right, I see the Minutemen: guns in holsters, 
cowboy hats, aggressive stances. To my left, members of the American Civil 
Liberties Union: T-shirts reading “Legal Observers/ Observadores Legales,” 
sunglasses, arms crossed anxiously. […]  
 
Then the U.S. Border Patrol shows up.  
 
There are four or five vehicles in all, vans and trucks, each with a distinctive 
green stripe across the side. From the desert emerge 12 figures, hunched, moving 
slowly, haggard, being led by a Border Patrol agent to one of the vans. And then 
everything begins moving too fast, as though to compensate for the seconds that 
time stood still just a few moments before.  
 
As the migrants sit on the dirt in front of the vans, the audience surges forward in 
one fluid motion, each with a camera in hand. The curtains have been lifted and 
the performance is about to begin. We are all voyeurs, eyes ogling, greedily 
snapping images to swap once we get back home to our comfortable lives. […] 
 
A U.S. Border Patrol agent, dressed in Army green, speaks to the seated migrants. 
In Spanish, he tells them to remove their belts, and to place anything that might be 
used as a weapon on the ground in front of the group. He explains to them that 
they have broken the law and that they will be bussed to Tucson to be ‘processed.’ 
 
I felt so intrusive. I shouldn’t have been there. I shouldn’t have been documenting 
their capture, the end of their hope. Only a few feet separated us, but I felt 
hundreds of miles away, witnessing some sort of sick spectacle from the other 
side of a screen, the viewfinder of my camera. I felt dirty and voyeuristic, but my 

                                                

23 For Jennifer’s purposes as a young woman performing “journalist,” this included appearing to be well-
researched on the topic of immigration, yet also objective. It included keeping a safe distance from her 
emotions on the topic of immigration.  
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finger kept clicking away, independent of my conscience. These were people, not 
animals. They had been dehumanized by circumstances that were largely beyond 
their control and my own. What gave me the right to stare them in the face, and 
then photograph them when they were defenseless? Was it the Minuteman Media 
Pass I had dangling freely from my neck? I felt as if I should have been helping 
them, aiding their escape, perhaps, but there was nothing I could have done.  
 
After a few minutes, as the migrants are herded into the backs of vans, I hear the 
French-Canadian news correspondent I had met earlier utter the first words not 
spoken by a Border Patrol agent. In broken Spanish, she tries to ask a migrant 
where he is from. ‘Cuernavaca,’ he mutters over his shoulder, before being 
swallowed by the van. 
 

It’s no coincidence that Jennifer uses exactly the same general language (audience and 

performance) to describe her uncomfortable position as Loeb and Felman use to describe 

the painful process of witnessing: they are the same. Jennifer points right at the 

uncomfortable position that journalists, or documentary storytellers, are often put in—she 

was documenting the Minuteman story in the first place because she wanted to correct, or 

at least expose, what she saw as a humanitarian crisis in her own backyard. But as soon 

as she got on the other side of the camera lens, Jennifer was face to face with how easy it 

is to dehumanize someone simply by witnessing their vulnerability. Seeing this event first 

hand made Jennifer realize the gravity of her responsibility as a storyteller. The people 

who were being wronged were the migrants. Everything about the arrest in the desert—

the cagelike appearance of the Border Patrol vehicles, the Minutemen’s celebratory 

posters announcing “captures,” the surprisingly small size of the backpacks that the 

migrants carried—portrayed the migrants as victims. But documenting the problem 

meant that Jennifer had to hold off on taking action. The myth that she was performing—

journalist—required her to witness the arrest, live with the discomfort, and then use that 
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discomfort to argue her point to a wide audience.  

But there is a tension between reciprocity and witnessing in Jennifer’s story. I 

have defined reciprocity as being initiated by adults and relying on sharing stories and 

modeling behavior. None of these things happened, in the moment, when Jennifer was in 

the field with the migrants. She never spoke with the migrants and certainly never 

modeled behavior for them: these categories don’t transpose onto her experience in the 

field. When we think about reciprocity through the lens of witnessing, however, we can 

see that Jennifer was actually enacting a form of reciprocity by relying on the migrants 

and Garza to tell a story. This may sound unethical, especially in light of what has 

already been discussed here in terms of reciprocity. But reciprocal relationships can be 

created with multiple rhetors and audiences, at multiple times. From the surface, it may 

appear that Al was treated unfairly: he opened up to us only to be portrayed in print as an 

unwitting pawn in a highly racist system. It could have been worse: the final story could 

have pointed to Garza as a singular evil actor in immigration politics. Instead, Jennifer 

points to the highly racialized, us vs. them climate of immigration politics as being at 

fault for the myriad crises on the border. The story is Jennifer’s final act of reciprocity 

toward Garza: in print, Jennifer models behavior, initiates dialogue, and shares personal 

stories. What is uncomfortable for us, as teachers and as scholars who value face-to-face 

talk, is that the payoff is suspended. According to Felman and Loeb, above, the act of 

witnessing requires those who bear witness to suspend their reactions in order to share 

them with others. To do so requires a faith in the efficacy or importance of a larger story 

over acting in the moment.  
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This concept of suspending dialogue and reciprocity for the sake of a larger 

purpose or story comes to us from communication studies. Working to bring Loeb and 

Felman’s work closer to the everyday, Paul Frosh and Amit Pinchevski analyze the 

concept of witnessing for mass audiences in their edited collection, Media Witnessing: 

Testimony in the Age of Mass Communication. Frosh and Pinchevski suggest that the 

term “media witnessing” can shed new light on how we think of the problems of 

representation, dissemination, and reception in terms of media. In the same book, John 

Durham Peters builds upon this expansion of the term by defining witnessing as both 

“being there” and also “the discursive act of stating one’s experience for the benefit of an 

audience that was not present at the event and yet must make some kind of judgment 

about it” (25). This is what happened to Jennifer: while watching the migrants’ arrest, she 

realized there was nothing she could do to prevent their deportation. As a result, she had 

to save and document her own feelings in that moment in order to begin a larger 

reciprocal conversation with her readers, youth colleagues, and friends. In the moment, 

when we realized that nothing could be done, our bodies itched to do something. It was 

like trying to avoid an uncomfortable silence, but not being able to talk. In the heavy 

minutes between watching the crossers load into the back of the truck and gathering our 

things to leave, Jennifer pulled the tape recorder out of her purse and described the scene 

into the microphone. Any action would have to wait until we got back to the office.  

Peters’ definition of media witnessing also describes Jennifer’s charge: the 

Minutemen, and immigration, had been in the local (southern Arizona) media nearly 

constantly in the weeks and months leading up to her interviews. But many of the local 
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pieces written about the Minutemen came from a market journalism perspective of being 

concerned with stakeholder reaction. The fact that Jennifer did not fit into the market 

stereotype of “Minuteman coverage” was precisely what allowed her to be printed in the 

first place. Because she was a youth (and this goes for all youth journalists at VOICES), 

Jennifer could write about her topic from a subjective viewpoint. Her byline listed her as 

“Special to the Arizona Daily Star,” which identified her as a separate entity from the 

newspaper: she was free to write about the Minuteman through a subjective lens that 

relied on individual experience for evidence. It was Jennifer’s honest, yet subconscious, 

performance of “good girl” that bought her the ability to then subvert these assumptions 

and publish what turned out to be a scathing review of Garza’s project.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Several years ago, when Josh Schachter was working with me on the 110º program, he 

brought in the movie War Photographer to show to the youth. The film, which follows 

war photographer James Natchwey to Kosovo, Indonesia, and Palestine, unpacks what 

makes war photography so ethically complex. The film shows Natchwey in various 

combat situations, not helping with combat, or rushing in to save dying soldiers, but 

taking pictures so other people can see the horrific nature of these conflicts. Natchwey’s 

performance of “war photographer” is as a performance of witnessing: he isn’t expected 

to jump into the fray, precisely because of the camera equipment he carries. I would 

never say that a war photographer like Natchwey enacts reciprocity by watching soldiers 

die. In such an extreme example as war, the purposes of witnessing and reciprocity 
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become illuminated. Reciprocity on a personal level is for situations in which one-on-one 

is the method of transaction: teaching and mentoring, for example. These smaller 

relationships, built through reciprocity, allow youth, or students—whoever is being 

trained—the structure to then turn around and witness suffering in more ethical ways.    

 I’ve said before in this dissertation that VOICES is no war zone, and we are 

nowhere near being war photographers, not by a long shot. But even in the small realities 

of documenting community issues for regional audiences, storytellers are required to use 

their roles as “journalist,” “collaborator,” or “nonthreatening youth” to contextualize 

(understand the landscape of), gain access to, and then witness (read: suspend action 

upon) community issues which by their very nature involve some kind of tension or pain. 

In this way, the interwoven and overlapping lenses of myth-making, performance, 

reciprocity, and witnessing can challenge us to view suffering differently, and perhaps 

generatively. As teachers and scholars who teach, we do not have the capacity, the 

structure, or the right to act on others’ behalf as literacy superheroes. All we can do, 

ethically, is perform the myths that allow for the most honest dialogue about difference 

and inequality. What is ethical is not always just a question of morals alone; it is a 

question of how we perform our roles and responsibilities as storytellers. 

  Sadly, this solution is not very comforting for the people who have willingly 

offered up their stories. Even though Al Garza’s comments were despicable to the point 

of being absurdist comedy, and even though I disliked him for celebrating the arrest 

Jennifer and I witnessed, I still feel a little guilty for not at least telling him that we were 

going to use his words to argue that the entire Minuteman organization functioned on 
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racist ideals. While the manner in which reciprocity should be used is a matter of roles 

and responsibilities, there is still a tension that remains between the larger purpose of the 

storytelling and the subject.  

 This tension is ubiquitous in the literature on collaboration in a variety of subject 

areas, including action research and advocacy journalism. In his work defining the 

parameters of action research, Peter Reason calls for a more nuanced understanding of 

how the collaboration that takes place in co-authored research actually happens. The 

examples here outline storytelling as a method that has distinct steps and boundaries: 

working toward a place of reciprocity, understanding that not all parties have equal power 

to initiate sharing. In his discussion of subject participation, he openly admits that he—

like many other researchers—does not have the evidence to create an ethically 

responsible collaborative research methodology. I am arguing that the storytelling already 

being done in advocacy journalism and the practices of myth-making and witnessing 

provides the foundation for a model that uses storytelling to bridge gaps in understanding 

and dialogue.  

 When we give a new volunteer orientation workshop at the VOICES office, Josh 

often recalls how near the end of Zoe’s and John’s months-long interviewing process for 

“Following the Homeless Home,” the Swains finally found a studio apartment through a 

homeless outreach organization in town. When they all went to visit the Swains for the 

first time in their new place—and this is the part Josh can’t tell without getting weepy—

the Swains admitted that they moved because they didn’t want the kids visiting them in 

the desert anymore. It wasn’t safe, and they didn’t want Zoe and John to see them as role 
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models who were also homeless. This is a nice story that makes us feel good around the 

office: it affirms, at least superficially, that we are working with people, not for them, and 

that the stories we tell in print have benefits and consequences in the real world. It also 

illustrates, however, the tremendous power that witnessing has on both those who are 

being documented and those who are documenting. Zoe and John are older now, and 

VOICES has lost track of them, as is the case with many of the transient youth who come 

through our doors; the same with the Swains. Even though those relationships are no 

longer intact, it was the common act of witnessing the Swain’s suffering that allowed the 

Swains to finally move. It was both the youths’ and Kimi’s choice to stick around and 

witness, and the Swain’s choice to let them do so, that allowed the people who had 

suffered the most for its publication, the Swains, to actually do what the story advocates: 

find stability in wherever you call home. This is the reciprocal power of witnessing: 

however uncomfortable it might be, it generates bonds (myths) between rhetors so they 

may work toward a larger, more common, goal.  

 The action that results from ethical appeals like those that appear in advocacy 

journalism, or as a result of witnessing, is the immense potential of using individual 

experience as evidence. The published article that resulted from Kimi, Josh, and the 

youths’ experience in the wash is, as Lu and Horner put it, a way to “acknowledge the 

social materiality of individual experience.” By sharing individual experiences both on 

the level of the personal (largely, what I have explored in this chapter) and in front of 

large audiences, we can bridge the divide between what is thought or expected (theory) 

and what is experienced (practice).  
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CHAPTER 4: ADDRESSED AUDIENCE AT VOICES 

Krista Niles came to the organization as Photography Director after 14 years in 

daily journalism and a Pulitzer Prize at the New York Times for being part of the team 

that covered 9/11. Switching to the nonprofit world after years of reporting was quite a 

shock, but a move Krista wanted to make as she watched journalism change in ways that 

she didn’t agree with—namely, the increasing efforts to treat readers as customers rather 

than engaged audience members. When GEAR UP, a federal grant, introduced a new 

program that looked a lot like 110º, we sparked an email conversation about what 

differentiates VOICES programming from other Tucson literacy nonprofits (the emphasis 

is my own):  

From: Krista Niles  
Subject: Re: Fresh Ink 

 
On the surface, both programs look very similar. There are some rather distinct 
differences... 
1)  Four people from Gear Up are responsible for 3,600 students....that's 900 
students per GU professional (granted, this does not include teachers and/or 
volunteers) 
2) They are working with only the graduating class of 2010. That makes no sense 
to me...to select one group of students over the other grades above and below. 
3)  Audience is everything. Youth-based-audience publications is "preaching to 
the choir"...which does create more understanding and connection amongst the 
youth populations. The magic of Voices is that an incredibly diverse adult 
audience are exposed to youth voice and perspectives. 
4) Our mission/vision is to provide the platform for social change....to connect 
youth to their greater community. Gear Up sounds much more focused on the 
individual and preparing that youth for college. We do that too AND we prepare 
our youth to be engaged citizens who know their voice is important. 
5)  Depth. Voices offers depth...through our long-term mentoring as well as our 
challenge to Voices youth to go deeper, in a myriad of ways!!! The stories 
mentioned in that article are very surface, not engaging. They are personal, but 
not connected to community.  
6)  The youth in those programs (as far as I know) work with fellow students at 
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their respective schools. The youth in Voices work with youth from across 
Tucson, offering an opportunity to mix and mingle with youth from a variety of 
schools, demographic and ethnographic backgrounds. 
7) Voices is not school. Voices is a job. Youth are paid to use their intellect in 
combination with their passions. 

 
Those are a few thoughts... 
krista 

  

Krista highlights not only the importance of real-world training and audience, but also the 

importance of both concepts to the health of the democratic system. What Krista refers to 

when she writes, “youth-based-audience publications is preaching to the choir” is that 

for-youth, by-youth publications don’t allow for the same transformation that occurs 

when “diverse adult audiences are exposed to youth voice and perspectives.”  When low-

income, often marginalized youth write to older, more affluent adult audiences (which is 

what happens when the 110º youth publish in the Arizona Daily Star), a certain amount 

of transformation occurs. This transformation, which takes place in both the youth writers 

and the readers who are exposed to their work, is what many volunteers call the “magic” 

of the VOICES publishing process. In realizing the assumptions and expectations that 

their audience will have, the youth often reflect differently on their own experiences in 

print. The audience, who sees the youth work in print next to the work of the staff writers 

at the newspaper, is exposed to diversity in a way that does not simultaneously celebrate 

and segregate it (reminiscent of Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s gently othering color-blind 

racism). This transformation, I argue, is unique to writers who work with “real” 

audiences. It is also a hallmark of stories that have the ability to create widespread 

change.  
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 In any local landscape, it’s best to have an abundance of literacy organizations: no 

one—not youth, or families, or school districts or even funding partners—wins when 

there is a dearth of literacy activity. This means that the best-case scenario is lots of 

programs with lots of different goals and methods for arriving at those goals. At the same 

time, however, the presence of a “real” audience provides the opportunity for 

transformation on both the level of the author and the audience (on both a small and 

wider-reaching scale). This concept of transformation is what Krista, above, refers to as 

“social change” and what I will problematize as part of bell hooks’ “marginal space as 

radical openness.” In order to arrive at this place of transformation, we must first do the 

work of getting there: find diverse audiences and then engage those audiences in 

dialogue. Recognizing the generative possibility of VOICES’ editing failures (which I 

will explore via Lunsford and Ede’s work on “successful” writing) , I unpack the 

difficulties that VOICES mentors and youth encounter in the editing process as a way to 

argue for access to diverse audiences. Not just any audience will do—it has to be an 

audience that pushes the writer and editor to reflect on their own assumptions.  

In order to bring discussions of difference into the wider public—so that they 

leave community literacy centers and develop lives of their own—we need real, live, 

“addressed” audiences. While individual experience, according to Lu and Horner, can be 

limiting in terms of creating systemic change, when there is an addressed audience—an 

audience that is perhaps unprepared or not expecting to receive an argument—that 

audience can be transformed by storytelling. This transformation (the roots of systemic 

change) is why it is absolutely necessary for there to be addressed audiences in 
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community literacy programs. But unfortunately, most community literacy centers (and 

FYC classrooms, also) don't have defined audiences. From my experiences working with 

youth, it is naive to believe that people in need are going to spend their hard-earned time 

working on literacy “activities” if there is no product to show for it. A real audience 

allows community literacy participants the opportunity to rise to the occasion and 

“succeed” in ways that are not possible without the pressure of performing for a large 

mass of readers. We have already established that reciprocity must be understood in 

relation to performance in order to be enacted responsibly and sustainably. But 

reciprocity, as it is largely practiced one-on-one, is just a loose framework when thinking 

about audience. Because implicit in an understanding of reciprocity is the importance of 

audience; a performance isn’t much of a performance without one.  

 

EVEN “ADDRESSED” AUDIENCES ARE IMAGINED: SEARCHING FOR 

DIVERSITY  

In their 1984 article, “Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked: The Role of 

Audience in Composition theory and Pedagogy,” Andrea Lunsford and Lisa Ede 

recognize two fundamental sides to the “audience” debate in composition studies: those 

who go to great lengths to provide FYC students “real” audiences (audience “addressed”) 

and those who believe that audience is always somewhat of a fiction, anyway, so 

providing a real audience is unnecessary (audience “invoked”). What Lunsford and Ede 

offer in their critique of these two perspectives is a new way to look at audience from a 

classroom perspective: both sides fail to recognize the complexity of the rhetorical 
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situations that surround most FYC classrooms, and these rhetorical situations are what 

should guide our attention to audience.  

 Lunsford and Ede’s assertion, born out of a cognitive interest in the act of writing, 

was the foundation for a long-reaching discussion of audience in our field. They were 

also reacting to Walter Ong’s work, “The Writer’s Audience is Always a Fiction,” in 

which Ong argues exactly what the title suggests: that writers, unlike speakers, 

fictionalize their audiences because the audience isn’t directly in front of them. Lunsford 

and Ede’s assertion that invoked and addressed audiences are basically the same, that 

they are opposite sides of the same coin, is useful for the composition classroom. In 

composition classrooms, teachers and students are often bound by the constraints of 

grading and/or general education requirements, so it is sometimes difficult to tweak the 

curriculum in order to write to real audiences. Lunsford and Ede encourage us to 

complicate our views on audience so we don’t fall into the simplistic “you either have it 

or you don’t” divide.  But I’ve realized that the divide is there for a reason: there is 

something different about publishing for an addressed audience than writing for a 

teacher, or for an imagined audience. As scholars, we generally try to move away from 

dichotomies; but the case of audience is partially true: you either have it or you don’t.  

 This concept of a real audience, like a “real” anything, is an interesting one. On 

one hand, of course Ong is right: as postmodern thinkers, we recognize that a real 

audience is constructed out of our expectations and assumptions. For example, I think a 

lot about the publication process for Izzy Soto’s piece on sexual assault that appeared in 

the Arizona Daily Star. As a teacher and someone who reads a lot of creative nonfiction, I 
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just assumed that the editor at the Star would be sympathetic to the piece and Izzy’s 

experience. But even though the essay did not name an assailant, or place any blame 

(there was no risk of libel), the editors were suspicious: where was the police report? Was 

there any proof? I realized that what I value in the narrative journalism that we typically 

publish—an epiphany, a larger argument that connects to a community concern, i.e. how 

sexual assault is handled for/by Tucson teenagers—was not what mattered to the editors 

at the newspaper. Through the lens of Ong’s argument, I had erroneously imagined my 

audience as being comfortable with publishing Izzy’s piece. Anyone who has ever 

published her own writing can attest to the anxiety that comes with unveiling a piece for 

tens, hundreds, thousands of pairs of eyes to see. I add to Ong that even if we imagine our 

audiences by anticipating their reactions, there are consequences and expectations that 

come with writing for actual people.  

 According to Lunsford and Ede, many of those who are interested in “audience 

addressed” are fans of speech communication reacting against the seemingly purposeless 

(“a-rhetorical”) emphasis on product found in current-traditional teaching methods. This 

is one of the greatest gifts that Lunsford and Ede’s article gives us in a contemporary 

reading of their historic work.  In many ways, this simple assertion underscores the 

importance of rhetoric in composition. As rhetoric scholars, we tend to believe that 

everything is rhetorical: advertisements, clothing, banal conversations. As such, the 

writing we teach in first year composition should also be rhetorical: moving toward a 

purpose, whatever that purpose may be. Yet FYC teachers are still teasing out the 

relationship between rhetoric and composition in the classroom. The same is true for 
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community literacy programs. There is nothing wrong with valuing product-based 

writing; an addressed audience forces writers to consider their purpose. At VOICES, this 

happens each time we pitch a story to a publisher: “This is a personal essay about 

skateboarding. The purpose is to advocate for a skate park.” Editors at newspapers and 

magazines are wary of purposeless writing that is not time sensitive (newsworthy) or tied 

to the theme of the magazine in some way. Working with the large audiences that 

newspapers provide is a way to keep writing purposeful and rhetorical.  

 In their 1996 article, “Representing Audience: ‘Successful’ Discourse and 

Disciplinary Critique,” Lunsford and Ede return to the role audience plays in writing 

pedagogy in order to answer the question, “what makes a piece of writing successful?” In 

short, they argue that we need to re-examine our perceptions of what “success” is, 

because even failures are generative and can tell us a lot about what we value in terms of 

writing. And sometimes what we value is not helpful or fair. Although of course we 

would hope that writers aim for and specify an addressed audience, not having a perfect, 

unblemished line of communication that ends in persuasion is overrated. Lunsford and 

Ede point out that in pursuit of this unblemished line of persuasion, there is a tendency to 

exclude voices or opinions often held by those who are traditionally marginalized in the 

field: “[T]he exclusionary tendencies of the rhetorical tradition are tied to a view of the 

human subject as coherent, autonomous, and unified. Such a view assumes that writers 

and readers have no options but to be either in—or out of—a particular rhetorical 

situation” (174). This with-us-or-against-us perception of audience does not allow for 

response from an audience (because why respond if you wholly agree?) or reflection 
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(without critique, why return to re-vision a line of argument?). What Lunsford and Ede 

call for is reconsidering the sometimes problematic role that audience plays in whether or 

not a text is successful.  

 This point that Lunsford and Ede make about what I would call “safe” 

arguments—arguments that do not have the possibility of failing—is the same point that 

Krista makes at the beginning of this chapter. To Krista, who is not a rhetorician and who 

grew tired of the passivity implicit in daily journalism (“is anyone even reading this thing 

we put out everyday?”), preaching to the choir, safe arguments, are the easy way out. It is 

the slimy feeling I got when, two weeks before the 2008 Presidential election, I tried to 

run a youth op ed column on voting in the Star—not on candidates, but on the act of 

voting itself. But after I sent the op ed in, I learned that the Star, as well as many other 

newspapers across the country, had put a two week moratorium on “political” articles 

leading up to the elections. Policies against argument like this one appear to elicit 

“successful” arguments because they guard against negative reactions from readers. But 

these safe arguments also shut down lines of communication in that they do not invite 

response. If freedom of the press and democracy are so intertwined (as we will see here), 

then making safe arguments so as to avoid conflict is a problem. As a culture, we tend to 

conflate “disagreement” with “failure.” This conflation has found its way into the media, 

which is a serious affront to individual transformation; sadly, transformation (the 

willingness to accept change) leads to cooperation, which is fundamental to democracy.  

Rhetoric’s role in guiding disparate ideologies to common ground is the topic 

Sharon Crowley takes on in Toward a Civil Discourse: Rhetoric and Fundamentalism. 
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For many of the students who populate our classrooms, as well as the participants who 

come to community literacy programs, the concept of “argument” has a negative 

undertone; it implies, as Crowley recalls, the sense of winning or losing, or of “caving in” 

to cede to another rhetor’s argument. For whatever reason, most of us find confrontation 

uncomfortable. We might tolerate it, be entertained by it, in the form of Hannity and 

Colmes, but we aren’t very open to the idea of debate because it implies, erroneously, 

losing. As a culture, we don’t’ generally enjoy a respectful debate where both sides can 

come to some common ground in the end. Crowley says,  

What is missing from America’s civic discourse at this moment is a willingness to 
acknowledge difference while remaining open to the necessity of respectful 
address to others and to their positions. This does not mean that any party to an 
argument must ever or always “cave,” as my students might say. Rather, all 
parties must understand that an unwilling caving in of any part to an argument 
diminishes all other parties. (23)  
 

Finding and writing to an addressed audience with whom we disagree—or with whom we 

might disagree (to some extent, like Ong says, there is some guesswork involved)—is a 

first step in attaining common ground with those who do not have similar values or 

beliefs (a situation many of the 110º writers find themselves in). As teachers and as 

editors or community literacy practitioners, we must be willing to take a chance on 

arguments that are not safe, that might “fail” in conflict or incite discomfort. Performing 

honesty and trust in these situations is the only way to move toward cooperation between 

disparate rhetors.  

 The youth who work at VOICES aren’t interested in the kind of argument that is 

not generative, either. They see it as a fight they can’t win, and as a kind of journalism 
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that is separate from what they do at 110º. Jackie Enriquez, a youth apprentice who 

worked at VOICES for three years, elaborates on what she thinks of the media now, after 

writing for the newspaper: 

I read the newspaper and all I see is biased, tainted half-truths. I see the right, the 
conservative right-wing republicans pointing the finger at the left, saying “they’re 
conspiracists” or whatever. And I see the left pointing the finger at the 
conservatives saying, “they’re racists” or whatever. What I’ve gained from it is 
that I see both sides as kind of gossipy. They aren’t really willing to inspire 
change, they’re not really willing to learn things, they’re only really interested in 
defending and winning an argument. I don’t want anything to do with it.  
 

From Jackie’s perspective, the process of transformation—to whatever viewpoint—is a 

matter of willingness. To Crowley, Jackie’s perspective would make sense, as she 

believes that those who live in marginalized spaces24 are more likely to consider new 

beliefs and contradictions than those who are already implicated in the display of 

hegemonic practices (192). If this is true, then sharing marginalized voices (and their 

fresh perspectives) in the media is a way to increase dialogue that supports democracy.  

 This point that Crowley makes is generally an echo of Anzaldúa’s concept of la 

facultad, the ability to sense and make sense of myths in an instant, a blink of an eye. 

Anzaldúa’s concept pinpoints the investigative power of the youth reporting at VOICES: 

the people who are the most skilled at recognizing myths, using myths, and unpacking 

them, are the people who are asked to do so the best and the most often:  

Those who are pushed out of the tribe for being different are likely to become 
more sensitized (when not brutalized into insensitivity). Those who do not feel 

                                                

24 Crowley refers to subalterns as “those who are reckoned by and within [dominant subjectivity] as 
different” (192).  
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psychologically or physically safe in the world are more apt to develop this sense. 
Those who are pounced on the most have it the strongest—the females, the 
homosexuals of all races, the darkskinned, the outcast, the persecuted, the 
marginalized, the foreign. (60)  
 

The marginalized are who Anzaldúa argues are the most adept at recognizing and using 

myths, primarily because it is a survival skill. I am reminded of Tracey’s story, in 

Chapter 2, about how she was not allowed to form a gay/straight alliance at the high 

school where she worked because it would “put a target on the backs” of the kids who 

attended. Being a lesbian is not normally considered safe, as Anzaldúa remarks. On the 

flipside, the training in myth-making and myth-recognizing Tracey had to foster in order 

to “pass” (as someone not interested in forming a gay/straight alliance, was not in a 

committed relationship with her partner, who had not suffered years of criticism and 

bullying as a result of her sexuality) is now what allows her to be such an astute 

interviewing and writing mentor at VOICES. She is able to model for the youth her 

ability to recognize which stories are “safe” and which are not.  

 

A PRACTICAL NOTE ON AUDIENCE: WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?  

  Audiences in community literacy programs are complicated and can be unpacked 

in several ways. First, there is the audience of participants who come to community 

literacy centers. How is writing instruction catered to an audience, as Jeffrey Grabill 

suggests, of people who have fallen through the cracks? It is well documented in the 

literature on Adult Basic Education, for example, that writing is taught to adult literacy 

learners differently than it is taught to those who are learning to read and write, 
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traditionally, in the grades. Audience can also be composed of those for whom these 

participants are writing for. At Literacy Volunteers of Tucson, for example, participants 

mainly write for themselves as a way to practice their writing (many of them are ESL 

learners or are learning to write and read for the first time). At 826 Valencia centers25 

across the country, students write for themselves, their peers and mentors at the 826 

Center, but also a wider audience of readers who can collect the numerous chapbooks, 

read stories online, or visit the gift stores at the centers.  

 However, one of the most well-known models of community literacy education in 

our field, the Community Literacy Center in Pittsburgh, has no addressed audience: 

outside of the mentors and the youth at the center, any other audience is severely lacking. 

While the archives of the CLC website advertise a community forum held on the topics 

chosen by the teenagers at the center, we don’t know if the youth came up with this idea 

on their own, if they are required to participate, or if this is even the most effective 

method for how they would like their ideas to be shared with the community. Most 

importantly, it does not imply a sustained addressed audience. Without a real audience, 

both the participants and the community at large are denied the opportunity to benefit—to 

create systemic change—from the stories created at the center. 

At VOICES, youth publish their stories in a variety of ways. For eight years 

VOICES has published the 110º magazine as an insert in the Arizona Daily Star. Starting 
                                                

25 826 Valencia, a literacy center founded in San Francisco in 2002 by Dave Eggers and Nínive Calegari, 
has expanded across the country to include centers in Seattle, New York, Los Angeles, Ann Arbor, and 
Chicago, among others. Each center provides in-school programs taught by a corps of volunteers, as well as 
on-site tutoring and writing classes taught by well-known contemporary literary figures (filmmaker Spike 
Jonze is a regular teacher at the San Francisco site, for example).  
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in the fall of 2009, however, programming will be changed to reflect the changes in the 

mass media that we’re seeing nationally: more wire service articles, more news analysis, 

and shorter pieces. To reflect these changes, VOICES youth have slowly started 

publishing in many of Tucson’s major media outlets: National Public Radio affiliate 

KUAZ, community radio station 91.3 KXCI, the Tucson Weekly, the Downtown 

Tucsonan, and the Star. At a minimum (what is promised in our grants), our yearly 

publishing obligation breakdown is as follows: 12 Young Voices (Daily Star) columns, 

52 RadioActivism stories (KXCI), 12 KUAZ stories, 12 Downtown Tucsonan stories, 12 

Weekly stories, as many stories as can be translated for the Spanish-language weekly La 

Estrella, and a compilation of stories for an annual magazine.  

In popular culture and our everyday lives, it’s perhaps obvious that the mass 

media lives and thrives off its relation to audience 26. But from a print journalism 

perspective, this relationship between writer and audience is much more complex because 

it implies a certain amount of distance between the two parties. In The Elements of 

Journalism, the primer for first year journalism students at the University of Arizona, Bill 

Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel barely make reference to the term “audience.” Instead, they 

reference the responsibilities journalists have to “citizens” (by which they mean “reader” 

or “audience”), because they identify democracy with freedom of the press. They also 

warn against treating readers as customers. In the text, the authors list ten elements that 

they argue should guide responsible, ethical journalism—number ten is “citizens, too, 

                                                

26 By mass media, I mean the totality of the modes of journalism highlighted by Shipps, Fowlkes, and 
Peltzman: public, advocacy, market, trustee.  
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have rights and responsibilities when it comes to the news.” This tenet is reminiscent of 

the reader-response theory we are taught early on in college language studies: mark up 

your text. Ask questions. FYC teachers try to impart that as readers, we have 

responsibilities just as writers do. But for those who deal with the mass media, their 

audience is often so distant that it has become normal to actually teach journalism 

students that they have responsibilities as readers. If journalism schools don’t teach 

responsible reading, they lose the opportunity to create checks and balances for their 

field.  

Kovach and Rosenstiel also argue that readers should know that their specific 

interests and needs (for example, regional interests) have been taken into account. It 

would not be ethical journalism to simply reprint a story about immigration in the 

Arizona Daily Star, published 60 miles north of the U.S./Mexico border, from the Boston 

Globe without adding information to the article to make it regionally sensitive and 

appropriate. In this way, even though mass audiences often seem distant, it is also 

necessary to distinguish them by at least the most basic qualities: location, primary 

language, etc. The popularity of wire services provides for an increasingly cosmopolitan 

perspective on news events that are not always appropriate for blind copy-and-pasting.  

According to this tenth element, as citizens, we “should expect to see evidence that the 

material has been prepared for our use above all. This means stories should answer our 

needs as citizens and not just the interests of the players and political or economic 

system. It also means that there is a demonstrated effort to understand the whole 

community” (249-50). What’s missing is how journalists come to determine what their 
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audience(s) should/need to hear. How do journalists know what is appropriate, what is 

accepted, what is opportune? As rhetoricians, we have special insight and 2500 years of 

literature about how to determine what is appropriate; we recognize that what is 

appropriate and timely are constantly in flux, and that even minute changes in the 

character, logic, or emotion of a rhetor can make a big difference in how an argument is 

received. Rhetoric is the missing link in both Lunsford and Ede’s early perceptions of 

addressed/invoked audience, and Kovach and Rosensteil’s journalism pedagogy. What 

kind of rhetoric, however, is the question.  

 

Audience as a Conduit to Transformative Rhetorics 

The more different rhetors and audiences are, the greater possibility for disagreement and 

thus, transformation. In “Feminism and Composition: The Case for Conflict,” Susan 

Jarratt acknowledges that in many classrooms, sexist, racist, classist behavior is allowed 

to happen in the name of avoiding conflict. She goes on to argue that a more rhetorically 

grounded pedagogy is the answer to addressing conflict in a way that promotes critical 

thinking and “progressive discourse” in the composition classroom. Jarratt uses the 

sophists’ reliance on the dissoi logoi (“opposing arguments”) as a way to induce 

transformative discussion: “Only through recognition of and argument over differences 

can conflict be resolved into homonoi, like-mindedness” (271).  

Part of the problem Jarratt points to is that in FYC classrooms, there is often no 

addressed audience other than the teacher—and if the teacher does not provide enough 

structure, that lack of structure, combined with a lack of addressed audience, invites 
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students to write insensitively and ignorantly about difference. Audiences that are 

addressed and real and diverse humanize difference because they confront writers with it 

rather than ignore it.  

In the end, Jarratt calls for a more rhetorical composition theory, one that provides 

a model of political conflict and negotiation as a way to facilitate rhetoric as 

transformation. In classrooms, achieving a more rhetorical pedagogy via audience isn’t 

necessarily easy: there’s the whole issue of grading, and working with outside audiences 

sometimes distracts from the work being done in the classroom. In can certainly be done, 

people do it all the time, but it’s not the easiest way to work. From a community literacy 

perspective, thinking of audience in terms of “addressed” tends to be more viable.  

 In “Choosing the Margin as a Space of Radical Openness,” bell hooks argues that 

those who have been marginalized in academe or in the media have the choice to see their 

place of difference as a positive space, not a negative one. She revisions the margin as “a 

site of radical possibility, a space of resistance” (239). In doing so, hooks reminds us that 

we have the choice of which audiences we address. If the youth at VOICES are going to 

speak from the margins, they might as well choose to make their marginal space one of 

radical possibility and of change, rather than of just resistance or just anger or just 

acknowledgment.27 hooks sees the margin as a site of possibility perhaps because, as 

                                                

27 I am reminded of Hector Moreno’s front page coverage in the Arizona Daily Star the morning after 
thousands of Tucson high school students marched out of their high schools in protest of Arizona’s 
immigration policies. Hector, who had his camera with him at the time of the riots, used his position as a 
member of the marginalized (those in the protests) as a site of possibility when he published the photos he 
captured in the newspaper. The photos were powerful because no one else but Hector (a youth who was 
actually in the protests, not a journalist watching from the sidewalk) could have captured them.  
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Crowley suggests, it is a place from which change is relatively accessible; the margin 

does not isolate its inhabitants from dissonance (Crowley 193). The margins, by their 

very definition, are the places where boundaries are challenged and rules are questioned. 

This is what makes them so productive. The transformative work at VOICES, then, 

centers around bringing the margins to the masses. Again, this transformation is key to 

what is so powerful about storytelling as a reciprocal action. Speaking from the margins 

is not just a passive, victimized state: it implies response and action on the part of the 

audience, even if this action or response is an altered state of belief.  

 What Crowley says needs to happen in order for transformation to occur is an 

understanding of the value system of the person whose mind you want to change. She 

suggests the humanizing elements of storytelling to bridge the gap: “What is requisite 

first of all is for rhetors to be heard, for attention to be paid. Story is, perhaps, the most 

efficient means of garnering attention” (198). Speaking from the margins, in the genre of 

storytelling (to borrow from Aristotle, using narrative to make a point through illustration 

or comparison), then should be a generative first step in inducing the transformation 

necessary to cooperate and work together.  

 

TRANSFORMATION ON A LARGE SCALE  

Each publisher that VOICES works with has different rules and requirements for 

how they like to publish VOICES’ writing: some like to have monthly columns, others 

like to pick and choose feature stories; some are very strict about what is sent and others 
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are more lenient with their content. Sarah Garrecht Gassen has been our liaison at the 

Arizona Daily Star for the past two and a half years; her daily writing job is on the 

editorial desk, where she writes opinions for the newspaper. In her capacity as our editor, 

however, she diffuses stories that we send and makes them appropriate for the wide 

audience of the Star. From Sarah’s perspective, VOICES has been a successful partner 

for the Star because just like Lunsford and Ede write in their work on success and 

audience, the varying stories are not so polarizing that they endorse a with-us-or-against-

us perspective. Rather, they allow readers to reflect on their own perspectives of Tucson: 

The whole purpose, from a journalism point of view, and why, I’m assuming, the 
Star has been involved and people from [the newspaper] volunteer, is the stories 
that are in the 110 Magazine aren’t the stories that we can write. Because we’re 
all adults with jobs. And even if you’ve grown up in similar circumstances to 
some of the kids at VOICES, you’re kind of past that, so you’re not in it at the 
moment. And so I think the value is the honesty of the stories and giving people a 
chance to see a Tucson that they’ve probably never seen or thought about.  
 

When Sarah refers to the “circumstances” of some of the kids at VOICES, she’s referring 

to the stories about difference (mainly socioeconomic) that are common in our 

publications. This point is both one of strength and contention at the VOICES office, as 

some of the youth feel like their stories represent “sob stories” rather than their very 

personal experience with a particular topic (drug abuse, loss of housing, etc.). These 

stories are not the only stories that VOICES publishes, by any means, but they often stick 

out the most to our readers because they address difference in honest and raw ways that 

are not normal in the daily news. The humanizing element of showing readers a side of 

Tucson they’ve never seen before is what I think has made the magazine so successful 

thus far.  
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 Following Lunsford and Ede’s work, I think it’s important to stop and reflect on 

what about VOICES use of audience makes the programs work (they receive enough 

funding, and enough youth, to stick around year after year). The humanizing element of 

the stories that are published as a part of the magazine and in the other outlets are not 

what readers expect in that they are different from the stories that they are published next 

to. For example, Jonathan Schoffel’s story about dealing with the grief of his father’s 

death from a cocaine and OxyContin overdose appeared in the Accent (lifestyles) section 

of the Star right alongside recipes for baklava and a review of a recent Tucson Symphony 

Orchestra concert. Readers know that Jonathan’s story, retitled by the Star’s copy desk as 

“Sometimes, life’s lessons are imparted tragically,” is not going to end well to begin 

with. From the surface, it’s a total sob story, and one that Jonathan ended up not being 

happy with. But beneath that, the story humanizes addiction and disability, even if 

Jonathan’s not aware of this function. This excerpt from the story shows a side of 

addiction not normally seen in the “news”: 

My mother had an accident at the restaurant where she worked, and was declared 
physically disabled by her team of pill-pushing doctors. She received a $30,000 
settlement, but, after that was spent repaying old debts, buying a new sedan and 
taking a couple of extravagant vacations, my father became irritated when he had 
to stretch his paycheck. He thought that my mother used her disability as a crutch 
to never have to work again. Work was paramount for my father, and he lived by 
the motto, “work is liberty.” “If she can walk and function like everyone else, she 
can work like everyone else, too,” he would say, knowing that he was stuck as the 
sole breadwinner for our family. 
 

Most of the subscribers to the Star live in the outlying areas of Tucson: Green Valley, the 

northwest side, the foothills in the north. These are the areas of town where the cost (and 

standard) of living is the highest, as is the median age (Tucson is home to many affluent 
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retirement villages, most clustered in these parts of town). This information is readily 

circulated around the newsroom at the Star, and the staff writers and photographers keep 

this in mind as they report. Jonathan’s recollection of loving his father, looking up to him, 

and admiring his work ethic stick out in my mind more than the actual paragraph about 

the overdose. While the headline still advertises what Jonathan and the other youth would 

call a “sob story,” it also gives empathy and credit to a family that, in the highly 

conservative demographics of the Star readers, would normally be labeled as 

“irresponsible” or “in over their heads.”  

 According to Sarah, this humanizing element of the stories is what creates success 

in terms of continued readership. But like Crowley, she also sees the resulting cognitive 

dissonance from reading stories like Jonathan’s (“I can’t believe people have to cope with 

stuff like that,” or “I can’t imagine having to deal with that at such a young age”—real 

lines we hear about our stories all the time) as generative of more communication and 

cooperation as a community:  

The more we know about each other, the stronger a community is. I hope against 
all hope that if you can share someone’s experience you can develop empathy, 
which means you can work on things together, not confrontationally. And that 
people will see themes: the effects of an educational system that is not where it 
should be. The effects of poverty, the effects of joblessness, the effects of parents 
who, for whatever reason, aren’t connected. Maybe they’re too busy with their 
own jobs or they’re trying to put their expectations on their kids. I just think the 
more we know about each other, the better we all are. I would like to think that 
people would learn about a problem, whatever it would be, big or small, and then 
think, “How can I help?” I know that’s not actually reality, but I can’t let go of 
that basic principle that if we know more and we know there’s a problem, our first 
instinct is to help. I think in most cases it is true. And people want to give of 
themselves more than they want to receive.  
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Sarah’s optimism is also an example of how speaking from the margins, as hooks 

addresses, is a way to open possibilities for conversation, much of which happens on the 

editorial page that Sarah edits. What Sarah is responding to is the humanizing element of 

storytelling: it is the everyday that allows for transformation. The “how can I help?” 

moment is the moment of change that VOICES stories seek to inspire. And these 

moments are best reached from the margins, not from voices of hegemony.  

 

SUCCESS OR FAILURE?: EDITING YOUTH WRITING TO MEET 

COMMUNITY EXPECTATIONS.  

At VOICES we are often caught in the double-bind of wanting to publish stories 

that haven’t been heard before, in ways that haven’t been heard before, written by authors 

who haven’t been heard before—but in order to do that, we are often required to 

significantly change the format or tone of the piece. As editors who are concerned with 

presenting diversity in a positive way to as many readers as possible, we are faced with a 

dilemma: does the simple fact of publishing an underrepresented author alongside the 

staff writers for the newspaper override the fact that the story might affirm stereotypes 

even if that’s not what the story was originally intended to do? Or, should stories remain 

as unedited as possible, even if that means they do not receive a place in a mainstream 

publication, with readership in the hundreds of thousands? When I think of this problem I 

am reminded of how E.D. Hirsch conversationally describes his belief in a radically 

standardized national curriculum: “I gotta use words when I talk to you. And not only 

have I gotta use words to talk to you, I gotta assume you know something about what I 



 152 

am saying. If I had to start from scratch, I couldn’t start at all” (370). While in no way do 

I advocate Hirsch’s larger views on standardization of language or the teaching of 

language, there is an element of truth to Hirsch’s perspective in this quote. While at 

VOICES we are a fairly experimental, creative staff, we are still bound by the 

conventions our publishers require. In order to access audiences who are unfamiliar with 

what it’s like to grow up as a low-income teenager in Tucson, we have to speak in their 

language, in publications that they trust.   

 The editing process has long been a contentious issue at VOICES, as I’m sure it is 

at other community literacy programs that have product-based outcomes. Most of us have 

first-person experience with the power dynamics that editing in general tends to bring up: 

whose voice is privileged? Why? How do authors and editors determine audience 

expectations? Who has the power to determine what these expectations are and how they 

should be treated in the text? At VOICES, these questions are addressed with the youth, 

but the youth aren’t really familiar with what editing looks like, in general. For most of 

them, it is their first experience working with an editor who is not a teacher, as well as 

their first experience working with a real, “addressed” audience. Largely, they do not 

know what to expect.  

 Lunsford and Ede remind us that sometimes “successful” pieces of writing are 

also failures, in that they fail to reach an audience that can be challenged or transformed 

by the content. This is the case with Jonathan Schoffel’s story, who was a youth 

apprentice from 2005-2007. Looking back on his publishing experience, Jonathan feels 

like the story wasn’t his—the voice and format were totally foreign to him: 



 153 

I am pretty disappointed with how it came out in the end after all the editing. My 
voice was changed so much that it wasn’t me anymore. It was like, here’s my 
story from an outside perspective. At some point, I lost my hand in the story 
because I had it all mapped out and it just needed to be reworded. Eventually, 
that’s exactly what happened. It was all reworded. It was all restructured. And so I 
felt like I had lost control at some point. I think it instilled some confusion and a 
lot of anger out of my family because what I wrote was very personal. It troubled 
them, they questioned me, I was fuckin’ battered. And it’s just how it came out to 
be. It’s all a consequence of it. Ultimately, I was glad to be published. I was glad 
to say hey, I have photos and I have a story to be published, and not many people 
can say that.  
 

 Jonathan sees his story, while it humanizes addiction in new ways, as also upholding 

deficit models about “poor” youth who need to be saved. In this way, the story doesn’t 

allow for radical transformation because it doesn’t change anyone’s mind about how 

“awful” it must be to be the child of addicted parents. Jonathan’s narrative is fairly 

common around the office. The youth are excited to be published, they are proud of the 

work, but they are, at the same time, often bewildered and upset at how their stories 

appear in print. To seasoned journalists, nothing is wrong here: when you turn a story in 

to your editor, there is no guarantee that in print it will look anything like the story you 

finished. Jonathan brings up two points here: one, how he feels like he didn’t have a hand 

in the editing process. Two, how his family didn’t react well to the story that ran. When 

Jonathan refers to his story needing to be reworded, he’s talking about what happens 

during the writing process if a story needs to be finished, but the youth doesn’t 

necessarily finish it by the allotted deadline. In order to make our publication dates, the 

youth are asked to adhere to a series of deadlines; if they miss a deadline, or, at worst, 

miss a final deadline, the adult staff as editors do not have a lot of material to work with. 

We have also put aside space for that story—so we have to put something there. More 
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often than not, the youth will skimp on writing out the “telling” part of their story: they 

will leave scenes, details, and photos, but they need help, like most of us, writing the 

thesis statement, or what we call in reporting, the “nut graph”—the part where you 

nutshell what the story is about. The youth often don’t know when it’s time to stop 

writing. They simply write until someone tells them that they are done, and if they never 

make it to that final deadline point, there is unfinished business that the adult editors are 

left to refine before the story is sent out for print. What happens in this interim is what 

upsets the youth.  

 When I received Jonathan’s story to be edited, I remember it being painfully (and 

rightly so) self-aware. Whose writing isn’t, at least at some point? It was my task to edit 

it down to a presentable argument that could be sent out to all those Star readers in Green 

Valley and the foothills. Faced with the reality of offending Jonathan’s family and 

shocking readers out of their breakfast nooks, we played it safe. This same give and take 

happens with every story, now at least a hundred (literally) times per year.  

 Jackie Enriquez, another youth on staff, echoes Jonathan’s concern. From her 

perspective, the content that the VOICES youth produce is often “dumbed down” to 

speak to an audience that is unfamiliar to them: 

I feel that it’s contradicting to the ethic of VOICES. Because the ethic is, we’re 
bringing in youth and we’re educating them and we’re teaching them how to 
empower themselves and teaching them how to argue, and then it’s edited down 
to like, “Oh, I hate my life.” When they were edited down, they were edited for 
the general public. I don’t feel like that’s the editor’s fault, I feel like that’s 
journalism.  
 

It’s hard to tell whether or not Jackie’s concern highlights a success or failure of the 

editing process. On one hand, it’s a success that her words are being translated for an 
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audience that is unfamiliar with, for example, Junior ROTC (Jackie’s story her first year 

at VOICES). From Hirsch’s perspective, we’ve gotta use words to connect with the Star 

audience, or we won’t be able to connect at all. Simply, we have to follow the 

conventions of newspapers to even gain access to the Star’s audience. The conventions 

for a feature story that will be printed in a daily newspaper, for example, are different 

than the conventions for a feature that will be printed in a weekly publication. In general, 

journalism conventions are: strong first few sentences that point to the message, or topic, 

attention to both sides of the topic that is presented, interviews, and easily-digestible 

research in the form of percentages or dates. The requirements for these genres change 

from publication to publication, so what is acceptable in The New York Times 

(anonymous sources, for example) is not acceptable at a regional paper.  

On the other hand, it is slippery ethical territory to change a youth writer’s words 

to reflect the meaning that perhaps she just “didn’t know” she wanted to show. Below are 

two drafts of the same story, Ruwaida “Roxy” Alansary’s essay about Child Protective 

Services (CPS). When the draft originated in the fall of the 110º program year, it was 

largely about how growing up in foster care didn’t feel like home. The first draft 

explicitly talked about the people, places, and situations that made her feel like an 

outcast. When we sent the original draft to the paper, the editors were extremely 

uncomfortable with it. A story written by a youth about her experience in foster care—a 

highly guarded system that is no stranger to gag orders and lawsuits—was a red flag. 

Ruwaida’s drafts, excerpted here, are an example of how the editing process can 
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drastically change the tone of a story. From her raw, unedited first draft, submitted in 

April of 200728: 

Headline: With pain comes change 
Deck: Life beyond the disguise of Child Protective Services 
By Roxy 
 
My name is Ruwaida Alansary. People call me Roxy. I’m an 18-year-old girl; I 
was born and raised in Saudi Arabia until the age of 13, when we moved to the 
Tucson, Arizona. I was brought up Muslim in an Islamic government ran country. 
In 1996, my parents divorced, my mother, Asia Bakri, moved back to her family 
in Egypt after many battles over our custody. Due to the oppression and lack of 
civil rights for woman in the country, my father gained full custody of us. It’s 
been 11 years since I have seen my mother. 
 
In 2001, moving to the U.S was extremely drastic. In Saudi Arabia, men and 
woman were segregated at all social gatherings, including school and businesses. 
In KSA, people dressed elegantly and women covered their bodies, their hair, and 
sometimes their face. I could no longer mix society with personal believes, which 
caused many issues with my religion.  
 
In 2002,shortly after my graduation at Doolen Middle School, I was taken away 
from my family and placed under the state’s Child Protective Services custody. It 
was August of 2002 when I was taken out of my fathers home. [There had been 
abuse reports.]  I have trouble discussing other details and issues that were 
happening at this time because I love my father and have conflicted feelings about 
what was going on in our home. It took about 2 months for the state to gain full 
custody of me and throughout the process, my father and stepmother were 
scrutinized and ultimately our home was characterized as unfit. My removal was 
finally completed with the cooperation of my father.  
 
[Removal of a child] is a serious situation for any parents; it automatically 
indicates that the parents are unsuitable for the child. My father was forced into a 
legal labyrinth where facts and allegations were made by cps in a swamped 
courtroom at the Pima county juvenile center. Only thirty to sixty minutes is 
allowed for Cps cases. 
 
Meanwhile I was in the hands of complete strangers. [In my first placement,] 
child protective services put me in a home with a religious Christian foster parent. 

                                                

28 “Deck” refers to the one line subhead that accompanies the headline. 
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Practicing Islam was not easy in America. I was prejudged based upon the fact 
that I covered my hair, had an English accent and spoke a different language, 
especially at school.  
 
My Second night at the foster home was the worst time spent in that foster home. 
I was so hungry that night, the last thing I had eaten that day was oatmeal for 
breakfast. The foster family and me were all waiting at the dinner table for 
Lyndie, my foster parent to join us. We were having pork chops and mashed 
potatoes. Being a Muslim I was not allowed to eat pork, so I grabbed a fork and 
dived into the potatoes and filled my plate. My foster parent made an unexpected 
remark. Lyndie asked me to take of my scarf. [Suddenly, the room appeared red 
to me] and all I could feel and hear was my heart beating faster and faster, until 
finally I got up and left the dinner table, trying to avoid showing anyone the tears 
falling from my eyes and the ugly reaction of anger and embarrassment on my 
face. 
 
Two weeks later, I asked my foster mom if I could go out with my friend to watch 
the new 8mile movie at the theater. I was excited to see the only rap artist I 
enjoyed so when the weekend came, I was extra careful about finishing all of my 
chores. She said yes. I finished all my chores early that Thursday so when Friday 
came along I could go to the movies right after school. But I wish it were that 
easy. When your living under the hands of Cps, you must [check in with your 
household] on a regular basis, so when I called my foster parent to see if I could 
go from school directly to the theater, she said I had to “check in” first. I came 
home without any hesitations and finished all of my chores. As I was gathering 
my stuff to leave, my foster parent stops me and asks me to do a few more chores, 
which I didn’t mind at that moment. But buy the time I was done and the movie 
was starting in half an hour. I was anxious to leave. All the other foster girls were 
out with friends and family, while I got to clean out a litter box and wash the 
floors. Once I would finish one chore, Lyndie suggested another, until finally, she 
allowed me to go out.  
 
By the time I was cleaning the floor, I began to loose interest in going to the 
movies, so I decided to stay at the foster home and Isolate myself. I went into my 
room and listened to Nirvana (Never mind) and wrote down exactly how I felt 
about everything that was going on in my life that was causing me emotional 
pain. Lyndie singled me out, I felt lyndie treated the other girls in the house with 
more respect. I began to think about rebellion. 
 
Though I’d complained to my caseworker and cps was looking for new placement 
for me, I was still impatient.  
 
[The next morning I packed up my things and ran away from the foster home. I 
spent the day roaming around downtown with my duffle bags and backpack 
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appearing homeless. I was exhausted and hungry. I stopped at the snake bridge on 
Broadway and Euclid to watch the sunset, the cold air blew and it was so 
beautiful, I witnessed the magic that people talk about so much that happens in 
Arizona with all the different intense colors in the sky and the mountains, ah the 
mountains are perfect. This view just made me want to live forever. It was 
December, and I had never felt so alone before in my entire life, despite being 
hungry and cold, I didn’t know anywhere else at the time where I could be that 
content. Suddenly, my mind flew out of my body and I felt completely at ease, as 
a single tear falls down my face, I say to myself, “I’m Free!!”] 
 
When I woke up the next day, it was cold outside and I was shivering. I felt much 
colder than a witch’s tit in a brass bra, I covered myself up in my blanket and 
walked to the Islamic Center of Tucson where I knew there would be warmth 
without any discrimination. When I got there I was fed and comforted by the 
community. As an Arab American, I firmly believe in brotherhood and the 
equality of man. I felt an immediate sense of closeness with these strangers. That 
day I saw one of my friends at the mosque who offered me a place. I remember 
thinking it was awfully sweet of her to offer her home to me, but I was concerned 
about how long I could keep up being on the run. I refused to miss school so I was 
bound to turn myself in. I spent the night at her house. The following day I went 
to school and faced my caseworker during lunchtime. I got quite the lecture from 
my caseworker.  She spoke to me about different placements in Arizona; she told 
me that the only other available placement was in phoenix. Luckily for me, La 
Paloma Family Services called my caseworker around four o’clock that day 
regarding a placement in Tucson.  
 
My second placement with the System was in a group home with ten girls who 
struggled with severe emotional disturbances and other disorders. Only 2 staff 
members at the group home working at a time. Some days, I came home after 
school to change for work and the door was locked. Behavioral health technicians 
(the staff who worked at the group home) were frequently out of site. I had to wait 
outside until a staff member appeared to unlock the door. One worker used to sit 
outside and talk on the phone for hours at a time, the girls took this opportunity to 
get stoned and sneak guys through the back door.  
 
Damn I missed the thoughts of having a perfect family, I missed the smell of my 
stepmother’s delicious cooking, and the attention my father gave me everyday 
when I would rush home from school to show off my grades. I even missed 
hearing the annoying Dylan songs coming from my father’s room. Thinking about 
my family depressed me, I loved my father so much, I wanted to be with him and 
I cried inside because [I knew that CPS changed our relationship.] It would never 
be the same as before between us, so I avoided discussing my family situation 
with therapists and counselors. 
 



 159 

In the time I spent in that group home, more than 150 girls came through, many of 
whom ran away or tried to run away when they saw how they were going to live 
and the people they were going to live with. Its sad how fucked up the system was 
to me and is to other children. The state says the goal of child protective services 
is to “help families by strengthening the ability of parents, guardians or custodians 
to provide good child care. Its primary objective is to keep children safely within 
their own families.” 
 
Was I safe in the group home? Was pushing my father out of my life ultimately 
safer for my growing process? These Questions have been in my mind for years 
and I still cannot answer them. The La Paloma Family Services Diamondback 
home was the first group home I lived in. It was the first time I ever saw cocaine 
and crystal meth. [I saw more drugs inside that group home then I do in my 
outside daily life.] When the state took me into their custody; I thought it was to 
work things out. [Instead, I found myself living with drug addicts, gang members, 
and sex offenders]. […] 
 
Thinking back at the person I was when I entered [the system] and the person I 
am today shocks me. I use to be so happy with such misery. [I entered the system 
religiously Muslim and naïve to come out faithless, jaded, and scared for life from 
the experience.] I watched my close roommates in the group home do drugs and 
run away many times. I saw the only staff members I connected with on an 
emotional level leave without any hesitation, all I had at the time were the people 
around me to comfort me, until they all vanished out of my life. 
I’d like to hope that this article reaches the eyes of all these kids currently in the 
state’s custody.  I want other kids in state custody to know that they are not alone.  
There are thousands of other abused children. I want to share that I wish I hadn’t 
made things more complex for myself then they already were in the first place. If 
I could do it again, I wouldn’t have ran away. I wouldn’t have rebelled so much. 
If you cant make the best of a situation it will be an unnecessarily horrible 
struggle. I realize now, after all those lonely nights that I was depressed because I 
felt I had nothing going for myself, that running away from the problems I was 
facing at the group home. I hope that the quality of CPS care can be improved and 
that some of the hardships others and I encountered can be prevented in the 
future. My story has two main objectives: the first objective is that CPS kids are 
not well cared for and the state is understaffed, dealing with a shortage of 
resources, these innocent kids must cope with children ranging from standard 
runaways to teen with serious criminal records and severe dysfunctions. The 
second objective is my struggle to keep myself sanely happy through this 
experience. 
 
Sometimes I wish I could say it wasn’t so, that I was never in CPS and that I 
didn’t rebel so much. I can’t change the past and I accept that my past forces me 
to make better decisions in my life today. On the bright side, my experience gave 
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me a different outlook on life behind the disguise of CPS, which others may never 
know. I have grown to appreciate things that others take for granted, such as 
family, friends and Arizona’s sunsets. I feel lucky; my dark past is behind me. I 
made a promise to myself that I have to be the best person I can be. I let go of the 
past, the challenges ultimately made me stronger inside, accepting that [my past is 
only a fraction of my life.] 
 
For young children in the custody of CPS, the day they [return to a safe family] 
environment moves farther away. It was rare to see a child return to their families. 
Some of the homes I lived in where a lot like institutionalized living, even at their 
best standards, but others have become a great resource for children who do not 
wish to go home. These kids will strive to find structure, acceptance and a 
measure of peace. 
 
[This is my story.] For years I was confined to the darkness of my own mind and 
heart. Adolescence and childhood should be enjoyed and carefree, not a living 
nightmare in the darkness of the soul. I know that there is a black whole out there 
just waiting to suck me and my soul, but only if I let it. I’m finally in control of 
myself.  
 
All my life I have been striving to find this idea that I have had for years of an 
ideal home, of parents truly loving each other, by loving their own families. I 
realize after hearing stories about families, as perfect as I may think their family 
is, ultimately, the ideal family and the ideal lifestyle does not exist, at least not for 
me. 
 
Yesterday, I watched the sunset with a nice boy, savoring the moment of colors in 
the sky like I did a few years ago when I was homeless, a single tear falls down 
my face: As the breeze blows my hair in face, I say to myself, “I’m free!”  

 

In this first draft, Roxy names the people and places that made her experience at CPS less 

than pleasant: she names the group home, names the drugs she saw there, and names how 

the staff people at the group home were not attentive. In the editing process, nearly all of 

these were taken out, especially the name of the group home, which was a cause of much 

concern for both VOICES and the Daily Star. At the time, Ruwaida had interviewed the 

case workers she lived with at the home, but after their boss was notified of the story, 

they declined to comment. A messy situation ensued, and finally, working on conference 
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calls with the Star and the group home, we decided to omit the name and any identifying 

features of the home. This was the first step in reeling in Roxy’s narrative for a wider 

audience.  

Near the end of her raw draft, Roxy says that her story has two goals: first, to 

show that CPS is severely understaffed, and that all kinds of youth are dropped into the 

same kinds of housing. Her second goal is to show other kids what her struggle was, and 

to show that she made things more difficult for herself by acting out and running away. 

As editors, these two goals were not fully developed for a mainstream news audience. 

Roxy’s first point, looking back, is an extremely insightful one: it seems like common 

sense that kids from all walks of life (serious offenders and “good” kids) are thrown into 

the same housing situation. But at the time, we couldn’t edit that assertion to sound like 

there should be two tracks of quality: one for good kids and one for kids who were 

struggling with drugs or gangs, etc. When we tried to lay out the logic, this point of 

quality seemed to distract from the rest of the story in a way that overshadowed the more 

macro point that CPS just needs more funding. Because she was accusing CPS of 

negligence, she was required (by VOICES and the Star) to call and get a comment from 

the Department of Economic Security (DES). Calling to get a comment from a large 

organization is generally no fun, especially for youth who are often not taken seriously. 

For Roxy, this meant calling the Public Information Officer at DES and explaining to her 

that she was writing a story about how she was neglected while under state care and that 

she believes mainstreaming troubled youth into regular foster and group homes is a bad 

idea for the safety of the other kids. What happened from there was basically a standoff: 
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the DES representative wouldn’t give Ruwaida a comment unless she disclosed the 

specific problems she was going to name in print. We declined, but without a comment 

from DES the Star couldn’t print Roxy’s story (the story would have seemed, from the 

point of the Star, too one-sided). As an attempt at compromise, we were forced to take 

out even more identifying features and switch the focus from calling out individual group 

homes and blaming Roxy’s struggles on her own poor choices to lobbying for more 

funding for DES, in general.  I remember thinking during that editing process, as I often 

think today, how quickly that meticulous, diplomatic tone of the news becomes apparent. 

If truth is what is most important to newspapers, finding the truth isn’t always feasible—

we know this, as there are many different slants on what constitute “truth”—and if the 

people who are in charge of the news (in this case, Sarah Garrecht Gassen, the executive 

editor of the Star, the interviewees from La Paloma, and Ruwaida) can’t decide on a 

version of the truth, that part of the story doesn’t get printed at all. What we learned from 

the newspaper that year was, “when in doubt, take it out.”  

As a result of all this, the ending of Ruwaida’s published story is almost 

completely different, and focuses heavily on her experience with foster mom Lyndie 

(who later became “L.” for liability purposes) as a way to highlight the careless parenting 

of Child Protective Services. In the revision, Lyndie and CPS are positioned as 

responsible for Ruwaida losing her Islamic faith: 

I’m now 18, still living on my own, and finishing up high school. I wish I could 
say non of this happened to me, but I can’t change the past and I accept that my 
past forces me to make better decisions in my life today; what happened to me is 
only a fraction of my life. I like to pretend I can play the guitar. I spend a lot f my 
free time writing and I have a supportive group of friends who love and respect 



 163 

me. I host an improv sketch comedy show on Access Tucson that keeps me 
thinking creatively. I talk to my dad from time to time.  
 
But I no longer wear my hijab.  
 
For the three years I was involved with CPS, I was always running: running to 
find an ideal home, running to find an ideal family environment. But all that 
running and finding were really just ways to escape the one institution, the one 
social service that was supposed to help me.  
Beyond all the drugs and the creepy roommates, I know that CPS put a lot of 
effort into my case: they pushed me to pursue an education, they found private 
therapists who could deal with my case. But CPS workers are overworked and 
underpaid. The result is that children in the care of CPS don’t receive sufficient 
emotional support—they don’t have enough one-on-one time with responsible, 
caring adults.  
 
If the state of Arizona doesn’t invest more money and effort into the child welfare 
system, kids will continue to be treated as cases rather than individuals. I don’t 
expect the government to provide every child put in its care a perfect life. But the 
reality of growing up in Arizona’s foster care system is so ugly that many 
people—legislators, taxpayers and maybe even CPS—are simply overwhelmed 
by the problems. Every child deserves to be wanted and loved, but CPS needs 
more time and money in order to improve the quality of their care. Adolescence 
and childhood should be enjoyable and carefree, not a living nightmare.  
 
Meanwhile, for the children in the custody of CPS, the day they return to a safe 
family environment seems so far away. These kids strive to find structure, support 
and a measure of peace. This is my story.” 
 

I look back on the situation with skepticism and a very critical eye to how I edited 

Ruwaida’s story. My edits alter the story to place less blame on Roxy and more blame on 

CPS, calling for increased political action in the form of more funding for the foster care 

system (a point that was completely absent in the first draft).  But after she couldn’t 

blame the individual foster homes, we were left with two options: blame herself, or call 

into question the issue of blame altogether (calling on legislators to make change). The 

first option, blaming Ruwaida, was an interesting choice because it’s one that Ruwaida 
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advocated for. Like many of the youth at 110º, Ruwaida was motivated to join the 

program so she could speak out about how she used to make poor decisions, but then “got 

straight” or got her act together. This is a very common theme in the stories, but the adult 

staff and I try to circumvent this narrative arc as much as possible because not only is it 

naively self-centered (it lacks a community connection or community resources), it also 

perpetuates stereotypes of youth as helpless. 

Over-correcting for youth troubles in order to avoid problems with the publisher 

is not uncommon in the editing process. Angel Miller is an AmeriCorps member who 

worked at VOICES for a year before heading to graduate school to teach English as a 

Second Language. After finishing college and immediately before she came to VOICES, 

Angel worked at a school for boys in Costa Rica, where she taught English with an 

international volunteer program. Angel remembers that the attitude amongst the other 

volunteers—many of whom were volunteering because of missionary reasons—was 

condescending toward the youth they were serving. Around the office, and often in 

conversation, Angel would reference a story about visiting a preschool with the rest of 

her volunteer group. One of the girls repeatedly picked up one of the toddlers and 

referred to him as an “orphan” over and over, even though he wasn’t, and his mother was 

coming to pick him up that afternoon. This condescension stuck with Angel, and often 

allowed her to consider the power dynamics of the editing process in ways that 

challenged the rest of the adult staff. Looking back on her role during the publication 

process, she recalls even as much as adults want to stay true to the youths’ “true” stories, 

the details of the truth often keep the stories from being published in their intended form: 
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At the end of the year everything is all wrapped up in this cute little publication 
with all these sweet little heartwarming stories about “I was homeless” or “I had 
this problem” or “my mommy didn’t love me” or whatever. And it becomes this 
sweet little throwaway. But when you’re actually working in it, it’s reality. It’s 
not this sweet little heartwarming story. And the real facts behind these little 
heartwarming stories are not shown, so [readers] get this distorted image of [the 
youth] as solely victims. In most cases it’s messy, nasty: gangs and violence and 
murder and…it can’t be packaged up into that little story like we try to do at 
VOICES. It’s impossible to do. And it’s not our fault, that’s just what it is.  
If we actually showed somebody the real hard core [nature] of what’s going on, 
then I think most people would be turned away. Sometimes people need a 
glossed-over version of what’s happening in order to care. The stories can only be 
so long. And you can’t be slandering and libelous, and these sorts of things come 
up.  
[What] makes a good story doesn’t necessarily package up neatly, but it certainly 
raises questions and frames things in a certain way. Essentially, everything that 
we do or say is nothing but spin. And you spin everything in the way you want 
somebody to hear it and understand it. And whenever you’re writing a story that’s 
especially true, you’re going to emphasize certain aspects of your life and de-
emphasize other aspects of your life to further the story. It doesn’t mean that 
you’re lying, but you’re spinning it in a certain way. So, I think in the process of 
trying to find what would make the best story, rather than what would make this 
the most accurate reflection of reality, that spin gets wound up in there. 
 

Angel is pointing to a tension that exists in both Crowley’s work and Lunsford and Ede’s: 

those of us on staff are guided by the expectations of our audience in order to consider 

our publications a success (Lunsford and Ede). But as Lunsford and Ede point out, and as 

Crowley returns to over ten years later, we also imagine our audiences in ways that allow 

us to avoid conflict. The transformation happens, but sometimes we try and cover it up as 

a way to market the stories to publishers.  
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CONCLUSION 

Good stories are stories that create and foster transformation: that moment of 

realization that the world is not as you perceived it to be. But no writer or rhetor can 

cause transformation if their work is not shared with an addressed audience. At VOICES, 

youth create transformative opportunities every time they publish. By connecting the “I 

to the we” in their work, they make individual experience relevant to the larger 

community through reflection. Unfortunately, many community literacy organizations do 

not seek out addressed audiences. By declining to do so, they lose the power of sharing 

individual experience altogether; while it’s certainly nice to hear stories from friends, 

these stories alone can’t overcome the ubiquitous problems of difference and inequality. 

In order to make change, these stories must be shared not just with large audiences, but 

with audiences of people who have different perspectives from the authors.  

The contradictions that I’ve drawn out of VOICES’ own editing process here are 

not necessarily comfortable to talk about, especially with the youth. Altering stories to 

deflect conflict is ultimately a failure in terms of providing opportunity for the youth and 

their disparate audiences to transform their opinions to arrive at understanding. But being 

willing to risk anger and misunderstanding with a mass audience—the result of 

publishing Jonathan’s raw draft about the specifics of his father’s cocaine abuse, for 

example—is a steep price for most nonprofits to pay.  

 There are several layers to this issue: first is the ability or interest of community 

literacy programs in general to adopt addressed audiences. There are boundaries to 

consider here: at what level does it become beneficial to provide outside audiences for 
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community literacy participants? It seems perfectly reasonable to argue that it would not 

be beneficial for a beginning writer to publish her vocabulary sentences in the local 

newspaper, for example. At the same time, I am reminded of Josh Schachter’s public art 

collaboration, “A New Country, A New Life,” that humanizes life as an immigrant in the 

highly polarized immigration climate of southern Arizona. The collaboration between 

ESL students at Catalina Magnet High School and Schachter, a photographer, pairs one-

sentence quotes from the high school students with black and white portraits of the 

students themselves (taken by other students, not Josh). The words and images are then 

blown up to larger-than-life size and plastered all over bus stops in Tucson. The quotes 

aren’t tomes, they are not practiced or great poetry, but their humble quality, juxtaposed 

against the strength of the portraits and the people in them, yells: we are individuals, we 

are not a group of people to be made “illegal.” Perhaps, an example of how 

transformation can be created when the expectations for publishing are breached.  

 If community literacy programs are to take more risks with finding audiences for 

their writers’ perspectives, then we need to create funding structures that will value the 

success of writing that elicits discomfort or that does not wrap up neatly the personal 

experience of those who are marginalized. Most community literacy programs are born 

out of a somewhat ineffable duty to democracy, or fairness, or social justice. If we agree 

that the key to providing these things is conversation, dialogue that provides the 

opportunity for transformation to occur, then as funders and scholars, we must work 

together to create the ability for these programs to thrive.  
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CHAPTER 5: CREATING SUSTAINABLE LITERACY PROGRAMS 

Starting a new job is hard: new co-workers, new rules, new protocol. Starting a 

new job where there is no infrastructure (like a job description) is much more difficult. 

Sadly, this is not uncommon in the nonprofit world, where staff and administrators, 

working in triage mode, often eschew the looming task of institutionalizing knowledge 

and managing it for future employees. Krista Niles, who came to VOICES from years as 

a photojournalist, was confused about her roles and responsibilities when she first came 

to VOICES because these institutionalized systems were not in place for her. Although 

the adult staff did the best we could to orient her, the daily struggles of working with a 

very underserved population such as the one that VOICES serves started to take its toll: 

there was always too much work to do and with not enough time to get it done, the reality 

of not finishing tasks weighed heavily on Krista. She reflects on how much VOICES 

seemed to do, when in reality, much of the organization’s unsaid goals were out of reach. 

She remembers, 

It seemed like you guys did everything. Which is a lot. And it was almost 
overwhelming in terms of “we do that, and we do this to, and yes, we do this and 
this and this. And then all of these things together we use for THIS.” On the 
outside, we teach photography, we teach writing, we teach editing, and then we 
publish a magazine. That was the square of it at that point. And then through that, 
it was explained that we teach youth development. Initially, it seemed like you 
guys had a lot of goals. It made me curious how you accomplished all those goals 
within such a small window of time.  
 

Krista’s confusion centered around the feasibility of doing what we reportedly said we 

did: connect youth to college. Help them with their writing. Help them with their 

photography. Teach them to create portfolios. Teach them 21st century job skills. 



 169 

Encourage them to be media-literate. Connect them to their communities. Publish their 

voices in the daily newspaper. When Krista arrived at VOICES, the scenario was classic 

nonprofit overload: too much to do in too little time and with not enough funding. But no 

one pulled back because, as those of us who have worked with marginalized youth know, 

there is always more that could be done, always another letter of recommendation to 

write, or always another service we could provide to youth. 

Popular culture gives us a fairly clear image associated with nonprofits and the 

people who work there: Birkenstocks, granola, caring about the environment. 

Traditionally, there is very little earning capacity associated with nonprofit executives 

and staff in general (the staff in the VOICES office has a running joke about one 

nonprofit director in town who definitely doesn’t drive a “nonprofit” car: where did she 

get it? She couldn’t have bought it herself!). Nonprofit staffers are known, if for nothing 

else, for being overworked and underpaid. While this is certainly not the most posh 

circumstance under which to make a living, the larger problem with this image is that it 

contributes to the assumption that people who work in nonprofits are just not going to get 

paid for all of the work they do—the late-night college counseling on the phone with a 

youth, the hours behind a booth at the local book festival, driving so-and-so home to the 

other side of town because the busses have already stopped running and whoops, I can’t 

believe we worked this late. This high level of output without financial reward, stability 

(many nonprofits clear their annual budgets for wages just a few months into the fiscal 

year for which staffers are hired) or recognition creates burn-out and tension amongst 

both staff and participants. For example, many of the volunteers and instructors who are 
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new to VOICES become unwittingly wrapped up in the daily dramas of the youth in our 

programs: coming up with rent, finding childcare, figuring out immigration papers for 

loved ones of participants. While all of us want to help (that’s why we got into nonprofit 

work in the first place), these mini-crises interrupt our ability to serve our youth and are a 

drain on resources if they are not handled in a sustainable manner.29 All of these factors 

combined contribute to a high rate of turnover and chaotic work environments—which in 

turn diminish the amount and quality of mentoring, publishing, and teaching that can be 

done. But barring a sudden influx of billions of dollars, earmarked for social services, 

into state budgets, those of us who work at the nonprofit level have to determine how to 

solve this problem with the few resources that are already available. In this chapter, I 

argue that if rhetoric and composition scholars are interested in seeing community 

literacy become a more integrated and permanent part of our universities and 

communities then we must establish a rhetoric of sustainability around community 

development work through storytelling. A rhetoric of sustainability privileges the 

reciprocity necessary to bridge the gap between what is expected in literacy nonprofits 

and what actually happens in them. And this reciprocity is based on organizational 

structures that value and reward the sharing of individual experience.  

The success of VOICES as a community literacy organization has to do with the 

willingness to create programming, provide programming, apply for funding, and market 

                                                

29 And if we are not guarded and meticulous about how we handle these dramas, they induce the tendency 
to fall back on Macedo’s literacy and poverty pimp model. Macedo notes that “pseudo-critical teachers” 
who instead of empowering students “in fact strengthen their own privileged position” are “literacy and 
poverty pimps” (6).  
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and brand itself in a way that consistently values individual experience. By calling on the 

literature of eco-composition, rhetoric and composition scholars who work in the 

community can begin to compartmentalize programs and people less, and treat them as 

holistic systems and individuals more. By resisting compartmentalization, VOICES’ 

operating model answers the tension that Lu and Horner address between experience and 

representation. Just like good storytelling is reciprocal, good organizational structure is, 

as well. Organizations that deal with their participants and staff members in holistic 

(rather than compartmentalized) ways inherently create relationships and systems that are 

reciprocal. Through the lens of sustainability, individual experience isn’t a problem nor is 

it limiting; it is a solution that at once encourages reciprocity and bridges gaps in 

understanding.  

 

ROOTS OF SUSTAINABILITY AND ECO-COMPOSITION 

Blind charity, without continuous reflection and questioning, often has unintended 

consequences of cementing into place rigid socioeconomic hierarchies, rather than 

dislodging them 30. The simple desire to “lift youth out of poverty” or “help youth better 

themselves” is not the answer to keeping community literacy programs relevant and 

attractive to participants, funders, and the community 31. Our good intentions and desire 

for healthier, more literate youth is, sadly, not what sustains programs that help to 
                                                

30 See Mark C. Mitchow’s work on blind charity from an economical perspective in “Unfocused Altruism: 
the Impact of Iconography on Charitable Activity.” 
31 Both phrases are often used, uncritically, by both participants and administrators in a wide array of 
programs.  
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accomplish these goals. What sustains programs by allowing them to reduce turnover, is 

an increasing emphasis on dialogue, connection, and reflection. If we want community 

literacy programs to survive, and be a part of rhetoric and composition for good, then we 

need to create flexible systems that value relationships as the foundational aspect of 

community development. Storytelling—sharing individual experience with the expected 

result of transformation—is that sustainable model.  

As the concept of “sustainability” has grown out of environmental concerns, I 

borrow my definition of the concept from the Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We 

Make Things, by chemist William McDonough and architect Michael Braungart. The 

authors argue that a “cradle to cradle” philosophy should replace our current “cradle to 

grave” paradigm. That is, rather than assume that after we use things, or systems, that we 

should throw them away (grave), we should think of how we use these things as part of 

an ecosystem that is cyclical (hence, cradle to cradle). Implicated in this line of thought is 

the concept of quality. I quote at length because the strength of the example is in its 

narrative: 

Consider the cherry tree: thousands of blossoms create fruit for birds, humans, 
and other animals, in order that one pit might eventually fall onto the ground, take 
root, and grow. Who would look at the ground littered with cherry blossoms and 
complain, “How inefficient and wasteful!” The tree makes copious blossoms and 
fruit without depleting its environment. Once they fall on the ground, their 
materials decompose and break down into nutrients that nourish microorganisms, 
insects, plants, animals, and soil.  
 
What would the human-built world look like if a cherry tree had produced it? We 
know what an eco-efficient building looks like. It is a big energy saver. It 
minimizes air infiltration by sealing places that might leak (The windows do not 
open.) It lowers solar income with dark-tinted glass, diminishing the cooling load 
on the building’s air-conditioning system and thereby cutting the amount of 
fossil-fuel energy used. If all buildings were designed and built this way, it 
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proclaims, businesses could do right by the environment and save money at the 
same time. 
 
Here’s how we imagine the cherry tree would do it: during the daytime, light 
pours in. Views of the outdoors through large, untinted windows are plentiful—
each of the occupants has five views from wherever he or she happens to sit. 
Delicious, affordable food and beverages are available to employees in a café that 
opens onto a sun-filled courtyard. In the office space, each of them controls the 
flow of fresh air and the temperature of their personal breathing zones. The 
windows open. […] In fact, this building is just as energy-efficient as the first, but 
that is a side effect of a broader and more complex design goal: to create a 
building that celebrates a range of cultural and natural pleasures—sun, light, air, 
nature, even food—in order to enhance the lives of the people who work there.  
 
If nature adhered to the human model of efficiency, there would be fewer cherry 
blossoms, and fewer nutrients. Fewer trees, less oxygen, and less clean water. 
Fewer songbirds. Less diversity, less creativity, and delight. The idea of nature 
being more efficient, dematerializing, or even not “littering” (imagine zero waste 
or zero emissions for nature!) is preposterous. The marvelous thing about 
effective systems is that one wants more of them, not less. (73) 

 

Even though this example is specifically related to sustainable building practices, the 

underlying theory remains relevant for other inquiries into sustainability, including those 

that are concerned with the sustainability of people and systems. According to 

McDonough and Braungart, the benefits of sustainable practices are in the quality of the 

efficiency that is produced from them (73). Yes, it’s true that you can pare any system 

down to its bare minimum in order to make it efficient. But sometimes, in those 

situations, the so-called “efficiency” overrides the quality of life, or work, or 

productivity. At organizations like VOICES, we are often asked by funders to pare down 

to the barest essentials in order to be “efficient.” Efficiency is a good thing—just like 

funders, we too are interested in getting rid of unnecessary waste (side projects that don’t 

work, or unnecessary events). But what accounts for VOICES’ relative longevity is its 
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commitment to creating and reserving time for reflection in the form of sharing 

experience, across staff, participants, volunteers, and funders.  

 

ECO-COMPOSITION IN VOICES PEDAGOGY 

In the introduction to their collection Ecocomposition: Theoretical and 

Pedagogical Approaches, Christian Weisser and Sidney Dobrin argue that 

ecocomposition is all about creating relationships where there seem to be none, or where 

links between habitats and people are weak or need to be further explored. In his essay in 

the same volume, Derek Owens points out that as academics, we’re not very good at 

sustainability. Take the academic rite of passage of the conference, for example. Owens 

notes that he’s been to over thirty conferences in the past decade, just to get a job and get 

tenure: this is over thirty rides on planes to such “spectacles,” over thirty miniscule 

financial crises to pay for said plane rides and the ensuing hotel stays. According to 

Owens, “Academic culture demands that its employees—at least graduate students and 

junior faculty—attend such monstrosities in order to get and hold onto their jobs. 

American academics, like all other Western consumers, are not living sustainable lives” 

(29). Owens is right—but academics are also not sustainable in terms of the time we 

spend teaching and researching and paper-grading as opposed to spending time doing 

other things. Sadly, academics are not machines. It is not sustainable for us to treat 

ourselves as indestructible; this only leads to burn-out and ire, as well as a non-diverse 

faculty of only those types of individuals who don’t mind sacrificing life and limb for a 
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tenure-track position.32 Community literacy experiences a similar sacrificial trajectory, 

perhaps because many literacy nonprofit staff members come from academe.  

To correct this problem of overtaxing both ourselves (and thus, our students) and 

the habitats we live in, Owens recommends a shift from compartmentalized thinking 

toward holistic thinking, a change which requires connecting systems, topics, and people 

that may not otherwise have been in conversation. For example, Owens includes a 

number of teaching practices that “reflect on issues related to sustainability: what makes 

a neighborhood good or bad; what makes jobs desirable or miserable; and what it means 

to preserve a culture, whether or not our prospects for the short-term future look hopeful 

or scary” (30). This work implies the sharing of individual experience—in this way, 

storytelling is not a limited medium. Storytelling is precisely the action that allows for 

more movement, freedom, and understanding at all levels of the organizational structure. 

Storytelling is what closes the gap between the individual employee or participant and the 

organization as a whole. When we re-vision advocacy or witnessing as methods that 

literally reposition people closer to their work, the work becomes less of an imposition. 

The glue of individual experience is what allows organizations like VOICES to work as a 

unit to course-correct, as in Krista’s case. Krista’s ability and willingness to talk with the 

whole staff about the discrepancies in her job description, along with the VOICES value 

                                                

32 That success in academe is not limited to intellectual rigor is well-documented in our field. The demands 
on family, friends, and well-being are implied in this line of inquiry. See Women’s Ways of Making it in 
Rhetoric and Composition.  
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of taking staff time to have conversations like these, resulted in a series of meetings to 

refine the mission of the organization.33 

This shift away from compartmentalized work toward more collaborative work is 

noted in scholarship on economics, as well. The “buy locally, think globally” movement 

exemplifies the notion of actually getting to know neighbors, co-workers, vendors—it is 

implied that this “getting to know” includes sharing experiences. In their book, 

Management for a Small Planet: Strategic Decision Making and the Environment, W. 

Edward Stead and Jean Garner Stead provide a literature review of the rapidly changing 

responses in the business sector to a more ecological awareness. They note the shift in 

organizational structures away from individually-oriented goal setting to more relational, 

team-building structures that privilege the sharing of personal experience. They also note 

the replacement of linear thinking with holistic problem-solving, which allows 

organizations to understand their challenges not in terms of a never-ending list of 

obstacles, but rather as interrelated systems failures to be tackled by the whole 

organization (109). Again, storytelling in these examples serves as the glue that allows 

nonprofits and its participants and staff the opportunity to connect with what is expected 

or known with what is actually practiced or believed.   

                                                

33 The mission statement now reads: VOICES is a community-based nonprofit organization in Tucson, 
Arizona. Founded in 1999, our mission is to provide youth with a safe space, positive relationships, and 
the skills training to document real-life stories. We provide the platform to share their work and to 
transform the world around them because we believe stories are an agent of change. 

Our vision is that all youth have the opportunity to become confident, connected, and critical thinking 
individuals who decide what their future looks like. Youth who are creative, resilient, educated and active 
citizens are youth who benefit themselves, their families and our community now and in the future.  
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Josh Schachter, the founding photography director at VOICES, integrates the 

concept of ecology into his teaching by encouraging students to layer how they see the 

world around them. Josh became interested in teaching photography when, in the forestry 

education program at Yale (largely considered the first environmental education program 

in the country), he worked with youth in inner-city Boston to create gardens and 

document their projects.34 Josh’s pedagogy connects the youth to place, their peers, and 

their community. Josh describes his teaching this way:  

 
I’m very interested in looking at the relationships between things. Not so much on 
objects, but on how things interact. And that’s what a good ecosystem manager, 
social ecologist does. And ultimately, I push [the youth at VOICES] to 
photograph through the lens of an ecosystem manager or a social ecologist. The 
more layers that you can see when you’re observing the world, the more you can 
start seeing the relationships between layers. A really phenomenal documentary 
photographer can see in four layers at the same time.  
 

I bring up Josh’s over references to ecology because I think managing relationships is 

what VOICES has to offer current conversations in community literacy. Through its 

commitment to share stories and experience across participants, volunteers, board 

members, VOICES creates an environment—a physical place and an attitude—that goes 

beyond the blank transmission of literacy skills or vocabulary tutoring. It is a space where 

the very act of being at work requires near constant reflection on what is expected out of 

VOICES programs and what is actually happening on the ground.  

                                                

34 Josh talks a lot about how he was unknowingly in the first wave of environmental activist educators. 
Now, years after he’s graduated and gone from that program, there are numerous projects that integrate 
environmental education (gardening, for example) with the arts. The concept of “greening the ghetto,” is a 
fairly well-known example.  
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ENACTING A MISSION SUSTAINABLY 

In the philanthropy and development sector, there are several levels of 

professionalism from which to work: the grassroots level, emerging nonprofits, and 

“corporate nonprofits” (like the United Way or the American Red Cross). An 

organization’s ability to move out of the grassroots phase and into the middle strata is 

crucial to whether or not it will be able to survive long-term. But many community 

literacy programs are expected to triage all of the problems that walk through their 

door—that was certainly the case with VOICES in its infancy—and that model sets a 

dangerous precedent for what is expected of writing teachers who work in the 

community. I bring this up because community literacy organizations, through the lens of 

rhetoric and composition, seem to be in the grassroots phase. There’s a lot of passion and 

interest, but we do not yet have the structures built into departments, colleges, and other 

professional organizations to make these programs sustainable, permanent parts of what 

we do. In order to get to that phase, we need to set some boundaries.  

For many years VOICES had what several volunteers and adult staff members 

called a  “identity crisis” in the community: we weren’t what people thought we were, yet 

we tried to be everything to everyone. Stephanie Balzer, who joined the staff in 2008 as 

the new Executive Director, always thought that VOICES was a place for the tattooed 

and pierced set: people who were so aggressively activist that they were not welcoming 

of more professionalized volunteers. VOICES’ identity in the community said to her, 

“you don’t have a place here.” When she finally visited and subsequently took the ED 
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job, she realized that VOICES’ identity crisis was a result of internal confusion over the 

mission, which is common among community literacy programs: 

In my opinion, we’re trying to do two different things. Teaching students to write 
but also helping them—we’re social workers and we’re instructors. A lot of 
nonprofit theory is that you get this mission drift or you’re off course. Or you’re 
duplicating—you’re doing something that someone else is already doing. It’s a 
different case [for support], a really different position if we say, “we’re social 
workers who teach kids writing skills.” Or, we are “instructors who happen to be 
mentors, or life coaches.” So I’m still teasing out these two areas and thinking 
about that as we make our case. If we’re saying we’re teaching kids to write and 
we’re serving thirty to forty kids a year, that’s a really tough case [for funding]. 
But if we say we’re social workers and these are the skills that we’re using to get 
to, to elicit growth, that’s different. That means that a lot of people would need 
different training, different partnerships with organizations like Cope or 
CODAC35.  
 

When Stephanie joined us, it was her job to help us as a staff tease out our reason for 

being: with the economy in full-on recession, we were charged with distinguishing 

ourselves from the other literacy nonprofits in Tucson. In order to do this, we were forced 

to confront tough questions, like why our spending per student was so high, or why we 

serve relatively few youth per year (180 youth served stands in stark contrast to a federal 

grant like GEAR UP’s 3,000). Determining the answers to these questions has forced us 

to learn, first-hand, the importance of purpose and ultimately, rhetoric, in re-marketing 

ourselves to the community as a sustainable community literacy program, one that plans 

to stick around.  

                                                

35 Cope and CODAC are both mental health centers located in downtown Tucson. Both draw a large 
number of transient and low-income patients because of the state-subsidized rates and programs.  
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 My second year in graduate school I attended the CCCC conference in San 

Francisco, where I heard Dave Eggers speak about his new literacy nonprofit, 826 

Valencia. Eggers, the literacy world’s closest thing to a rock star, had amassed several 

hundred rabid community literacy fans for his keynote. The energy in the air was 

electric—we could make a difference! We could change the world with literacy! Eggers 

stood at the podium and told us that all we needed to start our own community literacy 

organizations was a vacant classroom. All you need to write is paper and a pen. Use 

volunteers! Do you have an extra night per week you could devote to needy children? Of 

course we do! Sign us up. Eggers’ electric attitude about literacy is what propels the 

growing field of community literacy. This grassroots energy, however, is also what 

maintains its marginalization from the university and other large institutions.  

 

MARKING BOUNDARIES 

Nearly everyone who has been on staff at VOICES has had to deal with at least 

one situation that made them question their roles and responsibilities. In fluid 

organizational structures that privilege individual experience—like what is in place at 

VOICES—it is often unclear what roles mentors should play. In an environment where 

sharing a personal story about missing a day of work because of a lack of childcare might 

lead to a story on the larger implications of welfare (see Stephanie Meza’s story), 

mentors sometimes serve as counselors. But because our writing mentors are not trained 

social workers, we often mess up—we are clunky at how to negotiate individual 

experience beyond what’s needed for a story.  
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New employees, volunteers, or those who have not spent much time in 

community development scenarios often have a high learning curve when they begin 

their work in the community (this was certainly the case with me). This learning curve is 

representative of the absolute chasm between theory (how our educations, for example, 

prepare us for activist roles) and the daily reality of work at a place like VOICES. 

This was very much the case for Josh, who grew up in an upper middle-class 

family in northern California: his dad worked in international law, his mother was a well-

known ceramicist. Josh recounts that because he wasn’t prepared for the kind of 

difference and inequality he would find at VOICES, he ended up trying to “save” kids: 

I think ignorance was bliss. I didn’t know enough to be aware of barriers. I didn’t 
chalk it up as a socioeconomic race issue, I chalked it up as I didn’t know what 
the hell I was doing. I wasn’t aware enough because I mean, my training’s in 
ecology. I wasn’t thinking about those questions [of socioeconomic status]. When 
I came here, it wasn’t on my mind, how I was going to bridge this. I’m just like, 
“I’m going in and I’m going to see what happens!”  
 
It was your classic thing where you think you can save kids. [Ruby] was my kid 
that I thought I could save. And I learned the hard way. I spent two years—she 
was homeless, she got kicked out of school, she was living with drug dealers. And 
she was, to this day, one of the most talented youth ever that I’ve ever worked 
with in photography and writing. And I desperately wanted her to reach her 
potential. We agreed that she would go to the Art Institute of Chicago. She went 
to this summer program and it was great, [but] then she went right back to where 
she was before. Then she got into the California Academy of Arts and Crafts, 
which is one of the best schools in the country. She went there for a little bit, one 
summer, and then that didn’t go so well. I don’t know. I tried everything.  
 

To borrow from Josh’s ecological perspective, there are several layers of sad story here: 

the first, obviously, is Ruby’s. It is unfair and sad and a harsh reality, on so many levels, 

that youth in Tucson and across the country struggle and suffer when they have so much 

potential and so much to offer others. I’m sure we are all in agreement on that. Youth 
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development scholars might say that Ruby’s struggle was actually enhanced by Josh’s 

involvement: would it have been such a hard transition back to Tucson if Ruby had never 

had the pain of failing out of one of the country’s best art schools? I think most of us 

would say, no, the pain is totally worth it because she got to see how “the other half 

lives.” She got to see what it’s really like to learn art in an environment filled with hot-

shot teachers and artists from all over the world. But sometimes these situations just 

highlight what people don’t have. But what sticks out to me is what might have happened 

had Josh been trained to talk through his assumptions with Ruby, and vice versa. Would 

he still have insisted on her “success,” even at such a high cost? 

I have done this myself: a friend was working in the admissions office at private 

arts boarding school in southern California, when she came across a $50,000 per year 

scholarship for a Native American student. When she told me that they couldn’t find 

anyone to fill it, I immediately thought of one of the youth writers I’d been working with 

that year. At 14, this youth had failed out of school several times and was virtually being 

hunted down by his neighborhood gang, from which he was trying to disassociate. He 

loved photography, and had published several stories about his devotion to evangelical 

Christianity, hunger in his neighborhood, and the religious music scene in Tucson. After 

several tearful meetings with his mom, we decided to go for it. He got a certificate of 

identity from his tribe, we put together an extensive portfolio, and sent mounds of 

paperwork off to the school. He got in, and he got the scholarship—a $200,000 

investment for all four years of high school, plus incidental expenses. Our only 

responsibility was to get him there. My husband and I drove him out to the school on our 
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way to meet our friend, who lived at the school. We stopped and bought extra long twin 

sheets (black, of course) at Target on the way, and when we arrived, the admissions staff 

surprised him with a brand new Mac laptop. The VOICES newsletter, waiting for post 

office approval on Rachel’s desk, featured a smiling picture of us posed in front of the 

rustic welcome sign at the school. Just a month later, he was asked to leave for sleeping 

in and not attending classes. He was sent home with his computer and a new sweatshirt 

with the school logo on it. The expulsion was a devastating lesson not just for my student, 

but also for me. What might have happened if, at all levels of my students’ journey, the 

adults around him had engaged him in reciprocal storytelling about the negative 

possibilities (the hard truths) about the trip? I wonder if he would have been more 

prepared not just necessarily for the shock of the school environment itself, but for the 

reality of leaving it.  

If you ask around the office at VOICES, or even in other literacy nonprofits, I 

would venture to say that most staff members have done something like this. I think there 

are several reasons: first and foremost, community literacy as a field is not 

professionalized enough yet to have overarching guidelines for situations like these. This 

is the enormous potential of individual experience. Storytelling has many synonyms: 

gossip, truth-telling, testimony, witness. As we know from chapter three, storytelling is 

not always a pleasant activity. One of the sayings around the VOICES office is that youth 

learn to tell “hard truths” through our programs. I can’t help but imagine how my 

students’ experience at the boarding school might have been different—or not come 

about at all—if everyone involved (me, the student, the admissions staff at the school) 



 184 

had been prepared and willing to talk about the hard truths involved. That he was afraid 

of getting depressed. That he might not fit in right away with the other students, that an 

expulsion would reflect poorly on VOICES, the friend who had initiated the offer, and 

him. A structure to discuss these issues, to reign in and check our wild optimism against 

the difficult reality of leaving home at fourteen, could have prevented this situation.36  

CONCLUSION 

In 2007, VOICES and The Literacy Volunteers of Tucson (LVT) were the two 

nonprofits organizations to win the first Greater Tucson Social Venture Partnerships 

(GTSVP) grant. Social Venture Partnerships is a nationwide movement of philanthropy 

groups made up of individuals who pledge to give substantial financial contributions as 

well as business mentoring to a small number of nonprofits each year. Greater Tucson’s 

Social Venture Partnership chose literacy as their initial community issue to focus on 

after a Tucson Town Hall meeting in 2006 declared illiteracy the greatest impediment to 

a vibrant Tucson economy. Out of over 90 literacy organizations that applied for the two 

three-year, $75,000 grants, VOICES and LVT were chosen because of our need to 

privatize our budgets (a specialty of GTSVP). Literacy Volunteers, interestingly, had just 

turned down state funding as a way to continue serving undocumented immigrants, seen 

by most in the Tucson philanthropic community as an admirable move. Similarly, 

VOICES had stopped taking Pima County money tied to healthcare in the early years of 

                                                

36 The student came back to Tucson and, after a brief hiatus from school, is now enrolled again in high 
school. He does not come to VOICES anymore.  
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programming because it forced us to wedge prevention education (drop-out prevention, 

pregnancy prevention, etc.) into a curriculum that was focused on photography and oral 

history. 

 Social Venture Partners has helped to wean VOICES’ and LVT’s budgets from 

governmental or grant-based funders who are unwilling or unable to provide funds for the 

sustainable practices discussed here: namely, creating structures that minimize the 

number of youth in programs and increase the money spent per participant (these 

structures allow for more one-on-one time and thus, the ability to share more individual 

experience). And most funders, for myriad reasons, still function on deficit models that 

are concerned with efficiency above all else. Most of these funders are concerned with 

getting the biggest results: what percentage of participants report improving their writing 

skills? Well, all of them—but in order to show the biggest increase, organizations are 

implicitly encouraged to alter their assessments and measurement tools to reflect 

miraculous change. The sadder the story, the bigger the check. In order to circumvent 

assessments and goal-setting like this, VOICES and LVT have tried to privatize their 

budgets to allow for sustainable practices for staff: more full-time positions, professional 

development, healthcare, paid time off, maternity leave, etc. Creating this quality of life 

requires undercutting the assumption that the only people who need to be served in a 

community organization are those in “need”: participants. Once we get over this 

assumption and move toward a more reciprocal model—both sides, adults and youth, are 

at once in need and able to give back—then sustainable administrative practices begin to 

make more sense. If we adhere to a reciprocal model of teaching, programming, and 



 186 

funding, it does not make sense to inadvertently ghettoize community literacy 

professionals by expecting them to “give back” more than other teachers or the 

participants in the programs themselves. This is a charity model that fosters burnout and 

unrealistic expectations. 

Recently, Literacy Volunteers of Tucson asked VOICES if we might be interested 

in sharing space. They currently have an exploratory committee on whether or not to 

build their own building, and one of the thoughts for this building is that in order to 

finance it, they will share space with social services. Literacy next to babysitting next to a 

health clinic, down the hall from an addiction specialist. Honestly, I don’t know what to 

think of this. Part of me thinks, great! It’s so convenient! What a smart way to get people 

who interested in out-of-school literacy all in the same place—chances are, many of them 

need similar services. The other thought I have is, this sets a bad precedent. The more 

combined literacy-social service centers we have like this, the more community literacy 

will turn into basic skills. All of this leads us to the question, what role should literacy 

play in the community? Who does it belong to? And what role does the university play in 

all of this? 

The Tucson Community Foundation, an umbrella philanthropy organization that 

provides funding to numerous Tucson nonprofits, has organized the Arizona Literacy for 

Life Coalition in response to the initial Tucson Town Hall meeting that declared literacy 

a major concern. VOICES sits on this coalition, together with representatives from across 

Tucson: people from the school districts, adult education programs, the Child and Family 

Resource Center, University Medical Center, the local PBS affiliate, libraries, the Food 
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Bank. Among those noticeably absent at the Providers Network luncheon I regularly 

attend: the University of Arizona English department and Pima Community College. Out 

of all the literacy providers in Tucson, representatives from health centers are there, but 

not the English department. Not even the community college English department. What’s 

even more disturbing is that when asked who was missing from conversations on literacy 

in southern Arizona, no one in this room full of 40 literacy providers responded, “the 

university.”  

Given this climate, I’ve thought a lot about why researchers and academics reach 

out to communities. Why I’m involved in community literacy. The answer for me is I am 

drawn to that moment of transformation in which what I thought was real, is not. This 

moment of transformation is what I describe earlier—how our perceptions of a topic, or a 

person, or even an entire culture, can be transformed via testimony of individual 

experience. I am also drawn to seeing this transformation in other people, both the youth 

I work with and the audiences who consume our stories. What is so interesting to me is, I 

had to go outside of the university system to get that. Is this just a matter of funding? Is it 

just as simple as, colleges do not have the funds to work with those who are not paying 

customers? If so, this matter of who community literacy belongs to is a policy matter.  

In a perfect world, I imagine a workforce of critically-minded, business-savvy 

community educators who use rhetoric as a way to highlight inequalities and differences 

that are often invisible in large systems. The trick is making community literacy 

mainstream enough so that it is not lumped in with social services (as a field, we decided 

that writing and reading and all other forms of storytelling are not simply “services” a 
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long time ago) but also specialized enough so that it develops its own professional scene. 

But these two opposite ends of the spectrum, social service work and professionalized 

instruction, are very much the yin and yang of community literacy work. It is not possible 

to address community literacy populations, often comprised of those who have fallen 

through the cracks, without being prepared to address issues of difference and inequality 

on a genuine, often personal level. This work looks like the highly institutionalized, 

diagrammed and cognitively-researched setting of Flower’s Community Literacy Center. 

It is also not possible, though, to sustain community literacy programs if all we do is have 

genuine talks about difference and inequality on a personal level. This option looks like 

any one of the numerous community writing projects, and there are too many to name, 

that become overwhelmed with the personal so much that they become unable to teach 

writing. Here lies the conundrum of this kind of activist teaching. If we are to continue to 

support community literacy work, and make it a sustainable part of our field, we need to 

foster an ethic of sustainability in regard to these programs.  

The need to develop this ethic is a huge undertaking, a distinct project from this 

one, and for whose existence I hope I have made a convincing case. But this ethic, in 

order to work, must address the quality of life it provides for its teachers and 

administrators, as well as for the participants in programs. It must provide support—

financially, emotionally, professionally—and it must provide room for intellectual and 

professional growth in the form of professional journals, conferences, theory, and 

documented teaching practices. This growth spurt in community literacy is pivotal and 

extremely exciting because it allows for innovation in ways that teaching in university 
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systems does not. Privatized community literacy nonprofits, for example, have enormous 

choice as to what to teach, how to teach it, and who to teach to. As a member of this 

category of nonprofits, VOICES has already begun to experiment, for example, with 

teacher-trainings in rhetoric and photography for high school-aged students, so they can 

in turn teach storytelling at remote locations or to groups of individuals who are skeptical 

of more structured programming.  

 A sense of grassroots fealty, respect, and collaboration has always been the 

foundation of VOICES, and this is why I believe it’s lasted thus far, in ways that have 

already been outlined throughout this project. As we move to build the capacity of not 

just VOICES but also of community literacy in general, it is the process of reflecting 

back on the reciprocity of our actions that maintains the relationships and programs 

strong enough to withstand the stresses of community work.  
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

Interview Protocol for Project Staff 

Johnson 

 

Introduction 

I will share my recording and note-taking techniques with the interviewee. I will also talk 
to the interviewee about privacy: this information will only be used for my research. 
Otherwise, it will not leave this interview.  

 

Questions regarding personal involvement/background: 

Tell me a little bit about where you grew up and what brought you to Tucson.  

Where did you go to college?  

• What was college like for you?  
• What was your major?  
• How did you decide to attend this school? 

What did you do after college?  

How did you wind up at Voices? 

What are your personal goals for being at Voices (how long do you want to stay, etc.)? 

What is your job title and description? What are some of your roles and responsibilities?  

What other positions have you held at Voices? Can you tell me a little bit about them? 

What are your personal goals for being at Voices (how long do you want to stay, etc.)? 

Where do you see yourself in 5 years? 10 years? 

 

Questions regarding goals of the project: 

What do you want out of Voices… 

• Personally? 
• For the youth? 
• For the community?  



 191 

What are the goals of the 110 Degrees Magazine Project? 

• What are some of the values that help accomplish these goals? 
• How are these values enacted in programming?  

Do we find out from the youth what they want out of the program?  

• How? 
• Does dialogue play a part in finding out what youth want from the program? 
• If so, who initiates this dialogue and when do they happen?  

 

Questions regarding programming: 

What do you think some of the most pressing needs of our youth are? 

How do we find out about these needs?  

Do you think our programs address these needs? 

Do you think our mentoring addresses the needs? 

What do you believe we teach participants in the 110 Degrees project? 

Do you think we use a holistic approach to mentoring here?  

• Can you talk about this holistic approach? What defines this approach?  
 

Questions regarding funding: 

What is the deficit model? Can you explain it using your own words?  

How is this deficit model received in the nonprofit world?  

 

Questions regarding rhetoric and 110 Degrees: 

What role do you think rhetorical skills play in the 110 Degrees project? 
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Interview Protocol for Youth Staff 

Johnson 

 

Introduction 

I will share my recording and note-taking techniques with the interviewee. I will also talk 
to the interviewee about privacy: this information will only be used for my research. 
Otherwise, it will not leave this interview.  

 

Questions regarding personal involvement/background: 

How old are you?  

Are you in school? If so, what year are you? 

What’s your current relationship with 110 Degrees?  

Are you currently working at Voices?  

• If so, what’s your job description?  
• What are some of your roles and responsibilities? 

How long have you worked/did you work at 110 Degrees? 

Have you had more than one job at 110? If so, can you tell me about the different jobs? 

What made you decide to apply to 110 Degrees in the first place? 

• If you’re still involved, what has made you stick around for so long? What keeps 
you coming back? 

What are your personal goals for being at Voices (how long do you want to stay, etc.)? 

Where do you see yourself in 5 years? 10 years?  

 

Questions regarding goals of the project: 

What do you want out of Voices… 

• Personally? 
• For the other youth? 
• For the adult staff? 
• For the community?  

What do you think the goals of the 110 Degrees Magazine Project are?  
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Do you feel like you have a say in what the goals of the project are? Do you get to help 
decide what these goals are? 

Do you think the adult staff knows what you want to get out of the program?  

Do you talk to the adult staff about what you want out of the program?  

• How? 
• Who initiates these discussions? When and where do they happen?  

 

Questions regarding programming: 

What do you think some of the most pressing needs of the youth staff are?  

• What are some of your most pressing needs, in terms of education and work? 
Do you expect to have these needs filled by the 110 Degrees program? 

Do you think the adult staff knows about what you need from the program? 

• If the adult staff doesn’t know what you need from the program, do you think they 
should try to find out? 

• How do you think they should try to find out? 
• Do you think it’s important that the adult staff know what you want out of this 

job? If so, why? Why not? 
Do you think our programs address these needs? 

Do you think our mentoring addresses the needs? 

What are you learning at 110 Degrees? 

Is this information useful to you?  

• If so, how is it useful? Where or how do you plan on using this information? 
• If it isn’t useful, why not? Do you think the adult staff knows that the information 

isn’t useful?  
What describes the mentoring at Voices?  

How would you describe your relationship with the mentors (staff and volunteers) at 
Voices?  

Do you feel like your opinions are respected at Voices… 

• By the other youth staff? 
• By the adult staff? 
• By the volunteers? 
• By the community? 



 194 

What are some of the signs of respect or disrespect that you see in your interactions with 
adult staff and volunteers?  
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Interview Protocol for Volunteers 

Johnson 

 

Introduction 

I will share my recording and note-taking techniques with the interviewee. I will also talk 
to the interviewee about privacy: this information will only be used for my research. 
Otherwise, it will not leave this interview.  

 

Questions regarding personal involvement/background: 

Tell me a little bit about where you grew up and what brought you to Tucson.  

Where did you go to college? 

• What was college like for you?  
• Major?  
• What made you decide to go there? 

What did you do after college? (work, family, etc.) 

 

Background with Voices: 

How would you describe Voices and the 110 Degrees project to someone who’s never 
heard of it before? 

How did you wind up at Voices? 

What attracted you to volunteer at 110? 

Why did you make the commitment to volunteer at 110? 

What do you get out of volunteering at 110? 

Do you volunteer for any other organizations?  

• If so, where? In what capacity? 
Have you volunteered much in the past? 

 

Questions regarding goals of the project: 
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What do you want out of Voices… 

• Personally? 
• For the youth? 
• For the community?  

How would you characterize the goals of 110 Degrees? 

 

Questions regarding programming: 

What do you think some of the most pressing needs of our youth are? 

Do you think the adult staff is aware of these needs? 

• If so, how do they become aware? 
Do you think our programs address these needs? If so, why? How? 

Do you think our mentoring addresses the needs? If so, why? How? 

How would you describe what’s being taught at 110 Degrees? 

How would you describe the mentoring at 110 Degrees? 
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Interview Protocol for Board Members 

Johnson 

 

Introduction 

I will share my recording and note-taking techniques with the interviewee. I will also talk 
to the interviewee about privacy: this information will only be used for my research. 
Otherwise, it will not leave this interview.  

Questions regarding personal involvement/background: 

Tell me a little bit about where you grew up and what brought you to Tucson.  

Where did you go to college?  

• What was college like for you?  
• What was your major?  
• How did you decide to attend this school? 

What did you do after college?  

How did you wind up on the board at Voices? 

Why did you become a Voices board member? 

What was the process to become a board member like?  

Do you volunteer for or serve on the board of any other organizations? If so, which ones?  

 

Questions regarding goals of the project: 

What do you want out of Voices… 

• Personally? 
• For the youth? 
• For the community?  

How do you perceive the goals of the 110 Degrees Magazine Project? 

 

Questions regarding programming: 

What do you think some of the most pressing needs of our youth are? 

Do you think the adult staff is aware of these needs? Why/why not? How?  
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Do you think our programs address these needs? 

Do you think our mentoring addresses the needs? 

What are your perceptions of what we teach at 110 Degrees? 

How would you describe the mentoring at 110 Degrees?  

 

 



 199 

APPENDIX B: VOICES YOUTH STAFF APPLICATION 

110°  After School Magazine Project 2008-2009 

APPLICATION FOR HIRE 

Name:         

Do you have a Social Security number? (circle one)  Yes  No 

Date of birth: 

Address:        City:    Zip: 

Home phone:   Cell phone:   Email address: 

MySpace:       Facebook:    

Please circle which of the above is the best way to reach you. 

 

Educational status (circle one): 

Current student High School Graduate  GED 

Other (explain)    ______________________________ 

Current grade level:  7 8 9 10 11 12   College 
(yr?_____________) 

School attending:        

What time do you get out of school?:      Wednesday?:  ______________   

 

Project description:  

 

• From October 6, 2008 – May 14, 2009, youth apprentices will work with mentors 
to document personal and community stories in Tucson for publication in 110°, a 
tabloid magazine insert published by Arizona Daily Star. 

• Youth Apprentices will also create and record a spoken word piece for 
RadioActivism to be aired on KXCI 91.3FM radio station. 
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• Activities focus on research, interviewing, writing, and photography.  
 

START DATE: OCT. 6, 2008 END DATE: MAY 14, 2009   

- MONDAY-THURSDAY FROM 4:00PM – 6:15PM EACH DAY 

- FRIDAYS ARE AVAILABLE FOR MAKE-UP OR ADDITIONAL 
HOURS  

- 9 HOURS/WEEK @ $6.75 PER HOUR 
Eligibility:  
 
VOICES seeks to serve low- to moderate-income families, providing them access to 
opportunities, equipment, and education they otherwise might not have.  Please help 
us by identifying your income bracket using the table below: 
 

1. Circle the total number of people who live in your house right now (include 
yourself). 

2. Circle the total income of your household on the same line (if you don’t know 
for sure, guesstimate). 
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Please answer the following questions in as much detail as possible.  If you need 
clarification on any of the questions, ask a VOICES staff member. If you need more 
space for any of your answers, please use the back of the page. 

 

1)  VOICES is looking for people who are passionate. We define passion as something 
you care about deeply, something you are curious about, something that pisses you off, 
frustrates or confuses you. Given this definition, please describe something you are 
passionate about. 

 

2)  We believe that everybody has a story to tell. If you could only pick one story about 
your life to share, which one would you choose? 

 

3)  If you could investigate any issue about Tucson, what would it be? Why? (An “issue” 
might be something in your community that needs to be recognized, examined, discussed, 
and/or changed.) 

 

4)   Do you think any challenges and struggles have shaped who you are today? If so, 
how? Why? 

 

5)  If you are unable to participate in 110º After School Magazine Project, would you be 
interested in other programs VOICES offers youth? Circle all that interest you. 

 

Voices Freelance Program 

 

RadioActivism 

 

DAMN:  Documentary Art Movie Night (once a month movie screenings) 

 

Workshops on Writing and/or Photography 
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Field trips (to art galleries like the Center for Creative Photography or to hear authors 
speak about their work) 

 

6)  Do you have an idea for a program that VOICES could create that you would be 
interested in? What would it offer Tucson’s youth community? What would it look like?  

 

FOR RETURNING 110º YOUTH APPRENTICES ONLY 

1)  Why are you reapplying to 110º After School Magazine Project? What skills in 
particular do you want to continue developing?  

 

2)  Rehired 110º After School Magazine Project veterans will be expected to act as Youth 
Leaders who have mentoring responsibilities in addition to their jobs as Youth 
Apprentices. In comparison to other members of the Youth Apprentices from last year, 
what can you contribute to the program that no one else can? 
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APPENDIX C: YOUTH HIRING LETTER 
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APPENDIX D: VOICES IDENTITY WORKSHOP 

 

Identity Workshop 

 

CONVERSATION GUIDELINES 

 

In order to create a respectful, compassionate, and active listening environment, the 
facilitator must help the discussion group adhere to the following conversation 
guidelines. These guidelines were adapted from those used by the facilitators for the 
YWCA's Unlearning Racism Youth Forum. 
 
1) Think about what you are going to share before you start speaking. We want to hear 
from everyone, so please be as brief and concise as you can be. 
 
2) Resist the desire to interrupt. These conversations are set up not to debate “hard 
issues” but to share stories about our personal experiences. Consider this workshop the 
beginning of a community dialogue. 
 
2) Use "I" statements. No one speaks for anyone else or for groups of people. 
 
3) What you share in the context of this conversation is confidential, honored, and 
respected. You can share IDEAS with people outside this conversation-- just don't attach 
names to the stories.   
 
4) Be willing to learn about each other. 
 
5) Avoid critiquing other peoples’ experiences. Remember that we want to listen to the 
stories people are brave enough to share and that these conversations make all of us 
vulnerable.  
 
6) Be honest. If you don't feel like you can be honest when you share, please pass your 
turn. If you don't know exactly how you feel, make an effort to explain why you're 
confused and let that be your sharing. Remember that none of us have figured it all 
out and most of us think we are mostly right. 
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If you have any other guidelines you would like to add to the list, please do so before the 
conversation starts so the facilitator can refer back to these guidelines if the conversation 
becomes uncomfortable for any of the participants.  
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“CHECK YOUR ASSUMPTIONS AT THE DOOR” 
 

An Identity Workshop outline by Kristen Suagee-Beauduy,  

former VOICES Youth Leader and Youth Apprentice 

 

Notes for the Facilitator: 

1. To open the workshop, the facilitator should first begin with introducing the 
Conversation Guidelines (from document) to all participants.  

2. Guide the workshop participants to decide as a group which style of conversation 
will work best for the group discussion: answering questions in a round robin, in 
popcorn (people talk when they want) or with a talking stick. 

3. Work with the group to establish a reasonable timeframe for responses. A three-
minute response time often works best with larger groups. 

4. Before beginning the Workshop questions, make sure that all participants are 
clear on the guidelines or if there are any additional guidelines the participants 
would like to add. 

5. When the group is ready to go, introduces the following questions, one at a time. 
 

1) State your whole name.  

• Do you know why you were given the name you were? 
• Does your name come from a language other than English?  
• Does it mean something in English or any other language? 

 

2) As far back as you know, which parts of the world are your ancestors from? 

How/why did you/your family get to Tucson?  

• If you want to elaborate, include details about jobs held, reasons for emigrating, 
cultures gained or lost, class background, and anything else that has shaped your 
family’s history, and whether or not you feel connected to this history.  

 

3) How do you identify Culturally?  

• How much has your cultural identity been shaped by your family history?  
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• Your cultural definition could include nationality, gender, or other areas of 
affiliation having to do with music or other cultural practices.   

• What things do you participate that make you feel like you’re “part of 
something”?  

• How do you bond yourself to others spiritually, emotionally, intellectually, or 
physically (as in through sports or dance)? 

• Do you identify as being part of a subculture or embrace any labels?  
• Do you speak any other languages? Why? 
• Do you practice any cultural traditions? 

 

4) How do you identify Religiously/ Spiritually in the past and now? 

 

5) Go around and ask participants to speak for a minute in response to the following 

questions until time runs out: 

• Has your family history been shaped/influenced by prejudice?  
• Have you had any experiences with prejudice that shaped how you interact with 

people of other cultural identities?  
• What assumptions do you think people make about you? 
• Have you traveled anywhere outside of Tucson?  
• What did you learn about other cultures or humanity in general?  
• Where would you like to travel? 
• Do you ever feel like you’re being “profiled” at school, in your community, or 

when you go to other neighborhoods?    
• Do you want to learn any other language(s)? Why? 
• Do you feel like you are part of any cultural community?  
• Have you ever felt excluded from any communities based on your appearance or 

cultural identity? 
• Does your family make any special food dishes around birthdays/holidays? 
• What personal cultural or identity sensitivities and challenges are you currently 

still working out? 
 

FACILITATOR LEADS DEBRIEF: Participants debrief about what went well, what 

did not go so well, what they learned, and how they feel. 
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APPENDIX E: “WORKING WITH WELFARE,” BY STEHPANIE 

MEZA 
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APPENDIX F: “FENCED IN,” BY JENNIFER THALL 

 



 212 

 



 213 

 



 214 



 215 

APPENDIX G: “FOLLOWING THE HOMELESS HOME,” BY JOHN 

GARCIA AND ZOE BURT 
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APPENDIX H: “ACCEPTING FATE,” BY JONATHAN SCHOFFEL 
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APPENDIX I: “A BORROWED HOME,” BY ROXY ALANSARY 
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