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ABSTRACT 
 

This project traces the ways universities articulate a desire for diversity through 

the gateway genres of college admissions, composition course placement, and first-year-

composition (FYC). Together, these genres serve as points of access for a theoretical 

study that seeks to better understand the ideological function of writing programs to 

socialize borderline college applicants into the rhetorically constructed role of a Diverse 

College Student. I focus on what I call bootstraps genres—reoccurring rhetorical 

situations that call for students to recount social hardships like racism and classism as 

personal hardships to be overcome through personal heroics. Despite being immersed in 

rhetorics of individualism, the college application essay, the directed self-placement 

guide, and the literacy narrative all call for the mimetic construction of disadvantage as 

an appeal to college-readiness. As new college students move through the initiation 

rituals of admissions, orientation, and FYC, they are presented with rhetorical tasks that 

are both raced and classed. Bootstraps genres ask students to first read the university’s 

desire for diversity and then fulfill that desire through personal stories of difference and 

disadvantage.
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PREFACE 

  
Who is college for? This is a question I had little reason to ask for much of my 

life. I attended a public school district in the suburbs of Detroit that sent over 95% of its 

graduates on to higher education. At school and at home, we did not ask if college was 

for us, but rather which college was for us. That question did not really require much 

thought either. Eighty out of the 230 graduating students in my senior class went to the 

University of Michigan (UM), making us one of the largest feeder schools to one of the 

most highly rated public universities in the nation. Most of my peers who did not go to 

UM went instead to its rival an hour away, Michigan State University (MSU). Others 

went to smaller in-state schools or local community colleges, but I did not know a single 

person in my graduating class for whom a higher education was anything less than an 

inevitable and inalienable right.  

 Why, then, as a White woman from this privileged educational background, write 

a dissertation about affirmative action rhetoric? I grew interested in the inequities of 

college access in part by observing the taken-for-granted academic privileges of my own 

community: the family legacies, expensive SAT-prep courses, after-school tutors, and 

padded resumes. I always wondered why my peers and I were treated as uniquely 

qualified for an elite college education when these advantages were not equally available 

to all applicants. Students in my high school often discussed with pride, for instance, that 

UM added two tenths of a point to our grade point averages to reflect the rigor of our 

high school’s curriculum. “Why should we be rewarded for that?” I always wondered. 

We didn’t earn the right to go to a good high school; we were merely lucky to have been 
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born to families who could afford to own homes on the wealthy side of district lines. 

Growing up only a few miles from Detroit—with its struggling school district, dismal 

graduation rates, and even lower college-sending rates—it was hard to ignore the fact that 

our state’s public school system distributed educational opportunities unequally 

according to property values, family income, and skin color. Despite these realities, my 

high school peers and I were learning and perpetuating a self-serving story about college: 

that we were considered college material not because we had been granted any privileges 

of birth, but because we had earned the title through hard work and academic merit.  

Debates over affirmative action motivated me to challenge this narrative. When I 

arrived to the University of Michigan as an undergraduate in the year 2000, the university 

was embroiled in two Supreme Court cases defending its use of race in the admissions 

process. After graduation, I moved to Arizona, where an anti-affirmative action ballot 

initiative was proposed and then finally approved this November, 2010. I now live in 

California, the first state to pass a voter-mandated affirmative action ban. In these 

debates, I have heard the same story I was told in high school about college being for 

those who work hardest and are most academically qualified used time and time again by 

opponents of affirmative action. I heard it again the year after I graduated college, 

facilitating public dialogues across the state of Michigan on the question Who is College 

For? Then, for three years, I worked as a writing project coordinator for the Tucson 

GEAR UP Project, a federal grant aimed at helping more low-income students prepare 

for and succeed in college. Not surprisingly, the narrative about college-readiness being a 
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combination of hard work and academic merit emerged as a reoccurring theme in that 

arena as well.   

This dissertation project only started to materialized for me, though, when I began 

teaching at the University of Arizona, and I noticed a version of this story being repeated 

by basic writers—students labeled as underprepared for college writing by traditional 

measures of academic merit. As I will discuss in Chapters Two and Five, I focus much of 

my basic writing curriculum around the literacy narrative, an autobiographical genre 

about the author’s development as a reader, writer, or student. For one of the major 

writing assignments, students compose their own literacy narratives. I saw that in their 

efforts to represent their own paths to college, students were finding sophisticated ways 

of personalizing social narratives about college-readiness often used to frame arguments 

against affirmative action. Many of my basic writing students had struggled all their lives 

to identify with traditional measures of academic merit. Their test scores and grade point 

averages may have earned them admission, but here they were, in a remedial class, still 

not quite able to call themselves “college material.” Instead of representing themselves as 

star students, then, my students often framed their paths to college as rags-to-riches 

bootstraps stories about overcoming difficult social circumstances to achieve a higher 

education through personal effort alone. These stories, I noticed, echoed perfectly the 

arguments of affirmative action opponents: if students who had faced such obstacles 

could make it to college through hard work and perseverance, surely there is no need for 

racial preferences in college admissions.  
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My research questions grew out of a desire to understand why the bootstraps 

narrative holds such resonance at the gates of higher education and how its rhetorical 

value becomes communicated to and by aspiring and newly admitted students. Why do 

bootstraps narratives about disadvantaged social circumstances help students gain 

admission to or credibility within institutions of higher education? What role does genre 

play in the dissemination and reproduction of these social stories? And perhaps most 

importantly for writing instructors, how do students acquire these unarticulated 

dimensions of genres and then rearticulate those dimensions as personal narrative 

choices?  

The title of this dissertation reflects my desire to look for answers to these 

questions not only in the first-year-composition (FYC) classroom, but also in two other 

gateways spheres of the university: college admissions and composition course 

placement. I’ve structured this dissertation as a trajectory from admissions through first-

year composition in an effort to examine the ways college admissions and writing 

programs share an ideological and rhetorical landscape rife with racial politics. I chose to 

first frame this project with a rhetorical history of affirmative action (Chapter One) 

because I was interested in tracing where these social stories come from and how they 

function within current political and institutional contexts, especially those like Michigan, 

California, and Arizona still adjusting to voter-mandated bans on the use of race in 

college admissions. Then, to consider how patterns of social discourse reoccur across 

multiple rhetorical situations, I applied a rhetorical framework of genre theory (Chapter 

Two) to a study of three representative genres: the college application essay (Chapter 
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Three), the directed self-placement guide1 (Chapter Four), and the literacy narrative 

(Chapter Five). 

Through this discussion of bootstraps narratives as appeals to college-readiness, I 

pose larger questions to the field of genre studies, as well as to members of our field 

interested in the politics of representation in higher education.  Are generic demands the 

same for all participants in all situations?  Where do these demands come from?  What 

values are embedded in them?  What kinds of responses do these demands elicit from 

participants who occupy vulnerable locations in the communicative exchange and why?  

By attending to questions such as these, genre theorists can gain greater insight into the 

role genres play in maintaining the unequal power relations within which they are formed 

and on which they thrive. 

In addition to its contributions to genre theory, this project provides helpful 

insight to writing program administrators who advocate directed self-placement (DSP), 

the new student-centered approach to composition course placement. In my fourth 

chapter, I draw on critical race theory and genre theory in an analysis of the DSP 

placement guide to discuss why administrators should not assume that they avoid the 

racist implications of remediation simply by handing over the placement decision to 

students.  At the same time, I say they should not dismiss DSP altogether as a harmful 

example of institutional racism.  Rather, my reading of DSP through the lens of critical 

race theory illuminates the ways systems of oppression can permeate even our most 

                                                        
1 Writing programs that use directed self-placement provide students with self-inventory guides to 
help them choose their own first-year writing course. The guides present checklists of 
characteristics that reflect students’ general readiness for college-level writing. Students are asked 
to assess which list of characteristics best describes them and then choose a course accordingly. 
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promising and progressive innovations in programmatic assessment. This chapter offers 

WPAs pragmatic solutions that both embrace DSP’s emphasis on student agency and 

encourage a socially responsible version of self-assessment for placement purposes. 

Finally, my concluding chapter applies these lessons about race, class and genre 

to the first-year composition classroom.  I address how the bootstraps genres of college 

admissions and composition course placement are taken up through personal writing 

assignments in the basic writing curriculum, specifically through the literacy narrative.  

In a broad sense, this chapter highlights how the genre system of FYC shares many of its 

ideological functions with the more obvious gateway mechanisms of admissions and 

placement.  More specifically, however, it offers FYC teachers a way of teaching genre 

awareness through personal writing assignments like the literacy narrative. For, by 

helping students understand the stories that are scripted for them, we can help them write 

the best possible educational stories for themselves.  

Though this dissertation will build on current conversations in higher education 

and genre studies, it will first and foremost be a project in rhetoric and composition. To 

me, this means I am studying the arts of writing and persuasion to understand the ways 

people and places change as a result of language use. In a way, this project critiques the 

ways discursive practices root the American university in the inequities of the pre-civil 

rights era despite professing the goal of equal opportunity.  At the same time, the genres 

that I examine all share a similarly subversive function to confront racial, socio-

economic, and educational inequalities on college campuses that public policy cannot, for 

one reason or another, sufficiently address. Certainly one of the most distinguishing 
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features of our field is a passionate commitment to the college classroom as a space for 

social justice in higher education. My project aims to broaden our conception of 

rhetoric’s role in promoting educational equity beyond the walls of the writing 

classroom.  By tracing the connections between college admissions, composition course 

placement, and FYC, I highlight both the problems and the promises of FYC’s role as a 

gateway into the American university. In this way, I hope that scholars in rhetoric and 

composition may gain a more critical understanding of the institutional context within 

which we teach and write. 
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CHAPTER ONE—“WINKS, NODS, AND DISGUISES”: A HISTORY OF 

COLORBLINDNESS IN AFFIRMATIVE ACTION RHETORIC 

On June 23, 2003, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of two White applicants who 

sued the University of Michigan (UM) after being denied admission to its College of 

Literature, Science, and the Arts, my alma mater. The decision in Gratz v. Bollinger 

(Gratz) found that UM’s use of race in undergraduate admissions violated the Equal 

Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment because it automatically distributed 

twenty points—one-fifth of those necessary to guarantee admission—to any applicant 

from an underrepresented minority. On the very same day, in Grutter v. Bollinger 

(Grutter), the court upheld UM’s use of race in its Law School admissions policy because 

instead of attributing points for race, it considered race an unquantifiable “plus” factor in 

the individualized assessment of minority applicants (Grutter).  

An undergraduate at the time, I remember reading with confusion the mixed 

outcomes of these two long-awaited rulings. It felt like the biggest football game of the 

year had ended in a draw. Newspaper headlines announced neither victory nor defeat for 

race-based affirmative action. Campus, often vibrant with rallies and protests over just 

this issue, stood eerily quiet. It’s no wonder. Taken together, Gratz and Grutter 

communicate conflicting messages to public universities about the ways they both can 

and cannot consider race in their selection of incoming students. First, institutions may 

strive for racial diversity, but not because they want to remediate any historical wrongs. 

Racial diversity can be a goal only because a diverse student body enriches the 

educational experience for students. All efforts to achieve racial diversity must be 
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“narrowly tailored” to this specific end (Grutter). Second, colleges and universities may 

aim for a certain “critical mass” of racial diversity (Grutter), but they cannot quantify that 

critical mass as a set number or percentage, nor may they set aside a precise number of 

spots for minority students. Finally, the admissions committee may view an applicant’s 

race or ethnicity favorably as a “plus” (Grutter) but that favorability cannot be quantified 

or weighed too heavily. That is, race may play a positive role in minority student 

admissions, but schools should ensure that the factor of race not wholly determine any 

student’s admittance.  

Far from issuing a definitive statement on affirmative action for the twenty-first 

century, Grutter and Gratz instead convey the court’s deep ambivalence about the role of 

race in public policy. All told, the rulings uphold racial preferences so long as they are 

not expressly named or numbered by the universities that assign them. In other words, if 

institutions want to address racial inequities, they should do so quietly and without 

making explicit reference to race. In their dissenting opinions on Gratz, Supreme Court 

Justices Ruth Bader Ginsberg and David Souter both warned that the court’s tenuous 

stance on race-based affirmative action encouraged a pattern of obfuscation in college 

admissions. Though an imperfect measure of racial preference, at least the twenty points 

that UM attributed to undergraduate minority applicants honestly reflected the school’s 

efforts to achieve racial diversity. In contrast, the law school policy upheld by the court 

maintained racial preferences but hid them behind a veil of indefinite terms and vague 

goals. Souter cautioned, “Equal protection cannot become an exercise in which the 

winners are the ones who hide the ball” (Gratz). Ginsberg concurred, writing, “If honesty 
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is the best policy, surely Michigan’s accurately described, fully disclosed College 

affirmative action program is preferable to achieving similar numbers through winks, 

nods, and disguises” (Gratz). 

Just as Ginsberg and Souter predicted, the court’s ambiguous position on racial 

preferences gave rise to what many in the popular media are now calling “the new 

affirmative action” (Gose, “More Points,” “The Chorus”; Kahlenberg; Klein; Leonhardt; 

Schmidt, “Noted”), which promotes policies to achieve racial equality through race-

neutral means. Today, public universities are more likely to sort incoming students 

according to seemingly race-neutral classifiers like socio-economic class, parent 

educational background, neighborhood, or school—all of which are still legal social tags 

but also dependable indicators of race. In the wake of Grutter and Gratz, institutions have 

not abandoned the racial politics of college admissions (Bell, Coleman, & Palmer; 

Schmidt, “Article”). Rather, they have reframed racial diversity through sophisticated 

race-neutral2 rhetoric about difference and disadvantage.  

In this chapter, I offer a brief history of affirmative action rhetoric in order to 

contextualize recent appeals to race-neutrality in the admissions policies of public 

universities.3 For, the Grutter and Gratz rulings in 2003 did not initiate the age of 

                                                        
2 As I will discuss in Chapter Two when I more explicitly introduce Critical Race Theory, race is a 

process that is implicated in matters beyond skin tone and blood lines. Therefore, when I discuss rhetorics 
of race-neutrality throughout this dissertation, I do so knowing that race-neutrality is an impossibility. 
Though race may not be explicitly considered in the college admissions process via applicants’ skin color, 
it is implicated in multiple other criteria—housing, income, GPA, etc.—all of which are racialized 
constructs. 

3 The history of affirmative action is long and vastly complicated. Much of it concerns 
employment and contracting decisions. To manage the scope of this chapter, I focus on broad shifts in 
rhetoric and ideology, specifically those with the most relevance to undergraduate college admissions 
policies.  
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colorblind affirmative action on their own; debates over the merits and drawbacks of 

race-conscious admissions policies have endured for five decades. Over the course of that 

time, both proponents and opponents of affirmative action have adopted the frame of 

colorblindness for strategic purposes. In his book, Race, Color, and Partial Blindness: 

Affirmative Action under the Law, Ole O. Moen names this contradiction “a natural-law 

pendulum swing of history” whereby the term affirmative action transitioned “from a 

‘colorblind’ to a ‘color-conscious’ concept and back again” in just half a century (14). 

Because Moen’s book focuses almost exclusively on legal rulings, I lean heavily on Terry 

H. Anderson’s 2004 history of affirmative action, The Pursuit of Fairness, to trace the 

political and popular rhetoric that characterized the three major swings of Moen’s 

pendulum.4 Along the way, I note how shifts in rhetoric yield starkly different policy 

approaches to affirmative action—from passive nondiscrimination, to quotas, to “winks, 

nods, and disguises” (Gratz).  

Finally, in my concluding section, I point to recent policy changes in two of the 

battle ground states of affirmative action—Michigan and California.5 Through this 

analysis, I suggest that the mark of diversity for today’s college applicant has evolved 

from the simple checking of a box to the narration of personal hardship. In turn, the new 

politics of college admissions lean heavily on bootstraps stories—tales of individuals 

                                                        
4 In addition to being the most recent comprehensive history of affirmative action, Anderson’s is 

also one of the most balanced. Relying on both primary and secondary sources, The Pursuit of Fairness 
“allow[s] the actors of each era to define the debate” (Anderson xi). The prevalence of direct quotes from 
politicians, civil rights leaders, and popular news sources makes Anderson’s history particularly useful for 
my rhetorical project.  

5 Not only have these states bred the most recent Supreme Court cases regarding this issue, but 
they have both seen voter-mandated legislative bans on the use of race in college admissions, more harsh 
retractions of affirmative action than even Bakke, Grutter, and Gratz. 
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heroically overcoming obstacles through personal effort alone. Subsequent chapters 

explicate the ways bootstraps stories surface across genre systems of the university. 

Chapter One provides the historical context for those discussions by explaining the 

appeal of the bootstraps story as a race-neutral nod to diversity. 

Opening the Gates for Passive Nondiscrimination 

Affirmative action began as a federal response to public demands for racial 

equality in the civil rights movement. Despite being conceived as a race-conscious effort 

to remedy White racism against Blacks, its earliest articulations were couched in the 

rhetoric of colorblindness; they therefore yielded weak policies of passive 

nondiscrimination. President John F. Kennedy based his presidential campaign around 

support for the civil rights movement and his promise to end discrimination against 

Blacks with a “stroke of a pen” upon his election (qtd. Anderson 59). Thanks in no small 

part to the African American vote, Kennedy was indeed elected, but he soon realized that 

he did not have the support of a conservative Congress for sweeping civil rights 

legislation.  

In 1961, to balance these competing interests, Kennedy issued Executive Order 

10925 (E.O. 10925), the first federal mandate for affirmative action.6 Though 

groundbreaking in its push for equal opportunity, E.O. 10925 compromised Kennedy’s 

stated aims in two ways. First, it sidestepped Congress and therefore did not achieve true 

legislative reform. Second, it avoided potentially divisive rhetoric about racial 

                                                        
6 Though some historians argue that the term “affirmative action” had been used previously for non-racial 
issues (Moen 23), E.O. 10925 was the first use of the term in regards to race (Anderson 60) and in this 
sense can be understood as the birth of affirmative action as we know it. 
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reparations, instead framing affirmative action as equal opportunity, a colorblind 

approach that would appeal to conservative adversaries. Entitled, “Establishing the 

President’s Commitment to Equal Employment Opportunity,” E.O. 10925 essentially 

calls for race-neutrality in hiring and employment decisions at all publicly funded 

institutions (Kennedy). It famously forms the President’s Committee on Equal 

Employment Opportunity (PCEEO) to oversee the following mandate: 

[Public employers and contractors] will not discriminate against any 
employee or applicant for employment because of race, creed, color, or 
national origin. [They] will take affirmative action to ensure that 
applicants are employed, and that employees are treated during 
employment, without regard to their race, creed, color, or national origin. 
(Kennedy) 
 

This foundational document on affirmative action lays the groundwork for much 

of our current confusion regarding the role of race in public policy. While its impetus and 

its aim were race-conscious, its rhetoric was undeniably race-neutral. Not only does this 

language collapse race with other social categories like religion and nationality, it urges a 

passive approach to racial equality. It says that employers should “take affirmative action 

to ensure that applicants are employed…without regard to race” (Kennedy); it does not 

say that they should take steps to ensure that racial minorities actually gain equal 

employment. Racism was measured by its intent, not its effects. In turn, the PCEEO was 

charged with the impossible mandate to increase opportunities for African Americans by 

eliminating the racist intentions of employers. If a desired outcome is not measurable, it 

is not enforceable. And no one can measure the extent to which employers ignore race 

when making hiring decisions. Indeed, E.O. 10925 was a passive approach to affirmative 

action because it was void of any specifics regarding how employers were to achieve 



23 

those goals or how the government was to enforce them. As Anderson notes, “On the one 

hand, they were asking employers to take affirmative action to hire one group, African 

Americans, yet…they were not demanding any special preference or treatment or quotas 

for minorities. What did that mean?” (61). In effect, it meant watered down results and a 

backlash from the NAACP and civil rights activists (63-64).  

Two years later, Kennedy introduced the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a similarly 

colorblind but much more sweeping piece of legislation designed to prohibit racial, 

religious, and gender discrimination through federal mandate. As it moved through the 

House and the Senate, the act extended its reach from race, religion, and nationality to 

include gender. It also broadened its limits from public places of employment to 

educational institutions. Despite these expanding conceptions of affirmative action, the 

Civil Rights Act was conceived just like E.O. 10925, as a response to the demands of the 

civil rights movement to end racism against Blacks. The inclusion of gender bias in the 

bill was an afterthought, an addendum included at the last minute by Howard Smith, a 

stark opponent of civil rights, in what many historians read as an unsuccessful attempt to 

squelch the bill (Freeman).  

By issuing E.O. 10925 and the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Kennedy opened the 

gates for equal employment and admissions decisions. He strategically took up the 

rhetorical trope of colorblindness because it appealed to both the civil rights supporters 

and those weary of racial preferences. Indeed, the mandate to be colorblind evoked 

Martin Luther King Jr.’s inspiring call for Americans to judge people not “by the color of 

their skin but by the content of their character” (King). However, the colorblind frame 
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also undermined the potential impact of these early articulations of affirmative action. By 

diluting his civil rights rhetoric to appeal to a conservative Congress, Kennedy failed to 

achieve measurable changes in admissions and employment policies. The PCEEO 

oversaw a feeble mandate for passive nondiscrimination, which equates to a laissez faire 

approach to affirmative action. In the context of college admissions, this meant that 

public universities were urged to consider applicants without regards to race. The 

government could hold institutions accountable for any blatant examples of 

discrimination against Black applicants, but would remain hands-off when it came to 

actually ensuring that more Black students were admitted. 

Enforcing Equality by the Numbers 

The pendulum began to swing away from colorblindness and toward race-

consciousness after Kennedy’s assassination. The resulting policies were largely 

characterized by quotas, which were both effective and politically controversial. In 1964, 

Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into law, and, less than a year later, he 

put forth Executive Order 11246 (E.O. 11246) (Johnson, “Executive”) to measurably 

enforce the impacts of those laws for African Americans. He outlined the reasoning for 

these measures in a famous speech at Howard University on June 4, 1965 called “To 

Fulfill these Rights” (Johnson, “Commencement”). Announcing his purpose to “give 20 

million Negroes the same chance as every other American,” Johnson makes the case for 

race-conscious affirmative action by connecting it to the long legacy of slavery in 

America.  

You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by saying: Now you are free 
to go where you want, and do as you desire, and choose the leaders you 
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please. You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by 
chains and liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then 
say, "You are free to compete with all the others," and still justly believe 
that you have been completely fair. Thus it is not enough just to open the 
gates of opportunity. All our citizens must have the ability to walk through 
those gates. (“Commencement”) 
 

Johnson’s words characterize the first substantial enactment of affirmative action 

in American universities. They are explicitly, unabashedly about righting the wrongs of 

White racism against African Americans. By drawing images of chains and scars, 

Johnson conjures up the country’s traumatic history of slavery. He does not allow the 

self-congratulatory illusion that the Civil Rights Act alone will undo this history by 

eliminating the invisible force of discrimination. Instead, he insists that a measurable, 

race-conscious policy of affirmative action will be necessary for the country to fulfill the 

promise of the civil rights movement.  

In this defining articulation of affirmative action, Johnson also resists the basic 

assumption of the bootstraps myth—that individuals can heroically overcome “the 

devastating heritage of long years of slavery; and a century of oppression, hatred, and 

injustice” through individual effort alone  (“Commencement”). Affirmative action 

policies are necessary, he argues, because individuals are shaped by their social 

circumstance. “Ability,” he declares, “is not just the product of birth” 

(“Commencement”). Rather, “ability is stretched or stunted by the family that you live 

with, and the neighborhood you live in - by the school you go to and the poverty or the 

richness of your surroundings” (“Commencement”). Here he seems to speak directly to 

his critics—those who will argue that affirmative action is unnecessary because 

individuals should be able to move past the obstacle of race on their own now that civil 
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rights laws are in place to grant them access. He argues instead for what Moen calls 

“race-conscious instrumentalism” (Moen 46), a top-down, federally mandated and 

enforced push to grant racial minorities access to public employment and education.  

Likewise, Johnson’s race-conscious rhetoric does not allow for the conflation of 

race and class inequality that informs or haunts what some consider to be race-neutral 

rhetoric. Anticipating what many now argue, that equal opportunity initiatives should be 

restricted to issues of class, not race, he addresses what he calls “The Special Nature of 

Negro Poverty” (“Commencement”). He insists, “Negro poverty is not white 

poverty…There are differences—deep, corrosive, obstinate differences” 

(“Commencement”) and pushes his audience to confront the material reality of racism in 

all of its past and present forms. He insists that racism lives on post-slavery and post-civil 

rights.  

The affirmative action plan he lays out in Executive Order 11246 attempts to 

address this unpopular reality by mandating aggressive institutional measures to increase 

the presence of Blacks in public work places and schools (Johnson, “Executive”). These 

results-driven measures reflect a growing impatience with the colorblind desegregation 

efforts yielded by the Civil Rights Act. Anderson notes that by the mid-1960’s Democrats 

were ready to “get ‘results,’ that is, to begin hiring African Americans and eventually 

women, even if that meant hiring with regard to race and gender” (108). In 1971, the 

Supreme Court validated race-conscious affirmative action in Griggs v. Duke Power Co., 

a case that held employers responsible for the racist effects of hiring and promotion 

policies regardless of intention. The new emphasis on results meant that employers and 



27 

admissions officers could make decisions with regard to race if they could prove their 

results were racially equitable.  

In this way, the rhetorical shift away from colorblindness and toward race 

consciousness coincided with an even more meaningful policy change—from initiatives 

passively avoiding segregation to those actively pursuing integration. Moen explains, the 

increasing race-consciousness “entailed a change in the view of the Brown decision, from 

one of prohibiting discrimination to one of demanding positive integration and the 

evisceration of the difference between the meaning of the terms desegregation and 

integration” (39). Whereas proponents of racial desegregation can rely on the frame of 

colorblindness (we’re all the same, so we should not impose false dividers), those 

fighting for integration must confront the reality of past and present racism. Integration 

assumes two distinct racial groups—one with the power to exclude the other.  

Throughout the late 1960’s and the 1970’s, the world of college admissions 

responded to the calls for integration in Executive Order 11246 by developing policies 

that matched Johnson’s top-down, race-conscious vision of affirmative action. Because 

the federal government mandated and enforced this stage of affirmative action, 

institutions strove for policies that would show clear and swift results. As a result, this 

federally supervised version of affirmative was largely carried out through quotas7. These 

were policies to set aside a certain number of seats for racial minority students—usually 

for Blacks, Latinos, and Native Americans. In 1969, after years of perplexing 

                                                        
7 Harvard is one notable exception. It avoided quotas, instead evaluating race alongside other criteria like 
grades, test scores, etc. This flexible use of race in its admission policy led to a huge surge in diversity. The 
class that was essentially all white and male in the 1950’s was, by the 1970’s, 40 percent female, 8 percent 
black, 6 percent Asian, and 5 percent Hispanic (Anderson 151). 
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experiments with quota systems in construction unions, the federal courts defined quotas 

as a policy “which restricts or requires participation of a fixed inflexible number or ratio 

of minorities” (qtd. Anderson 125). Under quota policies, diversity was defined quite 

clearly according to the race-conscious heuristic of racial reparations laid out in 

Johnson’s speech. It was defined by past and present racial oppression—most notably, 

against African Americans, but also quite clearly against Latinos/as and Native 

Americans.  

A notable example of a quota system was the one used by the University of 

California at Davis (UC-Davis) medical school. In 1971, responding to calls for increased 

minority representation in its student body (both from the federal government and civil 

rights groups), a special admissions policy was implemented for "‘economically and/or 

educationally disadvantaged’ applicants and members of a ‘minority group’ (Blacks, 

Chicanos, Asians, American Indians)” (“Regents”). Applicants deemed disadvantaged—

either educationally, economically, or racially—by this committee did not have to meet 

the minimum 2.5 grade point average typically used by UC admissions. Likewise, these 

applicants were only ranked against each other, and sixteen spots in the entering class 

were set aside for them (“Regents”). Historian Philip F. Rubio notes that many Whites 

applied for admission under the disadvantaged category of the special admissions 

program, but none were admitted (161). In practice, the special admissions committee, 

comprised largely of racial minorities, took up the broader frame of disadvantage to 

admit racial minorities only. The policy was effective at meeting these aims. In 1968, the 

class had three Asian students but no African American, Latino/a, or Native American 
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students (161). Only three years after the special admissions program was adopted, in 

1974, those numbers had grown dramatically to twenty-one African American, thirty 

Mexican American, and twelve Asian students8. Indeed, the strict quota system at UC-

Davis was couched in what Rubio calls “the language of reparations” (161). Though the 

policy’s name, “special admissions program,” obscures its racial imperative, the program 

was enacted as race-based affirmative action for minority students.  

The Quota Kickback 

Not surprisingly, many White students felt that quotas were a prime example of 

what came to be termed reverse discrimination, denying them spots in public universities 

they felt they had earned. In 1978, one of these critics, a 32-year-old, working-class, 

White male named Alan Bakke, successfully filed a suit against the UC-Davis medical 

school after he was denied admission through the special admissions program. He wrote 

to the admissions committee to protest its use of quotas for racial minorities, saying, “I 

realize that the rationale for these quotas is that they attempt to atone for past racial 

discrimination, but insisting on a new racial bias in favor of minorities is not a just 

situation” (qtd. Anderson 152). Both the county court and later the California Supreme 

Court ruled in favor of Bakke’s claim, citing reverse discrimination against Whites and a 

violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (“Regents”). In 

1977, the Supreme Court accepted the case, which now commanded the attention of 

national media and a deeply divided nation.  

                                                        
8 Nationally, the numbers were equally promising. Due to race-conscious admissions policies like the one 
at UC-Davis, by 1977 the percentage of black students in medical schools had reached 9 percent and 8 
percent in law schools (Anderson 151). 
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As it turned out, the Supreme Court was divided too. In 1978, four of the nine 

justices ruled that the use of strict racial quotas was indeed unconstitutional. Four others 

disagreed, arguing that such efforts were necessary to overcome the nation’s history of 

racial discrimination. Lewis Powell’s position existed somewhere in the middle, and his 

compromise as expressed in the majority opinion came to define affirmative action 

policies for decades to come. He ruled that universities had a “legitimate interest in 

eliminating ‘the debilitating effects of identified discrimination,’ and that the ‘attainment 

of a diverse student body…clearly is a constitutionally permissible goal for an institution 

of higher education” (Regents). However, he agreed with the four of his colleagues who 

found strict racial quotas to be in violation of the equal protection clause of the 

Fourteenth Amendment. His complex negotiation of these terms upheld admissions 

policies in which “race or ethnic background is simply one element—to be weighed fairly 

against other elements—in the selection process” (Regents). In other words, Bakke 

upheld the use of race as one factor in choosing among qualified applicants for 

admission. At the same time, it also ruled unlawful the University Medical School's 

practice of reserving sixteen seats in each entering class of 100 for disadvantaged 

minority students. Racial quotas were now unlawful, but the use of race in college 

admissions was upheld. As Rubio notes, this case effectively blocked the race-conscious 

means of affirmative action— “enforcement initiatives” like quotas and timetables that 

civil rights (and Black Power) groups had fought for and that Johnson had mandated 

(Rubio). At the same time, it validated the race-conscious aims of affirmative action to 

achieve greater racial diversity on college campuses.  
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The Bakke decision demonized quotas by inextricably linking them to reverse 

discrimination. In the 1980s, the Reagan administration took advantage of this negative 

association in its efforts to dismantle affirmative action altogether. In one of his first 

news conferences as president, Reagan condemned the use of quotas to promote racial 

equality, saying, “I’m old enough to remember when quotas existed in the US for the 

purpose of discrimination. And I don’t want to see that happen again” (qtd. Anderson 

165). Anderson names this statement “the beginning of the backlash” (165) because 

never before had a presidential administration so clearly taken sides with opponents of 

affirmative action. Soon after, the Reagan administration launched an initiative to 

deregulate affirmative action and make all publicly funded decisions “colorblind” (qtd. 

Anderson 165).  

Indeed, the pendulum of affirmative action rhetoric had swung again, this time, 

and for a long time to come, in the direction of colorblindness. Whereas, in the 1960’s 

proponents of affirmative action took up the rhetorical frame of colorblindness to get the 

Civil Rights Act passed, in the 1980’s opponents took it up to make the case for a 

reversal of affirmative action policies. At the start of both of his terms, Reagan evoked 

his vision of a “colorblind society” (Anderson 185, 189), by associating his views with 

the civil rights rhetoric of Martin Luther King: 

Twenty-two years ago Martin Luther King proclaimed his dream of a 
society rid of discrimination and prejudice, a society where people would 
be judged on the content of their character, not the color of their skin. 
That’s the vision our entire administration is committed to. (qtd. Anderson 
185) 
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Throughout his two terms, Reagan pushed for his administration to revoke the race-

conscious measures used to enforce Johnson’s 1965 affirmative action mandate. These 

included not just quotas, but timetables, goals, and ratios. These quantifiable, results-

driven features of affirmative action policy were until this point “the only effective way 

to measure compliance” (Anderson 185). If Reagan achieved his policy changes, not only 

would affirmative action become wholly voluntary, but racial discrimination would be 

“almost impossible to prove” (Anderson 185).  

Though Reagan never achieved the dismantlement of affirmative action policies 

in his time as president, his conservative distortion of colorblindness forever altered the 

rhetorical landscape of affirmative action. What’s more, he and his likeminded successor, 

George Bush, appointed five affirmative action opponents to the Supreme Court who 

could carry out his vision for years to come (Anderson 215). By 1989, the newly 

colorblind Supreme Court had essentially overturned Griggs, ruling once again that 

racism could only be prosecuted according to intent, even if the effects were racist 

(Anderson 203-204). No matter that thirty years of policy had demonstrated just how 

impossible it was to prosecute the intention of discrimination. The Congress responded 

by trying to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1990, but President George Bush Sr. named it 

“the quota bill” and swiftly vetoed it (205-206). The rhetoric of vilifying quotas caught 

fire with conservatives in the early 1990s. By the 1992 election, Newsweek was 

predicting that “to talk quotas will be the polite way to talk race and class…By attacking 

quotas George Bush will be able to say…in essence: if you don’t get a job, promotion or 

a place in the first-year class, blame the Democrats. They are the ones mugging the 
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middle class and giving the spoils to their minority friends” (qtd. Anderson 207). Indeed, 

the more affirmative action came to be conflated with quotas, the more unfair it appeared 

to voters. 

Race-Conscious Diversity: Affirmative Action on the Retreat  

An age of race-conscious diversity followed in the wake of the Reagan and Bush 

years; it was promoted by the Clinton administration and enforced for years by public 

contractors and universities before ultimately being embraced by the Supreme Court in 

Grutter and Gratz but defeated by colorblind rhetoric on state ballots. The first 

affirmative action policies framed by diversity rhetoric aimed to achieve racial diversity 

through flexible, holistic assessments that included race as just one of many factors. 

Much like “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” a Clinton policy of the same time period, these 

policies existed as a compromise between deeply divided political parties.   

By the 1990s, the phrase affirmative action had been marred by its association to 

race-conscious policies like quotas, but the term diversity was vague enough to offend 

few and communicate very little. To affirmative action proponents, it substituted for 

racial equality, but to opponents, it remained safely race-neutral. Conservative columnist 

Charles Krauthammer called diversity “the colorless, apparently unassailable euphemism 

for racial, gender, and ethnic preference” (qtd. Anderson 221). Much like [the 1970’s and 

1980’s quotas] or quotas in the 1970s and 1980s, diversity was becoming the indirect 

way of talking about affirmative action policies for racial minorities. However, because 

the term “quota” was framed through race-conscious rhetoric, it can be understood as a 

dysphemism –replacing the previously innocuous, colorblind phrase of  “affirmative 
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action” with a more explicit and polarizing one. “Diversity” was a pendulum swing in the 

other direction; it should be read as a euphemism to replace the unpopular phrase of 

“affirmative action” with a more palatable, colorblind alternative. Indeed, diversity 

gained its appeal in the 1990’s to extinguish the White backlash against quotas.  

For instance, the University of California system (UC) strategically took up the 

diversity frame after it was reprimanded for its use of quotas in Bakke. Instead of 

admitting African American, Latino/a, and American Indian students via quotas to 

remedy a history of oppression, the UC system professed its desire “to create a student 

body that reflected the ethnicity of the most diverse state in the union” (Anderson 248). 

In the 1990’s, it implemented what is now a popular diversity-framed approach to 

affirmative action—a percentage plan. All students in the top 12.5 percent of their 

graduating high school class were admitted to the UC system. However, students did not 

choose which school within the system they could attend; that choice was made by 

admissions officers, and it was deceptively race-conscious. Applicants to prestigious 

schools like UC-Berkeley and UC-Los Angeles (UCLA) were “judged on both scholastic 

and supplemental factors” including race (Anderson 248). That is, even though all 

entering students were admitted from the top 12.5 percent of their high schools, they were 

placed into the hierarchy of schools in the UC system according to a composite 

assessment that included a range of factors, one of which was race. Anderson notes that 

this policy “changed the face of Berkeley”—“In 1984 just over 60 percent of students 

were White, 25 percent were Asian, and about 5 percent Black and the same percentage 

Hispanic, but ten years later only a third were White, almost 40 percent Asian, 14 percent 
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Latino, and 6 percent African American” (248). Many Californians reacted negatively to 

Berkeley’s changing demographics. Making matters worse, the early nineties saw a huge 

surge in college applications, drastically steepening competition for admission to top 

schools like UCLA and Berkeley and increasing the number of rejection letters sent out 

across the state.  

Ward Connerly, a UC regent and an outspoken opponent of affirmative action, 

appealed to the concerns of rejected students and their parents by framing the problem as 

racial discrimination against high-performing White and Asian applicants (Anderson 

248). Even though the UC system no longer used quotas and largely framed its efforts in 

race-neutral terms of diversity, it still included race as a factor in admissions. As a result, 

it was as vulnerable to claims of reverse discrimination as previous race-conscious 

articulations of affirmative action. In 1995, Connerly launched the California Civil Rights 

Initiative to put the issue of affirmative action on the November ballot in the 1996 

election (256). Proposition 209 reenergized a familiar debate about affirmative action 

within California and across the country. No longer just about quotas, Proposition 209 

sought to make college admissions completely colorblind. Ads supporting the proposition 

ran across the state. One featured a White working-class widow upset that she could not 

get into English courses at a local community college that were set aside for Mexican 

American and African American students. The ad made clear that her deceased husband 

was Mexican American. Through a voiceover, she added, “Recently our public school 

asked the race of my children. I said the human race” (qtd. Anderson 256). 
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This ad exemplifies the range of colorblind rhetorical arguments that built against 

race-conscious diversity initiatives in the 1990’s; some were reminiscent of appeals used 

by Whites during the backlash against racial quotas, but others were unique to the new 

political and economic climate. For instance, the ad echoes previous appeals to 

colorblindness by emphasizing the virtue of seeing only “the human race.” Likewise, by 

featuring a White victim, the ad rehashes the old argument that working-class Whites are 

discriminated against by policies that favor African Americans and Latinos/as.  

However, by highlighting the protagonist’s marriage to a Mexican-American, the 

ad also highlights a new challenge to race-conscious affirmative action—the increasingly 

blurry distinctions between racial groups. The number of interracial marriages in America 

had soared since the 1970’s. By the end of the twentieth century, these interracial couples 

and their biracial children were changing the demographics of the country. In fact, one 

out of seven children in California was born to interracial parents (Anderson 264). 

According to Anderson, “All this led to racial confusion at best, and at worst irrationality 

concerning affirmative action” (265). If no one could define what constituted an “African 

American,” a “Latino/a,” or a “Native American,” how could those categories be used to 

organize admissions decisions? As uncertainty over this issue grew, so did opposition to 

race-conscious affirmative action. 

Finally, by focusing its opposition to affirmative action around separate sections 

of English classes for African American and Latino/a students, and not college 

admissions, the ad implied that affirmative action policies had already helped racial 

minorities gain enough access to public institutions. The separate class sections 
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symbolized a growing concern among affirmative action opponents that diversity 

initiatives were getting out of hand—not only leading to reverse discrimination against 

Whites and Asians, but to racial segregation on college campuses. For, race-conscious 

diversity initiatives were characterized not just by admissions policies, but also by 

specialized student services, recruitment and retention efforts, and academic disciplines 

for African American, Latino/a, and Native American students on college campuses. 

Unlike admissions decisions, whose politics are largely played out behind closed doors, 

these diversity initiatives were visible and brazenly race-conscious. That is, it’s possible 

to frame a percentage-plan admissions policy in race-neutral terms as a “diversity” 

initiative, but it is not possible to disguise a Mexican American Studies department or an 

African American student association as colorblind. These outcomes of race-conscious 

diversity initiatives, still prevalent on college campuses today, were and are vulnerable to 

arguments that favor colorblindness.  

With these growing complaints against race-conscious diversity initiatives and a 

steadfast public commitment to the ideal of colorblindness, it is no surprise that 

Proposition 209 passed with 58% of the California vote. The colorblind rhetoric 

presented to voters on the ballot was nearly identical to that offered in the 1964 Civil 

Rights Act. It read, “the state shall not discriminate against, or grant preferential 

treatment to, any individual or group on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity, or national 

origin in the operation of public employment, public education, or public contracting” 

(“Proposition 209”). Shortly thereafter, in 1998, bolstered by the success of Proposition 

209, Connerly’s American Civil Rights Institute (ACRI) placed a nearly identical anti-
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affirmative action measure on Washington’s November ballot—Washington’s I-200. It 

too passed with fifty-eight percent of the vote. Scholars like Kimberlé Crenshaw and 

George Derek Musgrove have argued that these anti-affirmative action state ballot 

proposals pass mostly because of deceptive wording (qtd. Rubio 181). That is, the 

language asks voters if they would like to end discrimination, which, much like the 

rhetoric used against quotas, frames the decision as affirmative action versus fairness. 

Indeed, even though 58% of Californians voted for Proposition 209, exit polls showed 

that a majority approved of programs “designed to help women and minorities get better 

jobs and education” (Anderson 260). Anderson puts the point this way: “a majority 

supported affirmative action if it was defined as giving qualified women and minorities a 

hand up, but they opposed preferences and greatly opposed anything called a quota” 

(261).  

The contradiction inherent to that public sentiment perfectly captures the 

ambivalent attitudes about race that characterize the 2003 Supreme Court rulings in 

Grutter and Gratz that I discussed in my introduction. In both of these cases, UM waged a 

hail-Mary defense of race-conscious diversity, citing Bakke’s ruling that diversity was a 

compelling state interest. UM did not argue that its admissions policies were aimed at 

remedying a past of racial discrimination; nor did it argue, as UC did, that it was merely 

trying to reflect the demographics of the state. Rather, UM defended race-conscious 

diversity on new grounds; it cited recently published social science research that 

demonstrated the positive impacts of racial diversity on student learning outcomes 

(Gurin). According to UM’s defense, students learn better when surrounded by other 
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students from a wide range of backgrounds. They learn more about the world when they 

interact with students who hold different perspectives on the world. Racial diversity, like 

other forms of diversity, provides the range of perspectives that enriches classroom 

discussions and the college experience. The Court agreed, vindicating Bakke by allowing 

race to be considered in flexible ways as an unquantifiable “plus” factor so long as quotas 

and ratios are avoided (Regents).9 President George W. Bush praised the outcome as 

achieving a “careful balance,” but Connerly vowed to fight the allowance of race as a 

plus factor by putting an anti-affirmative action proposition on the next Michigan 

ballot10. And indeed, in November of 2006, 58% of the voters in my home state of 

Michigan approved Proposition Two, the Michigan Civil Rights Initiative (MCRI), which 

was identical in both wording and outcome to California’s Proposition 209 and 

Washington’s I-200. Despite being upheld by the Supreme Court, race-conscious 

diversity was being ruled unconstitutional state by state, sending a signal to other states 

that the demise of race-conscious affirmative action was inevitable11. Currently, race-

conscious diversity is suffering the same fate as quotas—a slow but definitive defeat to 

colorblind rhetoric.  

 

 

                                                        
9 The Supreme Court’s majority opinion in the Bakke case argues, “When using race as a “plus” 

factor in university admissions, a university’s admissions program must remain flexible enough to ensure 
that each applicant is evaluated as an individual and not in a way that makes an applicant’s race or ethnicity 
the defining feature of his or her application. The importance of this individualized consideration in the 
context of a race-conscious admissions program is paramount” (Regents). 

10 He also vowed to take his crusade to Arizona, Colorado, Missouri, Oregon, and Utah. 
11 In 1999, foreseeing similar legislation in his state, Florida governor Jeb Bush signed One 

Florida—an order to eliminate the use of race and ethnicity in university admissions and all racial set-
asides and quotas in contracting decisions. 
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Narrating Race-Neutral Diversity in Michigan and California 

In her dissenting opinion on Gratz, Ginsberg rightly predicted several of the race-

neutral policy changes that universities in Michigan and California adopted after 

Connerly’s state ballot initiatives ruled racial preferences unconstitutional. First, she 

suggested that college application essays would take on a greater significance, allowing 

applicants and admissions officers to communicate subtle messages about race through 

personal narrative. For instance, new diversity-themed prompts “may encourage 

applicants to write of their cultural traditions in the essays they submit” (Gratz). In much 

the same way, she foresaw letters of recommendation from teachers and counselors 

broadening their role in the application process, offering not only an academic portrait of 

the student, but a racialized personal portrait as well. Likewise, she anticipated that 

applicants would strategically highlight “the Hispanic surnames of their mothers or 

grandparents,” their participation in “minority group associations,” or if English was their 

second language (Gratz). Finally, Ginsberg warned, “institutions could consider…a 

history of overcoming disadvantage” as a veiled attempt to assess their racial 

background. In other words, in her dissenting opinion on Gratz, Ginsberg expressed deep 

skepticism that a colorblind admissions process was possible, especially when racial 

diversity was still the stated goal. Along with her likeminded colleague, Souter, she 

cautioned that obscuring the role of race in college admissions would not genuinely alter 

the goal of racial diversity; instead, it would create an atmosphere conducive to racially-

coded storytelling.  
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Indeed, without clearly defined quotas, points, or categories to structure their 

treatment of race, public universities in Michigan and California now recruit and assign 

preferences to students who have overcome poverty, poorly performing schools, family 

tragedies, or cultural or linguistic barriers on their path to a college education. These new 

colorblind affirmative action policies call for more flexible, narrative-driven assessments 

of difference and disadvantage. In the 1990’s, after Proposition 209 passed, the UC 

system famously implemented a free-form comprehensive review policy designed to 

maintain racial diversity without using race as a factor in admissions. The policy 

highlighted students’ ability to overcome obstacles, offering points in the admission 

process to students from disadvantaged backgrounds. UC made no attempt to disguise the 

purpose of these policy shifts. Anderson cites one UC admission officer who promised to 

“‘wriggle around’ the new rules” by determining which students showed “‘sufficient 

character and determination in overcoming obstacles to warrant admission” (qtd. 251). 

Likewise, a Chancellor at UC Davis revealed that “‘educational deprivation’ could be 

used as a supplemental criterion for admission to offset lower grades and SAT scores” 

(qtd. 251). UC admissions has consistently turned to flexible rhetoric about disadvantages 

to dodge legislation limiting racial preferences. After Bakke outlawed quotas, UC 

replaced quantifiable measures of race with a narrative-driven assessment of racial 

disadvantage. Now, after Proposition Two ruled the category of race in public policy 

unconstitutional altogether, UC simply removed the language about race, broadening its 

preferences to include more loosely defined social disadvantages like personal obstacles 
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and “educational deprivation.” The trajectory of these policy changes suggests that racial 

diversity is at the root of the UC system’s interest in applicants’ personal obstacles.  

UM followed suit in its strategic response to Proposition Two. On January 10, 

2007, mere months after the ballot initiative passed, UM President Mary Sue Coleman 

and Provost Teresa A. Sullivan issued a public letter confirming their steadfast 

commitment to diversity (Coleman and Sullivan). In addition to launching what they call 

a “Diversity Blueprints Task Force,” they also outlined a revised race- and gender-neutral 

definition of diversity to be used throughout the admissions process. To comply with the 

new state law, admissions would seek out students with the following diversity traits:  

Character and motivation; interesting personal experiences; special talents 
and abilities; geographic diversity; civic engagement and concern for 
community; demonstrated ability to overcome obstacles; leadership 
potential; grasp of world events; intellectual interests; and socioeconomic 
indicators such as low income or being the first in the family to attend 
college. (Coleman and Sullivan)  
 

By omitting the measurable traits of race, ethnicity, gender, and national origin, UM 

yields a noticeably narrative-driven diversity policy. That is, aside from geographic 

diversity, “socioeconomic indicators,” and first-generation-college-student status, none of 

these traits can be fully demonstrated or assessed through the checking of a box.12 An 

applicant’s character and motivation, grasp of world events, and ability to overcome 

                                                        
12 UM’s 2010 application includes recommendation forms that do ask teachers and counselors to check 
boxes rating applicants’ character, leadership ability, and commitment to service. However, these forms 
hold little rhetorical power compared to the written comments and letters that accompany them. In “Advice 
from a College Admissions Dean on the Counselor Recommendation,” Terry Cowdry reminds counselors 
that checking every box on the form is not required; specific, comprehensive, and contextualized comments 
in the letter are much more compelling to admissions officers (Cowdry).  
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obstacles, for instance, must be communicated to admissions officers through either a 

personal essay or a letter of recommendation from a teacher or counselor.  

Not surprisingly then, UM’s 2010 undergraduate application frames the college 

application essay and the letter of recommendation as what I will call bootstraps genres—

spaces designed for new and aspiring college students to communicate their identification 

with institutionally recognized definitions of diversity. These narratives call for rhetorical 

strategies that appeal to the university’s newly imposed race-neutral diversity heuristic, 

which privileges stories about students overcoming social disadvantages through personal 

effort alone. For instance, UM’s recommendation form prompts teachers and counselors 

to share personal attributes of applicants that extend beyond academics. In addition to 

sharing impressions of the student’s academic performance, teachers should highlight 

“any personal circumstances, unusual accomplishments, or obstacles overcome that make 

this student exceptional” (University 16).  In addition, they should remark on the 

student’s “appreciation for diversity” (14). Though the language inviting information 

about applicants’ “personal circumstances” is vague, the emphasis on “obstacles 

overcome” clearly conforms to the race-neutral diversity traits that Coleman and Sullivan 

detailed in their speech. Admissions officers want to know if applicants have a 

“demonstrated ability to overcome obstacles,” and they rely on teachers and counselors to 

write letters that appeal to this new definition of diversity.  

 Though letters of recommendation play a significant role in the new affirmative 

action, the communicative power of the bootstraps narrative is perhaps most evident in 

the college application essay. UM’s application requires written responses to two short 
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answer questions and one essay. For the full essay, students choose one of three prompts, 

all of which correspond to the race-neutral diversity heuristic outlined above. The first 

asks students to “describe a setback” they have faced and to tell the story of how they 

overcame it (11). Like the prompt for teacher recommendations, this writing task invites 

students to appeal to their “demonstrated ability to overcome obstacles.” The second 

prompt asks students to “discuss an issue of local concern,” explain why it is important to 

them, and propose how they might address it (11). This prompt clearly offers applicants a 

narrative space to demonstrate their “civic engagement and concern for community,” an 

important diversity trait in the new race neutral heuristic. However, by asking applicants 

to locate the issue locally, the prompt also invites responses that reveal more about 

students’ neighborhoods, schools, and communities—windows into other diversity traits 

like socio-economic class and “geographic diversity,” which are each racialized social 

locations. The third prompt conforms to more traditional college application essay topics. 

It asks applicants to discuss a book that has “made an impact” on them, a topic that 

allows applicants to share their “intellectual interests” with admissions officers (11). 

Though none of these prompts uses the word “diversity,” each of them corresponds 

directly to one or more of the race-neutral diversity traits that Coleman and Sullivan 

proposed as alternatives to using race as a factor in admissions. In this way, all can be 

considered bootstraps narratives; not only do they allow students to explain how they 

identify with the institutional definition of diversity, but they create a flexible narrative 

space for students to share information with admissions officers about their racial 

identities. 
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Perhaps the most telling example of a bootstraps narrative on the UM application 

is the universally-required short answer prompt. One of the two short answer questions is 

tailored to the applicant’s desired academic program and centers on the student’s 

aspirations within that given field; the other prompt, however, is about diversity, and it is 

the only writing required of every undergraduate applicant to the university. It asks 

students to write about a personal experience through which they have “gained respect 

for intellectual, social, or cultural differences” and to discuss how they would “contribute 

to the diversity of the University of Michigan” (University 11). This prompt requires that 

applicants understand what UM means by diversity, a term rife with the history and 

politics of affirmative action. The narratives applicants write in response to the prompt 

should then reflect a definition of diversity that parallels the institution’s.  

Perhaps to guide students toward an understanding of UM’s definition of 

diversity, the prompt opens with a quote from UM President, Mary Sue Coleman: “We 

know that diversity makes us a better university – better for learning, for teaching, and 

for conducting research” (qtd. University 11). Taken out of context, Coleman’s praise of 

diversity seems innocuous, fitting within the euphemistic diversity frame employed in the 

1990’s to subdue White backlash against affirmative action. However, the context of the 

quote was highly political. It comes from a speech called “Diversity Matters at Michigan” 

that Coleman gave on the UM campus the day after Proposition Two passed. The tone of 

the speech was defiant, rallying the pro-affirmative action movement in Michigan to fight 

or delay the impact of the legislation in any way possible. Standing in front of an angry 

crowd, Coleman declared, “I am deeply disappointed that the voters of our state have 
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rejected affirmative action as a way to help build a community that is fair and equal for 

all” (Coleman). She then went on to mourn the decline of racial diversity at elite public 

institutions in California after its own ban on the use of race in college admissions and to 

vow that UM would not meet a similar fate. The speech clearly shows that Coleman and 

the institution she represents define diversity with regards to race, ethnicity, gender, and 

nationality. Otherwise, they would have welcomed rather than fought the legislation. In 

reality, the race-neutral definition that guides current policy is one the school has fought 

against for decades and continues to fight against even as it works to comply with state 

law. 

By opening its universally required prompt with a quote from this anti-

Proposition-Two speech, UM quite literally writes the politics of affirmative action into 

the application process for its entering students13. That is, Coleman’s speech makes clear 

that the institution maintains the steadfast goal of racial diversity despite race-neutral 

shifts in policy and rhetoric. Bootstraps narratives in the college application process pass 

                                                        
13 In addition to its effects on admissions, the new affirmative action has led to rhetorics of race-neutrality 
in community outreach and student programming formerly designed for racial minorities. “At MIT, for 
example, two summer programs formerly limited to blacks, Latinos, and American Indians—one for 
incoming freshmen, and another for rising seniors in high school—are now open to other students ‘who had 
to overcome significant odds to pursue their dreams of becoming an engineer or scientist” (Warde and Reid 
qtd. Lipson 11). Moreover, “Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs no 
longer offers its summer program for minority undergraduates; while in 2004, Harvard’s Business School 
announced that its Summer Venture in Management program would now consider applicants’ family 
backgrounds and whether they are attending an institution ‘whose graduates do not typically attend a top-
tier, urban university” (Lipson 11). Here at the University of Arizona, we see a similar phenomenon in 
language used to describe the students targeted by New Start and GEAR UP. Though over 80% of GEAR 
UP students are Latina/o, the mission statement describes them as low-income, and they were designated as 
part of the grant because they attend high schools with low college-sending rates. Similarly, New Start 
targets 98% racial minority students, but it is restricted by university policy of naming them accordingly. 
Rather, it says it is open to all students, but happens to mostly reach racial minority students.  
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on this contradiction to students, asking them to write within a race-neutral diversity 

heuristic that the institution publicly denounces14.  

Tracing Bootstraps Genres Across the University 

Bootstraps narratives allow institutions to communicate their new focus on race-

neutral diversity to applicants; likewise, they allow applicants to persuade admissions 

officers that they identify with that definition of diversity. And as the previous section 

demonstrated, colorblind definitions of diversity lean heavily on stories about 

disadvantage—notably, stories that demonstrate applicants’ abilities to overcome 

obstacles. This rhetorical situation invites aspiring college students to tell stories about 

personal hardship as appeals to their college-readiness. It reoccurs not only in the college 

application process, but also throughout first-year gateway courses like composition 

meant to initiate new undergraduates into the role of “college student.” This dissertation 

traces the reoccurring rhetorical situation of the aspiring college student’s bootstraps 

story, which I have argued here is a legacy of affirmative action’s complicated political 

and rhetorical history. The four remaining chapters suggest that it is also a useful window 

                                                        
14 These politics do not go unnoticed by affirmative action critics, who claim that vague race-neutral 
diversity measures like “character and motivation,” “demonstrated ability to overcome obstacles,” and 
“interesting personal experiences” (Coleman and Sullivan) lack clear definitions or guidelines for 
assessment, leaving too much room for personal interpretation by individual admissions officers. Flexibility 
allows admissions officers to keep the politics of their decisions behind closed doors, but it also risks 
accusations of under-the-table racial preferences. In The Price of Admission, Daniel Golden describes how 
California’s focus on student hardships acts instead as a “back-door substitute for affirmative action” by 
benefiting African American and Hispanic applicants over working class White and Asian American 
applicants (pg). He describes the efforts of a highly qualified Asian American applicant who described in 
his application essay a number of personal hardships—working class parents with no more than high school 
diplomas, an immigrant family, being the first in his family to speak English, parent divorce, and a 
mother’s battle with breast cancer—to no avail. And in a 2002 op-ed for The Washington Post, “Victims 
Hed [sic] Here,” John McWhorter writes, “sniffing out hardship among all students looks great on paper, 
but the seams show in practice” (2). A critic of race-based affirmative action, he worries that disadvantage-
themed admissions policies are being used “to revive precisely the racial bean-counting that Proposition 
209 outlawed” (3). 
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into the prevailing neo-liberal ideologies that shape the racial politics of higher education 

today. 

More specifically, this project traces the ways universities articulate a desire for 

diversity through the gateway genres of college admissions, composition course 

placement, and first-year-composition (FYC). Together, these genres serve as points of 

access for a theoretical study that seeks to better understand the ideological function of 

writing programs to socialize borderline college applicants into the rhetorically 

constructed role of a diverse college student. I focus on what I call bootstraps genres—

reoccurring rhetorical situations that call for students to recount social hardships like 

racism and classism as personal hardships to be overcome through personal heroics. 

Despite being immersed in rhetorics of individualism, the college application essay, the 

directed self-placement guide, and the literacy narrative all call for the mimetic 

construction of disadvantage as an appeal to college-readiness. As new college students 

move through the initiation rituals of admissions, orientation, and FYC, they are 

presented with rhetorical tasks that are both raced and classed. Bootstraps genres ask 

students to first read the university’s desire for diversity and then fulfill that desire 

through personal stories of difference and disadvantage.  

My second chapter introduces the frame of genre theory and argues for its 

application to my analysis of affirmative action rhetoric from college admissions through 

FYC. In addition to defining key terms like genre and ideology, this chapter also 

introduces my methodology. Drawing from Charles Bazerman’s theory of genre systems 

as well as a rich body of scholarship that explores the relationships between genres, I 
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explain how institutional ideologies circulate through systems of inter-related genres. I 

use these rhetorical and ideological theories of genre systems to define what I mean by 

bootstraps genres. I also explain why the college application essay, the directed self-

placement guide, and the literacy narrative all exemplify this shared system of bootstraps 

genres in the three spheres of my study—college admissions, writing program 

administration, and FYC. The thesis driving this chapter will be that the genre systems of 

college admissions, writing programs, and FYC classrooms share ideological and 

rhetorical traits due to their shared gateway functions within the university. In particular, 

they share the liberal ideology that individuals can overcome social circumstance through 

educational attainment. What’s more, these gateway spheres share a heroic self-concept 

of the institution—in the form of the admissions officer, the writing program 

administrator, and the FYC instructor, respectively—as benefactor of social mobility to 

disadvantaged students.  

Chapter Three examines the college application essay and proposes a theory of 

genre blindness, which highlights the ideological function of genre to blind readers and 

writers to the effects of genre—to perpetually cover its tracks as it leaves its mark. In the 

first half of this chapter, I discuss the meta-genre of the college application essay—the 

powerful network of texts online, in bookstores, and in the popular media designed to 

help students write the personal narrative that will get them into college. Meta-generic 

texts like these promote genre-blindness under the guise of genre instruction by directing 

students to write to an admissions officer in the same way they would write to a diary. 

Much worse, they insinuate a deeper blindness to the ways race and class difference 
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come to bear on college admissions by suggesting that all students apply to college on an 

equal playing field. The second half of Chapter Three examines the college application 

essays of low-income and racial minority applicants as "uptakes" or responses to these 

meta-generic materials. For primary texts, I turn to a recently published booklet of 

sample admissions essays by College Summit, a national non-profit organization 

dedicated to helping low-income and racial minority students through the college 

application process. 

Chapter Four considers how the socializing process of low-income and racial 

minority college applicants continues through a new genre of composition course 

placement—the directed self-placement guide. When students place themselves into basic 

writing courses, they rearticulate institutional desires for their remediation as personal 

choices. Much like the college application essay, the genre of the directed self-placement 

guide calls for students to misrepresent social patterns of discrimination as personal traits 

or choices. Through an analysis of foundational literature on directed self-placement 

(DSP), I call for a more contextualized, socially responsible approach to self-assessment 

for composition course placement purposes.   

The bootstraps genres studied in my dissertation all share a common institutional 

function to help “borderline” college applicants make appeals for their academic 

readiness. In first-year writing courses, “borderline” students are those placed into 

remedial basic writing courses. In my final chapter, I turn to a commonly assigned genre 

within the basic writing classroom—the literacy narrative—to consider how genre theory 

can inform the practical application of bootstraps genres. Through a reflection on my 
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experience teaching the literacy narrative at an open-access community college in South 

Central Los Angeles, I discuss how the bootstraps story is both ideologically problematic 

and rhetorically pragmatic when used as a gateway genre for basic writers. 
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CHAPTER TWO—GEN(RE)ATING DIVERSITY:  

GENRES, IDENTITIES, AND IDEOLOGIES OF THE NEW AFFIRMATIVE ACTION 

 
"As we write various texts…we rhetorically enact and reproduce the desires that 
prompted them. This recursive process is what genre is. And as we rhetorically 
enact and reproduce these desires, we also rhetorically enact, reproduce, and 
potentially resist and/or transform the social activities, the roles, and the relations 
that are embedded in these desires."  
—Anis Bawarshi, Genre and the Invention of the Writer 45 
 
“Classes exist in some sense in a state of virtuality, not as something given but as 
something to be done.” 
—Pierre Bourdieu, “Social Space and Symbolic Space” 12 

 
This project began three years ago with a chuckle. I was reading a parody of the 

college application essay by Christopher Buckley in a 2005 online-edition of The New 

Yorker. Buckley writes satirically as an aspiring college student trying hard—far too 

hard—to tell the story that will present him as the most “disadvantaged applicant.” In 

under eight hundred words, he relates countless personal obstacles—among them, 9/11, a 

young sibling’s mysterious skin ailment, parents’ divorce, a father’s tendency to “drink 

an entire bottle of raspberry cordial and try to run Mamma over with the combine 

harvester,” a grandmother with arthritis, and a grandfather who is legally blind—all of 

which, he insists, have been “valuable preparation for college, and beyond, life.” Earnest 

in his melodrama, the young applicant presents these personal traumas as evidence of his 

college-readiness, even (mis-) placing quotes from John Donne, Arthur Miller, John F. 

Kennedy, and “the Danish composer Frederick Nietzche” (sic) to assert his credibility as 

a budding scholar in the process. He builds these appeals to a personal call for action: “It 

is for this reason that I have resolved to devote my life to bringing about harmony among 
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the nations of the world, especially in those nations who appear to dislike us enough to 

fly planes into our skyscrapers.”  

I laughed not only because Buckley captures the clichéd moves of an application 

essay—the stifled academic voice, the transparent appeals to hardship, the exaggerated 

claims of civic heroism –but because his narrator reminded me in so many ways of my 

first-year composition students. Though all of my first-year writers stumble as they 

experiment with the conventions of academic prose, I was thinking of my basic writing 

students in particular. In the first unit I assign a literacy narrative in which I ask students 

to tell a story about a moment that shaped them as readers, writers, or students. The 

prompt does not ask students for stories of hardship, yet my students dependably respond 

with personal confessions about the death of family members, socioeconomic 

disadvantage, and racial discrimination. What’s more, students who struggle with the 

assignment often complain that they have nothing to write about because they are upper-

income, White, from intact families, and speak English as a first-language. Though many 

students write powerful literacy narratives in response to the assignment, others produce 

stories that resemble Buckley’s parody—exaggerated tales of hardship only tenuously 

connected to the prompt. 

Rhetoric and composition scholarship has a long history of documenting the ways 

new college writers perform a scholarly subjectivity when they write for a grade in a 

college classroom (Faigley; Bartholomae; Newkirk; and others). Students who make 

overly broad claims, use inflated vocabulary, or cite sources they have not yet fully 

grasped are trying on the moves of published scholars—composing what David 
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Bartholomae famously called "a necessary and enabling fiction” that they are disciplinary 

insiders (136). In “Assembling a Generic Subject,” Gillian Fuller and Alison Lee discuss 

the student writer’s rhetorical task as a performance of genre. “Performing a genre,” they 

say, “concerns a joint agreement to perform certain positionalities within an institutional 

regime—to ‘be’ or ‘become’ certain kinds of subjects” (215). They offer the example of a 

term paper produced in a women’s studies course, explaining that the genre exists as part 

of a larger “pedagogic system that directs students...to assemble as generic subjects" 

(222). The student’s role in this agreement is to play the part of a budding women’s 

studies scholar. The teacher’s role is to structure the assignment and the assessment in 

such a way that the student can effectively play that role. Thus, as student-writers 

position themselves as subjects of academic genres, they are “driven to ‘become’ the 

impossible: their teachers” (215). In this way, students’ successes and failures with 

academic writing are measured according to their relative abilities to enact the voices and 

values of their professors.   

This portrait of the College Student subject explains certain elements of 

Buckley’s parody like the failed Nietzsche reference and the appeal to John F. Kennedy. 

By dropping a name like Nietzsche, the applicant seeks to show his ability to draw on 

academic sources. By referencing Kennedy, he hopes to align himself with the liberal 

politics often associated with university professors. Yet our field’s portrait of College 

Student subjectivity does little to explain why this narrator would find it advantageous to 

appear poor, provincial, and burdened with family obstacles. Nor does it explain why he 

would want to declare the ambitious goal of saving the world from terrorists. In fact, the 
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view of College Student subjectivity as a scholarly performance fails to explain why an 

aspiring college student would write a personal narrative at all. If “becoming” a College 

Student subject is all about sounding like a professor in discipline-specific academic 

genres, why does the college application essay invite personal stories about applicants’ 

backgrounds? Why do writing instructors assign personal narratives in the FYC 

classroom? And why do college students in both scenarios so consistently use these 

narrative spaces to tell stories of personal hardship? Buckley’s parody points out the 

contradictions inherent in these questions. More to the point, it illuminates emerging 

elements of twenty-first century College Student subjectivity that have nothing to do with 

positioning oneself as a future writer of publishable academic prose and everything to do 

with positioning oneself as diverse. In this context, to be diverse is to have a more 

disadvantaged background; the student’s task is to narrate this disadvantage while at the 

same time showing a willingness and ability to overcome differences to become more 

like the reader. 

This dissertation examines how the Diverse College Student subject is rhetorically 

enacted through genres in three spheres of the university: college admissions, 

composition course placement, and first-year composition. In this way, my project traces 

patterns across three distinct rhetorical situations—the aspiring college student writing an 

essay for admission to a university, the newly admitted student choosing a first-year 

composition course, and the first-semester student telling a story about herself for a grade 

in her writing class. My purpose in this chapter is to illuminate the web that connects all 

these situations and to situate that web within the historical and ideological context of 
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colorblind affirmative action that I discussed in the previous chapter—in short, to better 

understand why I heard the voices of my basic writing students in Buckley’s college 

application essay.  

Genre theory is the appropriate lens for this work because it approaches each 

communicative act as a response not only to a single rhetorical situation, or even a 

reoccurring rhetorical situation, but also to a vast network of interconnected, intertextual 

situations. In the remainder of this chapter, I review the three dominant paradigms of 

genre theory—genre as form, genre as social action or play, and genre as ideological 

practice—and illustrate why the ideological approach best accounts for the emergence of 

a Diverse College Student subject. Then, drawing from Charles Bazerman’s notion of 

genre systems as well as other scholarship that explores the relationships between genres, 

I explain why the college application essay, the directed self-placement guide, and the 

literacy narrative all compose a shared system of genres that I call bootstraps genres. 

They all construct a version of college student subjectivity that plays a clearly defined 

role within the rhetorical and ideological landscape of colorblind affirmative action—the 

role of the Diverse College Student defined not by his GPA, test scores, or ability to cite 

sources in a research paper, but by his ability to overcome social obstacles like racial 

discrimination and socio-economic disadvantage through personal effort alone.  

This analysis suggests that the genre systems of college admissions, writing 

programs, and FYC classrooms share ideological and rhetorical traits due to their shared 

gateway functions within the university. In particular, they share the neo-liberal ideology 

that individuals can overcome social circumstance through educational attainment. By 



57 

tracing the connections between college admissions, composition course placement, and 

FYC, I highlight both the problems and the promises of FYC’s role as a gateway into the 

American university. In this way, I hope that scholars in Rhetoric and Composition may 

gain a more critical understanding of the institutional context within which we teach and 

write. 

Genre as Form 

Before genre was subjected to ideological critique, it was widely understood as 

entirely a matter of form.  This conception of genre surfaced in North American English 

departments as a tool for literary analysis and the teaching of writing under the current-

traditional paradigm. Literature scholars discovered genre as a useful classificatory tool 

through which they could discuss common characteristics of novels, poems, stories, etc.  

Similarly, writing instructors found the definition of genre as form to be useful in 

teaching and assessing writing through strict formula like five-paragraph essays. Amy 

Devitt calls this theoretical construction of genre, “the form into which content is put” 

(“Writing” 5). The problem, she says, is that this definition divorces form from content 

and context, treating genre as a set of static rules to be followed. This definition assumes 

almost no agency for college students, shrinking their role to institutional subjects who 

should learn to adopt institutional and ideological conventions. Furthermore, because 

these theories interpret generic forms as static categories, they also naturalize generic 

subject positions.  

Product-oriented, current-traditional approaches to teaching the college essay 

capture the limitations of theorizing genre as form. If genre is merely the form into which 
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content is put, the form itself is not a subject worthy of rhetorical inquiry. Its conventions 

are either such common knowledge that every student from every background should 

inherently know them before showing up on campus, or they are an equation that teachers 

can easily teach and students can easily memorize in a single semester or year. When 

genre is conceived as form, traditional college-essay conventions like leading with a 

thesis at the end of the introductory paragraph, opening each body paragraph with a topic 

statement, and avoiding first person are understood as timeless rules inherent to good 

writing. Their origins, fluctuations, and exceptions are glossed over or ignored. Because 

the rules are accepted as natural, inherent, and good, the subject positions associated with 

them become naturalized as well. Students who follow the rules are considered good 

writers; students who fail to follow the rules are considered bad writers.  

In much the same way, a theory of genre as form would view genres associated 

with producing the Diverse College Student subject as governed by a set of inherent rules 

that correspond naturally with both what it means to be diverse and what it means to be a 

college student. Just as this theory presumes an easy and fixed definition of good college 

writing, it presumes an easy and fixed definition of diversity. As my previous chapter 

demonstrated, definitions of diversity are constantly in flux. As I discussed, the turbulent 

legal and political history of affirmative action points to the instability of social stories 

about who counts as college material and why. One would be hard-pressed to find a 

guidebook to the college application essay that lays out the rules so obediently observed 

by Buckley’s narrator. (i.e. Tell stories that make you seem poor and down on your luck. 

Tell stories that imply no one in your family has gone to college. Tell stories that can 
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prove you’re from a rural town that sends few students on to a higher education. Promise 

to save the world.) A theory of genre as form might trace the patterns that emerge across 

college application essays. It might highlight the repetitions of stories about personal 

hardship or the claims of civic heroism and define the genre accordingly. When applied 

pedagogically, this theory might even produce a set of rules for future applicants to 

follow. However, a theory of genre as form does not allow for the agency of writers to 

make rhetorical choices about how they want to respond to these rules. Quite simply, 

formal conceptions of genre do not acknowledge the subtleties and dynamism of generic 

participation as communicators actually experience it. As my next chapter will make 

clear, if there are rules to presenting oneself as a Diverse College Student in the era of 

colorblind affirmative action, they are largely unarticulated and are certainly never 

taught. How, then, are they learned? Where did they come from? Why are they so often 

(but not always) repeated?  And what can they tell us about the context of higher 

education? A theory of genre as form cannot approach answers to these questions 

because it wouldn’t ask them in the first place.  

Genre as Social Action  

 The definition of genre that dominates theoretical conversation today conceives of 

genre as social action or play. Theorists like Carolyn R. Miller and Anne Freadman 

developed these models in the early 1980’s to reject formalist definitions and move 

toward more rhetorical and pragmatic approaches. In Miller’s seminal 1984 essay, 

“Genre as Social Action,” she defines genres as “typified responses to reoccurring 

situations.”  By defining genres not as forms, but as responses (or actions), she signals a 
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major paradigm shift in genre studies, not unlike the move in composition studies from 

product to process. Genres, she says, exist not as sets of rules to be followed, but as 

rhetorical actions  individuals take to negotiate personal motives with social exigency. 

That is, writing within genres is not just about obeying rules or conforming to social 

expectations; nor is it merely about personal expression. Rather, genres exist at the nexus 

between individuals and communities. Unlike the formalist model of genre theory, 

Miller’s endows writers with the agency to respond to this liminal position with rhetorical 

choices about how to position oneself in relationship to a community’s discourse.   

 Much like Miller, Anne Freadman believes that individuals take up genres to 

accomplish something—to participate in the discourse practices of a community. In her 

essay, “Anyone for Tennis?,” she elaborates a theory of genre as play through the 

extended metaphor of tennis.  Genres, she says, should not be understood as games with 

rules, but rather as the playing of the game. Though the game has formal features like a 

court with lines, a net, two rackets, and a ball, its play is defined by the players’ strategic 

responses to the structure, the resources, and each other. “Scoring depends on shots, not 

on balls,” she says. In other words, it's what players do with the ball that gives the game 

meaning. Defining genre as form is like defining tennis as two people hitting a ball back 

and forth to one another across a net. Content cannot be transmitted in such neutral, rule-

governed ways. Rather, genres require what she calls “uptake”—writers’ tactical 

responses to the rules of the game. By theorizing uptake as an integral element of generic 

participation, Freadman highlights the strategic level at which writers interpret and 

respond to the terms of generic interactions.  
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 Miller and Freadman’s work illuminates that the college essay, for instance, does 

not exist as a recipe to be followed—open with a thesis, lead body paragraphs with topic 

sentences, avoid over-using the “I,” etc. These rules did not fall from the sky, nor are they 

inherent to all good writing in some sort of legitimate way. A theory of genre as social 

action acknowledges that these conventions evolved over more than a century in 

university writing classrooms and persist today because they work, because they help 

individuals get something done. Administrators, teachers, and students have constructed 

the conventional college essay because it serves the function of being demonstrably 

teachable and learnable. Participants take it up (i.e. assign it, write it, etc…) at strategic 

moments to demonstrate that academic writing can be, has been, or will be taught and/or 

learned.  

Rhetorical theories of genre as social action provide a similarly pragmatic picture 

of the genres I’ll be examining in the remaining three chapters of this dissertation—the 

college application essay, the directed self-placement guide, and the literacy narrative. As 

both Miller and Freadman would surely point out, these genres are pragmatic in the sense 

that they help individuals accomplish important tasks within the social setting of 

universities. In my view, all of them share the job of incorporating flexibility into 

traditionally rigid definitions of college-readiness. The college application essay, for 

instance, allows admissions officials to consider a student’s personal story in addition to 

GPA and test scores when deciding whether to admit, reject, or waitlist a borderline 

applicant. The directed self-placement guide allows writing program administrators to 

incorporate entering students’ own perceptions of their backgrounds and preparedness 
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when placing new students into the hierarchy of first-year writing courses. And the 

literacy narrative allows writing instructors to consider students’ narratives about their 

struggles with reading, writing, and being a student before ultimately assigning them 

grades on precisely those activities. In other words, each of these institutional subjects 

(the admissions official, writing program administrator, and first-year writing instructor, 

respectively) is tasked with the job of enforcing strict standards about college-readiness 

for aspiring or newly admitted college students. These genres perform the important job 

of loosening those guidelines by incorporating personal narratives into assessments of 

college-readiness. 

Of course, administrators and teachers are not the only players in this game. 

Students use these genres to perform tasks that help them fulfill their own institutional 

roles. More specifically, they use these genres to make appeals to their college readiness 

when traditional criteria like GPA, standardized test score, a passing grade on the English 

AP exam, or a college-level textual analysis essay cannot make that case for them. In the 

college application essay, applicants tell stories they believe will appeal to admissions 

readers and set them apart from other applicants with comparable grades or test scores. 

Newly admitted students use the directed self-placement guide to position themselves as 

either prepared or unprepared for mainstream college writing classes. And first-year 

students use the literacy narrative to tell stories about their writing backgrounds that they 

think will appeal to their writing instructors.  

Because the theory of genre as social action focuses on the work genres 

accomplish for individuals within social contexts, it views generic subject positions as 



63 

strategic responses to social expectations rather than static or naturalized identity 

categories. This is a particularly important perspective for my project because I am 

interested in the ways the Diverse College Student subject is enacted through genre. I 

begin with the premise that this subjectivity is socially and rhetorically constructed, not 

inherent. Genres, in this view, become the rhetorical structures through which students 

both understand what role they should play and then respond accordingly (either by 

occupying, resisting, or transforming that role). In other words, genres facilitate the 

communicative exchange between aspiring and newly admitted students and the 

discourse community they hope to join—the university.  

Though the theory of genre as social action or play lays the foundation for studies 

of genre and ideology, it is worth noting that neither Miller nor Freadman actually 

engages in ideological inquiry herself. Instead of discussing institutions, for instance, 

which imply hierarchical power relations, they refer to the social component of discourse 

as “community. “ It is also striking that neither of these two essays, still foundational to 

current conceptions of genre, references a single social theorist who deals with issues of 

power and ideology like Foucault, Gramsci, Althusser, or Bourdieu.  What results is a 

dynamic theory of genre that accounts for the agency of writers, but not the relationship 

of genre to institutions and ideology.  By treating the university as a discourse 

community and not an institutional and ideological location, the analysis that results fails 

to address who historically has had the power to shape these conventions, for whom these 

conventions have worked, to what end, and why they do not work equally for all 

participants. It fails to consider what Aviva Freedman and Peter Medway call "genre 
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maintenance as power maintenance" (15)—genre’s role in the reproduction of unequal 

social conditions.  

Genre as Ideological Practice 

I understand a genre’s relationship to language in much the same way I 

understand a school’s relationship to education.  Schools provide the institutional 

structures, social guidelines, and material resources for teachers and students to teach and 

learn in ways that make sense to each other and the outside world. Likewise, genres act as 

socially recognizable sites for readers, writers, speakers, and listeners to communicate in 

socially recognizable ways. To ignore the ideological dimension of genre, then, would be 

like viewing schools as neutral buildings that simply house education.  We know, of 

course, that schools are much more than random assortments of brick—that they are in 

fact powerful institutions through which individuals are socialized as “educated” or 

“uneducated” according to socially constructed value systems about merit, knowledge, 

and hard work. Likewise, genres are not simply forms within which we write. They are 

rhetorical sites15 where individuals position themselves and others into social roles, 

institutions, and ideologies. Ideology, in my view, is the socially constructed illusion that 

these social positions are natural, sacrosanct, or legitimate.16  

                                                        
15My use of the word “site” here could be disputed for not explicitly defining genre as a verb, or 

action.  I define genres as locations where rhetors act--as both reoccurring situations and our rhetorical 
responses to those situations.  This dynamic relationship between situation and form is explored by 
Bawarshi in Genre and the Invention of the Writer. He describes genres as both “habit” and “habitat.” 

16As Terry Eagleton’s book, Ideology: An Introduction points out, defining ideology can be rather 
tricky.  I believe he offers no less than fifteen possible definitions, writes hundreds of pages exploring 
them, and never seems to land on one he can commit to.  My definition reflects my own interest in access 
to (and reproduction within) education, and it draws most heavily from Bourdieu and Passeron’s concept of 
symbolic violence.  They define symbolic violence as “any power which manages to impose meaning and 
to impose it as legitimate by concealing the power relations which are the basis of its force” (4).  
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When rhetorical theories of genre ignore ideology, they fail to address the power 

relations between the mainstream educational system and the students and families at its 

margins. Jonathan Kozol, Victor Villanueva, and Mike Rose all document how systems 

of oppression like racism and classism structure our experiences with school in ways that 

are not just different—they are unequal and unjust. Ideological theories of genre take 

stories like these into account by distinguishing students in need of greater access and 

retention not as merely different, but as victims of institutionalized systems of oppression 

like racism, classism, and sexism. As evidenced by Coe, Lingard, and Teslenko’s 2001 

anthology, The Rhetoric and Ideology of Genre, a body of scholarship is emerging that 

builds on the early work of Miller and Freadman to incorporate ideology into discussions 

of genre. These new theories extend rhetorical and pragmatic conceptions of genre to also 

consider the “ideological consequences” of generic participation (Coe, Lingard, and 

Teslkeko 4). Theorists ask not just “How does this genre persuade?” nor merely “What 

social function does this genre perform?” but also, “Who does this genre benefit and at 

whose cost?”  

Perhaps the best example of this work is Anthony Paré’s “Genre and Identity: 

Individuals, Institutions, and Ideology.”  Here, Paré links genre’s socializing role to 

ideological subject formation within institutions. He looks specifically at the ways 

workplace genres are used to initiate individuals into hierarchical subject positions. His 

study centers around thirteen Inuit social workers from arctic Quebec taking a course on 

social work writing at McGill University in Montreal. He concludes that the definitions 

of “professional” discourse used to educate the women about how to write their notes 
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were closely aligned with southern, urban culture, and therefore difficult for the women 

to adopt without completely altering their worldview. In particular, the convention to 

provide detailed narrative descriptions of clients’ hardships reflected the profession’s 

more urban inclination to remain distant from one’s clients. The Inuit women lived in 

such tight-knit communities that they knew their clients personally. They found it 

intrusive to reveal such painful details about their clients in texts that would likely be 

shared with bureaucratic authorities to decide abuse, custody, or other legal cases. As one 

of the women said, “white people are greedy for other people’s problems” (62). Paré 

explains: 

The degree of explicit detail required in documentation—the thorough records 
that their managers wanted—meant exposing their clients, all of whom were 
friends, family, or acquaintance, to the white authorities. Most painfully for the 
workers, records reduced their clients’ stories to narratives of failure and textually 
organized their lives under institutional and cultural categories of dysfunction and 
deviation. (63). 

 
To participate successfully within this genre, then, the women would need to perform a 

professional role that defied the values of their Inuit community. They “were being 

forced to employ rhetorical strategies developed in the urban south, where workers and 

clients live apart and have no relationship outside the interview, the office, or the 

courtroom” (63).  

As I discussed in the previous section, a theory of genre as social action would 

recognize the rhetorical performance at work here and indeed would acknowledge the 

women’s rhetorical choices within the genre (whatever they may be) as strategic 

responses to these professional guidelines. However, because Paré brings an ideological 

perspective to his work in genre theory, he does not stop there. He views this 
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performance as situated not merely within a discourse community, but within an 

ideological and institutional context comprised of unequal power relations.  

Transporting textual practices to the [arctic] north meant transporting as well the 
elements of context and culture that had created and sustained them: the 
impersonal, detached persona of professional life, the anticipated narratives of 
southern social work clients, the categories, lifestyles, values, beliefs, and power 
relations of the urban welfare state. As a result, the Inuit workers were forced into 
a position between cultures and into the role of professional representatives of the 
colonial power (63).  
 

In this way, Paré argues that the aboriginal Inuit women are not merely enacting a 

different subject position; they are enacting the oppressive subject position of their 

colonial ruler.  

Though genre’s ideological function seems to reproduce hierarchical social 

relations without the agency of its subjects, genre’s rhetorical function maintains what 

Anis Bawarshi calls “a dialectic of agency,” meaning that "writers invent genres and are 

themselves invented by genres" (7). In other words, when we take up a genre, we do 

enact its ideologies, but at the same time, that genre only exists through our enactment of 

it. As Devitt puts it, “Genre is visible in classification and form, relationships and 

patterns that develop when language users identify different tasks as being similar. But 

genre exists through people’s individual rhetorical actions at the nexus of the contexts of 

situation, culture, and genres” (31). That is, genres do not shape us anymore than we 

shape them. Bawarshi points out that the word “genre” is etymologically related to the 

words “generate” and “gender.” “Generate” implies one side of the dialectic of agency in 

which the genre can itself produce or create subject positions. “Gender,” which derives 

from the Latin word “genus” meaning kind or sort, implies that genre is also a social 
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category that individuals use to organize themselves into recognizable social roles. In 

other words, genres both organize and generate ideological subject positions. Like 

gender, genre’s structured roles are neither natural nor fair; they are socially and 

rhetorically composed to preserve the status of a group in power.  

In his seminal text, “Social Space and Symbolic Space,” social structuration 

theorist Pierre Bourdieu suggests that all societies can be understood as social spaces 

across which differences become articulated, understood, and enacted. To capture how 

this enactment process takes place, he introduces the concept of habitus, which refers to 

the set of tastes, practices, customs, etc. that corresponds to a social position. Feminine 

and masculine genders exist as social categories to differentiate men and women, to help 

individuals organize into groups and define themselves as different from (and more or 

less powerful than) other groups. But these categories only exist through the human 

enactment of them, through habitus—the choice of pink or blue paint colors on our 

nursery room walls, the gifts of ballet slippers or G.I. Joe, the friends we make, activities 

we prefer, majors we choose, etc. Through these everyday practices, we both locate 

ourselves within social hierarchies and participate in the reproduction of those 

hierarchies.  

Genres are the textual and rhetorical iterations of Bourdieu’s social spaces, and 

our rhetorical actions are our habitus. Paré’s definition of genre reflects this ideological 

and institutional dimension. Genres, he says, are “socio-rhetorical habits or rituals” 

through which individuals position themselves in the power relations of institutions. He 

comes to this definition by viewing ideology not as “power writ large,” but rather as the 
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daily practices of individuals to maintain and reproduce existing power relations. An 

ideology becomes hegemonic  through people’s consent (Gramsci). When we conform to 

a genre’s conventions, Paré suggests, we are interpellated as subjects of that genre’s 

ideology (Althusser). Coe, Lingard, and Teslenko make a similar point in the introduction 

to their anthology. They point out that all genres have social values embedded in their 

formal conventions but only rarely are these values made explicit. By writing along these 

formal guidelines, rhetors often “dance” ideologies without much awareness that they are 

doing so. As a result, genres have the “[potential] to discipline, erase, and elide some 

voices while serving the dominant political interests within communities of discourse” 

(5).   

When Paré applied this ideological framework to his genre study of Inuit social 

workers, he emerged with important insights about the ways colonial power was 

dispersed through professional texts. What’s more, he was able to consider how the genre 

contributed to the marginalization of a traditionally oppressed group. I approach my 

dissertation project with parallel interests. I am interested in the implications of the 

college application essay, the directed self-placement guide, and the literacy narrative for 

“borderline” college students. In the case of all three of these genres, writing oneself into 

the role of a Diverse College Student requires a student’s strategic ability to read the 

social ideas of the university and then rewrite those as her own lived experiences. By 

taking an ideological approach to my genre study, I am able to ask these questions: What 

are these social ideas that students are enacting? Where do they come from? How are 
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they dispersed? And most importantly, whose interests do they serve and at whose 

expense? 

By asking these same questions of three different genres that occur in three 

separate but related spheres of the university, I am operating on the assumption that 

multiple genres can in fact act together. Indeed, I structured this dissertation as a 

trajectory from college admissions to first-year composition to highlight the ways these 

genres are taken up by different individuals in different settings as part of a shared 

ideological project. In order to fully frame my project then, I need first to set up the 

premise that genre’s ideological function is not carried out through single genres, but 

rather through systems of interrelated genres.  

Genre Systems 

The idea of genre systems originated before rhetorical scholars named it as such. 

As Amy Devitt points out, Lloyd Bitzer hints at genres’ relationships to one another in 

his 1968 discussion of reoccurring rhetorical situations. He gives the example of a 

courtroom, explaining that within that social setting, several genres reoccur—the defense, 

the accusation, the witness testimony, etc. Bitzer points out that while these rhetorical 

situations are not the same, neither are they wholly separate from one another. Their 

rhetorical situations reoccur together in the same setting for a shared purpose. One 

rhetorical situation would not reoccur without the others; they are, in short, relatives, and 

they can be best understood when situated in the context of the others (qtd. Devitt Writing 

14). 
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Over the past two decades, a rich tradition of rhetorical genre theory has emerged 

to describe the complex relationships that bind genres (Devitt, 

“Intertextuality”; Bazerman; Russell; Yates and Orlikowski). In Devitt’s 1991 chapter, 

“Intertextuality in Tax Accounting,” she introduces the concept of “genre sets” by 

connecting the range of genres that tax accountants use in their professional lives. They 

produce a limited number of genres, all of which are different, but Devitt argues that they 

also share some similarities. Likewise, a college student may be responsible to produce a 

rhetorical analysis essay in her first-year composition course, a literary analysis essay in 

her English class, a lab report in her science class, and a term paper in her history course. 

Because these genres reoccur within the same social setting (the university), they share 

certain rhetorical features (like the formal citation of sources and the impersonal 

academic voice). They differ from each other as well, but because a college student uses 

all of these genres for similar purposes in a similar setting, they form a genre set.  

In “Systems of Genres and the Enactment of Social Intentions,” Charles 

Bazerman extends Devitt’s notion of genre sets to articulate a more dynamic textual 

interaction called genre systems. He defines genre systems as “interrelated genres that 

interact with each other in specific settings” (97). Genre systems differ from genre sets 

because they include the full range of participants. In other words, Devitt’s “genre set” 

would be limited to the genres used by   the tax accountant, but Bazerman’s “genre 

system” would include genres used by the tax accountant, the client, the IRS, and all the 

participants of the related genres. “This would be the full interaction,” he says, “the full 

event, the set of social relations as it has been enacted” (99). Likewise, genre systems do 
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not limit a college student’s generic participation to the genres that she herself writes. 

Bazerman gives the example of handouts in a college classroom that supplement a 

writing assignment. The student papers that result from the assignment follow the generic 

guidelines set forth by the assignment sheet. Teacher comments, yet another genre, relate 

to and interact with the genre of the student essay as well as the genre of the assignment 

sheet and other handouts (98). In other words, Bazerman’s theory of genre systems 

situates the student’s essay within a web of other genres that together constitute a 

dynamic social interaction between teacher, student, and institution. 

In “Rethinking Genre in School and Society: An Activity Theory Analysis,” 

David Russell extends the notion of school genres beyond the social setting of school 

itself. Research universities, he notes, act as a link for many students to other disciplines 

or professions.  Similarly, institutions of higher education have what Russell calls "genre-

mediated interactions" with the government, secondary schools, family and peer groups, 

and public advocacy groups (529-530). In this way, "the dialogic classroom interactions 

of teachers and students are linked intertextually, if indirectly, to other social practices" 

(530). Russell urges us to understand this intertextuality through the terms of genre 

theory and activity systems so that we can better understand the range of social contexts 

that contribute to a text’s production. He begins by introducing the term “activity system” 

from Yrjo Engelstrom's systems version of Vygotskian cultural-history activity theory. 

Activity theory views human interactions as goal-oriented and tool-mediated. Activity 

systems, then, are systems in which these social interactions occur. By synthesizing 

activity theory with Bazerman’s theory of genre systems, Russell comes to view activity 
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systems as textually mediated and textually enacted. His study centers on the activity 

system of the Cell Biology discipline in a research university. He categorizes what he 

calls "classroom genres" and then proposes that this system of genres "extends beyond 

the classroom, spatially and temporally" to the activity system of the university "as 

transcripts, diplomas, and other documents" (530-531). Likewise, it also extends to the 

activity systems of related professionals like lab scientists, researchers, and doctors. In 

other words, the genre systems of academic disciplines are not isolated to the classrooms 

in which they occur. They are in fact tools used to mediate interactions between 

classrooms and other related social spheres.  

Devitt discusses the intertwining social forces that constitute genres as “an 

interaction of contexts,” which include context of situation, context of culture, and 

context of genres (Writing 31).  Take, for instance, the example of a college applicant 

who sits down to write her application essay. She responds to her context of situation by 

appealing to her audience (the admissions readers), her topic (how her personal 

background prepares her for college), and her purpose (to secure admission). She 

responds to her context of culture by aligning herself with broadly shared values about 

what makes a qualified college student at the time and place of her writing.  And she 

responds to a context of genres by responding to the genres of the application, the essay 

prompt, and the university’s website, strategically repeating key words from the prompt 

and college mission statement to position herself as a uniquely qualified candidate. She 

also responds to a context of genres by writing an essay that supplements without 

repeating the information provided in her other application materials.  
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The branches of genres that relate to this aspiring college student’s application 

essay extend outward like an intricate family tree. They include college guidebooks, 

essay-help websites, letters of recommendation, letters of acceptance and rejection, 

personal essays, creative nonfiction essays, articles and abstracts published in academic 

journals, dissertations and term papers, cover letters used for job application purposes, 

and more. Genre theorists view this landscape of genres as windows into the broader 

social scene that surrounds the writer and her task. An ideological analysis that traces 

meaningful patterns across this constellation of genres can produce insights about higher 

education and its shifting definitions of college-readiness. What’s more, it can shed light 

on the myriad ways in which the institutional identity of the College Student becomes 

rhetorically constructed through texts and their users. By locating herself within this 

“interaction of contexts,” the writer is also aligning herself with social ideas about who or 

what a College Student is or should be. Through her participation in the genre, she both 

inhabits this pre-existing social role and contributes to its ongoing construction.  

Bootstraps Genres as a Neo-Liberal and Racial Project 

In this dissertation, I treat the college application essay, directed self-placement 

guide, and literacy narrative as a system of bootstraps genres. By reading them together 

in this way, I am able to consider the ways bootstraps genres work in a systematic way to 

enact the ideology of neo-liberalism by removing culpability for social oppression from 

public institutions like the university and placing responsibility on the individual victim 

of that oppression instead. In their essay, “Youth, Higher Education, and the Breaking of 

the Social Contract: Toward the Possibility of a Democratic Future,” Henry and Susan 
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Giroux trace the roots of neo-liberalism to the Reagan/Thatcher administration of the 

1980’s and define it as an ideology that declared the death of “society” and public 

welfare.  Neo-liberalism seems to rely on the pillar of the individual as agent of his/her 

own progress in society, and consequently, it promotes a distrust of public institutions 

committed to social change.  Similarly, neo-liberalism assumes that citizens should trust 

the market to guide society along its natural course—a course that ends in increased 

capitol and a thriving economy.  But when we entrust our political bodies to the corporate 

ideology, the authors say we inherit a state that “no longer invests in solving social 

problems; it now punishes those who are caught in the downward spiral of its economic 

policies” (221).   

Critical race theorists attribute neo-liberal narratives about agency, choice, and 

self-determination to the perpetuation of racism in the post-Civil Rights era. Indeed, since 

the end of legally sponsored racism in the 1960s, racial inequality has persisted despite 

legislative bans on the most visible forms of segregation and prejudice. In Racism 

Without Racists (2006), Eduardo Bonilla-Silva describes how “colorblind racism” acts as 

a rationalizing tool for Whites to construe the continuance of racial inequalities after the 

Jim Crow period as the products of nonracial dynamics (2). Oftentimes, the difference 

between a racial explanation and a colorblind explanation is the difference between the 

social and the individual. Rather than pointing to a “No Negroes” sign on the front door 

of a business, for instance, Whites can explain that individuals simply choose to stick 

together. Instead of claiming that Blacks are intellectually inferior, Whites can suggest 

certain students or families just do not place a high value on education. And before 
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acknowledging any social privileges of their own, Whites are likely to defend their 

personal work ethics. These claims of colorblindness could not resonate so powerfully 

without what Bonilla-Silva calls the racial storyline of “abstract liberalism,” a rhetorical 

frame that allows Whites to “appear reasonable and even moral, while opposing almost 

all practical approaches to deal with de facto racial inequality” (28). Racism still saturates 

this rhetorical landscape of denials, justifications, and historical re-visioning, but by 

disguising the social problem as a matter of individual choice, colorblindness avoids the 

public outcries and political solutions of the civil rights era. 

These rhetorical maneuvers constitute a part of what Philomena Essed calls 

“everyday racism”—the daily, often invisible, practices of individuals that create and 

confirm structures and ideologies of racism (185). Michael Omi and Howard Winant 

explain how racism permeates a culture of individualism that frequently denies the reality 

of racial difference. Although racial categories may be socially constructed, they exist 

through “racial projects” that make racial differences between groups meaningful. They 

explain, “Racial projects connect what race means in a particular discursive practice and 

the ways in which both social structures and everyday experiences are racially organized, 

based upon that meaning” (p. 125). College admissions, composition course placement, 

and first-year composition have always been racial projects in that they organize students 

into hierarchical, racially disproportionate structures. It would be impossible to detangle 

the role of race from any given variable of the college admissions, composition course 

placement, or first-year writing course trajectory—the race of administrators who 

determine admission and placement, the race of the students being reviewed, and perhaps 
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most importantly, the racialized history and impacts of socially constructed concepts like 

“college material,” “readiness for college writing,” and “writing ability” that guide those 

assessments.  

Race is woven throughout the initiation rituals of college admissions, composition 

course placement, and first-year composition through conceptions of literacy and 

educational identity. As Catherine Prendergast illustrates in Literacy and Racial Justice, 

“literacy has often been regarded as a White trait, something that Whites possess 

naturally, rather than as a White privilege” (8). Indeed, colorblind narratives about 

readiness for college have too often deemed students of color “unprepared” for not 

performing literacy practices historically associated with White, middle-class males. 

When these narratives rely on the rhetorical frame of individual choice, determination, 

and agency, they also imply that “unpreparedness” results from an individual student’s 

poor choices or lack of determination. 

In Rhetorical Listening: Identification, Gender, Whiteness, Krista Ratcliffe 

explains the consequences of what she calls “the reduced ethos of the rugged white male 

individualist” (124): “Within this reduced concept of ethos, which celebrates individual 

will and toil, ‘falling outside’ can be interpreted in only one way: as failure of individual 

will and toil”  (125). In turn, the racist assumption that White students are naturally more 

prepared for college than students of color persists today through the colorblind version 

of that claim—that individuals have the agency to determine their own readiness for 

college regardless of social circumstance.  
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Because narratives about self-determination and agency co-exist with narratives 

about literacy deficiencies and other racial formations, administrators and teachers who 

assign bootstraps genres to aspiring and newly admitted college students would be wise 

to consider the messages these genres communicate about the agency of individual 

students to prepare themselves for college. Do bootstraps genres define readiness for 

college writing through the lens of Whiteness? In their focus on individual agency, do 

they promote ideologies of colorblindness that naturalize racial hierarchies? Without such 

considerations, these genres risk sending the troubling message that racial inequalities in 

universities are natural and student-generated—reflective of either the intellectual 

differences or personal choices of individual students.  

Uptakes and the Agency of Response 

The instructor said, 
 
Go home and write 
a page tonight. 
And let that page come out of you--- 
Then, it will be true.  
 
I wonder if it's that simple? 
I am twenty-two, colored, born in Winston-Salem. 
I went to school there, then Durham, then here 
to this college on the hill above Harlem. 
I am the only colored student in my class. 
The steps from the hill lead down into Harlem 
through a park, then I cross St. Nicholas, 
Eighth Avenue, Seventh, and I come to the Y, 
the Harlem Branch Y, where I take the elevator 
up to my room, sit down, and write this page: 
 
It's not easy to know what is true for you or me 
at twenty-two, my age. But I guess I'm what 
I feel and see and hear, Harlem, I hear you: 
hear you, hear me---we two---you, me, talk on this page. 
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(I hear New York too.) Me---who? 
Well, I like to eat, sleep, drink, and be in love. 
I like to work, read, learn, and understand life. 
I like a pipe for a Christmas present, 
or records---Bessie, bop, or Bach. 
I guess being colored doesn't make me NOT like 
the same things other folks like who are other races. 
So will my page be colored that I write? 
Being me, it will not be white. 
But it will be 
a part of you, instructor. 
You are white--- 
yet a part of me, as I am a part of you. 
That's American. 
Sometimes perhaps you don't want to be a part of me. 
Nor do I often want to be a part of you. 
But we are, that's true! 
As I learn from you, 
I guess you learn from me--- 
although you're older---and white--- 
and somewhat more free. 
 
This is my page for English B. 
 
—Langston Hughes, “Theme for English B” 

 

Of course, genres do not have the power to dictate students’ identities or belief 

systems. Langston Hughes’s “Theme for English B” powerfully encapsulates the ways 

students can play off the tunes that genres set for them. Some may write themselves into 

generic roles in an attempt to get what they want from the system; others may counter the 

expectations with gestures of resistance. Either way, the writer is the agent of her own 

response to a genre’s ideologies. As Bawarshi points out, genres merely present writers 

with social roles; writers strategically respond to those roles through an infinite number 

of possible uptakes. 
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The fact that as writers we confront representations of who we are and 
how we should behave whenever we write within a genre does not mean 
we do not or cannot contest them. We do. But…we do so not by escaping 
genre and entering some genre-free environment in which we can access 
some inherent identity. Rather, we do so by engaging other genres, which 
draw on other subject positions and desires. (110) 
 

Neo-liberal and colorblind ideologies may structure students’ responses to bootstraps 

genres, but they do not preordain them. Nor do students necessarily internalize any social 

narratives that they adopt in an essay written for an institutional audience. They may 

recognize the role they are supposed to play, dissect its values and assumptions, and then 

respond according to their own rhetorical exigencies.  

Chela Sandoval calls this critical perspective "differential oppositional 

consciousness," which means "the ability to read situations of power and self-consciously 

choose and adopt the ideological form best suited to the situation" (qtd. Elenes 115). Like 

Bawarshi, Sandoval acknowledges that individuals cannot escape ideology. Moving away 

from one ideological form necessarily means moving toward another. Our moves—

rhetorical and otherwise—are always responses to social expectations. Differential 

oppositional consciousness grants individuals the perspective necessary to make these 

moves work for their own purposes. In “Chicana Feminist Narratives and the Politics of 

the Self,” Alejandra Elenes discusses how this perspective can empower marginalized 

writers of personal narratives. Specifically, she examines how Chicana feminist writers 

Ana Castillo and María Elena Lucas resist the traditional Western genre of 

autobiography. "By connecting the self to individual communities and to relations of 

power,” these writers push the boundaries of the master genre in three ways: by 

constructing knowledge through experience, destabilizing the Western "I", and by 
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situating knowledge from sites of oppression (105). Because the boundaries of genres are 

fluid, Elenes suggests, marginalized writers can rearticulate master genres in ways that 

are empowering rather than oppressive. 

It is outside the scope of my project to consider whether individual students were 

victimized or empowered by their encounters with the college application essay, the 

directed self-placement guide, or the literacy narrative. The sample texts I analyze are all 

available publically. Aside from my personal experiences teaching basic writing that I 

draw from in my concluding chapter, I did not get the opportunity to meet any of these 

student-writers personally through interviews, observations, or ethnographic research 

(though such work would certainly be a valuable extension of this project). Instead, this 

dissertation takes a broad look at patterns across three genres to understand the 

ideological subject positions that seem to be expected of borderline college students as 

they are initiated into the academy. The lessons I glean from this analysis are meant to be 

seen as windows not into individual student experiences, but rather into the institutional 

context of university writing programs and classrooms.   

For, just as student-writers have the agency to take up bootstraps genres in 

strategic and empowering ways, so too do the administrators and teachers who assign 

them. We have the agency to frame these writing situations in ways that encourage 

students to think critically about the social ideas and identities embedded in them. As 

agents of change at the gates of higher education, we should not view ourselves or our 

students as mere parrots of generic or institutional conventions. Rather, it is both 

politically and pedagogically more productive to acknowledge the dialectic of agency in 
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both schools and genres—to acknowledge that administrators, teachers, and students 

structure schools at the same time that schools structure them. 

The college application essay is perhaps the most compelling example of a 

bootstraps genre. In the next chapter, I will examine the college application essays of 

low-income and racial minority college applicants as “uptakes” or responses to the inter-

textual, ideological environment of colorblind affirmative action. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE IDEOLOGY OF GENRE-BLINDNESS—

PERSONAL HARDSHIPS AND PERSONAL HEROICS IN THE COLLEGE 

APPLICATION ESSAY 

 
“When I was finished, I barely remembered running the race at all, and was only 
convinced that I actually did when my coach congratulated me on a third place 
finish. I had come in just slightly above the middle of the pack, despite genetics, 
despite everything. I realized that sprinting had nothing to do with being African-
American or Chinese-American. My medal, which I received later that day, was 
embossed with a winged shoe. That’s the best thing about shoes: no matter who 
you are, you can always put on the same pair as anyone else.”  
—Excerpt from “The Chinese Sprinter,” a college application essay displayed as a 
model on the popular essay help website EssayEdge.com 
 
"You do not take a man who for years has been hobbled by chains, liberate him, 
bring him to the starting line of a race, saying, 'you are free to compete with all 
the others,' and still justly believe you have been completely fair.”  
—President Lyndon B. Johnson in “To Fulfill These Rights,” making the case for 
an early version of affirmative action at Howard University, June 1965 
 
As the previous chapter outlined, genre theory offers useful frameworks for 

teachers and scholars interested in understanding the ways social patterns get reproduced 

rather than transformed through discursive practices. Since Carolyn R. Miller’s seminal 

“Genre as Social Action,” genres have been discussed not as static socio-linguistic 

categories, but as socializing activities through which individuals write themselves into 

social roles, institutions, and ideologies.  Recently, genre theorists have been moved to 

consider what Aviva Freedman and Peter Medway call "genre maintenance as power 

maintenance” (15)—genre’s ideological function to reify social hierarchies.  Anis 

Bawarshi explains how genres socialize writers through an “ideological sleight of hand, 

in which social obligation to act becomes internalized as self-generated desire to act in 

certain rhetorical ways” (8).  In this way, genres reproduce both social hierarchies and 
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individuals’ positions within those hierarchies through a powerful individualizing 

mechanism that blinds rhetorical actors to the social nature of their task, convincing them 

that the rules they obey are their own. The ideological work of genre depends in no small 

part on that blindness—on our susceptibility as writers and readers to produce and 

consume repetitive discursive patterns as if they were isolated, individual choices.  

It is with this idea of blindness in mind that I turn my attention to the college 

application essay— the short personal narrative that applicants are invited to write as a 

final appeal to their college-readiness. As I discussed in Chapter One, universities have 

recently used the application essay as a way around state-mandated bans on affirmative 

action. Just as Justice Ruth Bader Ginsberg predicted, in the wake of the Grutter and 

Gratz rulings, schools began to disguise their efforts to achieve racial diversity by 

“encourag[ing] applicants to write of their cultural traditions in the essays they submit, or 

to indicate whether English is their second language” (Gratz). More to the point, 

universities prompted applicants to write personal statements about seemingly race-

neutral topics like personal hardships and then subsequently read more favorably those 

hardships that reflected racial minority status (McWhorter).   

These racial politics lurking beneath the surface of the college application essay 

are never explicitly communicated to the applicants themselves. Application materials 

frame all references to diversity in race-neutral terms. Admissions decisions (race-

conscious or otherwise) are made behind closed doors. And, as the first part of this 

chapter will demonstrate, college guidebooks gloss over the subject of race altogether. 

Though the politics of colorblind affirmative action are pushed underground, the 
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ideological atmosphere still shapes the rhetorical situation of the college applicant. For, 

writing oneself into the role of a college student requires an applicant’s strategic ability to 

read the social ideas of the university and then rewrite those as her own lived 

experiences. For low-income and racial minority college applicants like the author of 

“The Chinese Sprinter,” this task presents rhetorical challenges that are both raced and 

classed. The websites of most competitive universities will tell you that they clamor for 

diversity along racial and socio-economic lines. Yet, the same liberal ideologies that ban 

the use of race in college admissions also promote the agency of individuals to overcome 

social circumstance through educational achievement.  With this liberal commitment to 

individualism comes a feigned blindness to the very existence of race and class as 

relevant social categories, and as this essay will suggest, a similarly disingenuous 

blindness to the role of genre in the writing practices of college admissions. Besides 

indicating a significant relationship between blindness to genre and blindness to race and 

class difference, the analysis that follows also asks what this relationship means, where it 

comes from, and most importantly, how it is maintained to reproduce the social privileges 

of a traditionally White, wealthy college elite.  

To fully address these questions, one must consider not only the writing of college 

applicants within the genre, but also the writing to college applicants about the genre. 

For, certainly students do not invent and adopt the social ideas of the university on their 

own. Rather, the persistent notion that individuals apply to college as race-less, class-less 

individuals with equal opportunities for admission disseminates to students through the 

rules, tips, and guidelines that preserve the conventions of the genre. Karen Surman Paley 
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and Amy Vidali have examined how the college application essay constrains writers to 

strategically represent themselves as different to an audience of admissions board 

members. Though Vidali’s study attends to students with disabilities, both articles focus 

exclusively on White college applicants and neither discusses class. This chapter extends 

this conversation of the genre to consider issues of race and class difference both in and 

around the college application essay. As primary texts I look to several websites, 

guidebooks, and magazines that steer students through the application process.  In 

addition, I close read sample student essays from a recently published booklet called In 

Their Words: Ten Outstanding Student Essays by a non-profit group called College 

Summit that helps low-income and racial minority students navigate the maze of college 

admissions.  

For, despite being immersed in rhetorics of individualism, the college application 

essay calls for the mimetic construction of disadvantage from racial minority and low-

income applicants in ways that conform to dominant ideologies about race and class. 

These conventionalized responses illustrate why I call the college application essay a 

bootstraps genre: it invites students to recount social hardships like racism and classism 

as personal hardships to be overcome through personal heroics.  In the process, young 

writers make personal a deeply entrenched social narrative about equal opportunity—

about the disadvantaged being able to pull themselves up by their bootstraps, to sprint 

ahead of the pack, to attain a college education despite the inevitable hardships they 

encounter along the way.  By writing themselves into the bootstraps story in this way, 

writers are then called upon to write out, or erase, the social nature of racial and class 
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discrimination.  Consequently, social irresponsibility for such insidious social processes 

risks being justified as the personal responsibility of the students themselves. 

Meta-Genre as Anti-Genre 
 

"Power...is not some force that is mysteriously transported or conspiratorially 
hidden in discourse"  
—David Russell 523 
 
In order to address the ways ideologies disseminate through generic texts, I do not 

begin with student essays, but rather with an analysis of the powerful network of texts 

online, in bookstores, and in the popular media designed to help students write successful 

college application essays. These materials constitute what Janet Giltrow calls “meta-

genre,” “situated language about situated language” (190).  Because of its self-declared 

authority as insider knowledge, meta-genre can help explain how social ideas circulate 

through the generic pipeline only to be reproduced as personal expression. 

As my previous chapter demonstrated, genre theory tells us that a writer’s 

intentions reflect not only a personal motive, but also a social motive, which is mediated 

through genre. What’s more, this social motive should not be attributed merely to the 

genre a writer takes up, but also to a system of related genres that help to maintain the 

generic landscape already etched into the blank page. If invention is a social process 

mediated through not just one, but several interrelated genres, then a kind of textual 

network ought to exist through which instructions are passed down, rules are regulated, 

and generic borders maintained. Giltrow’s meta-genres can be understood as 

“atmospheres surrounding genres” (195)—dynamic sets of guidelines that get expressed 

both implicitly and explicitly through discourse about and around a genre. Giltrow 
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explains that these guidelines function as “a kind of pre-emptive feedback…written 

regulations for the production of a genre, ruling out some kinds of expression, endorsing 

others” (190).  Before a writer can respond to the rules of a genre at hand, say an office 

memo, she has likely already been exposed to those rules through meta-generic materials 

like office manuals, reference books, or conversations between colleagues that tell her 

what an office memo ought to look like. The office memo cannot maintain its 

recognizable features alone, nor are those traits self-generated; rather, genres and the 

value systems embedded in them are dialectically constituted and in turn reified through 

the reproductive work of other related genres. 

Although Giltrow’s model of genre relationships could be read as more 

cooperative than hierarchical, most work on the subject seems to show meta-genres 

acting more like police than peers to the genres they regulate. Anis Bawarshi hints at just 

this sort of power dynamic when he equates meta-genre with what he calls “master-

genre” in his analysis of three first-year-writing genres. He explains that the course 

syllabus acts as a dominant discursive force in relationship to two subservient genres (the 

writing prompt and the student essay) because of its role in “establishing the ideological 

and discursive environment for the course, generating and enforcing the subsequent 

relations, subject positions, and practices teacher and students will perform during the 

course” (119).  Related genres may be cooperative in maintaining the generic order, but 

they are not equal. Certain genres in the meta-generic atmosphere hold more sway than 

others, structuring the spaces that other related genres will fill.  In Bawarshi’s writing 

class, the prompt holds a middle-management position, reflecting the constraints imposed 
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on it by the syllabus while at the same time assigning the generic demands of the student 

essay.  Both the syllabus and the writing prompt act as meta-genre to the student essay, 

but as Giltrow foretells, neither is autonomous; even meta-genres are linked to their own 

discursive precursors, their own meta-generic atmospheres of “sequestered expectations” 

(Giltrow 195).  In other words, one cannot trace a hierarchical model of genre 

relationships back to an essential source; even a “master genre” like the course syllabus 

responds to its own set of meta-generic guidelines that prefigures much of its form and 

content.   

If not a stable beginning, what can we discern from a hierarchical model of genre 

systems?  In my view, by recognizing the hierarchical relations between genres, we gain 

greater insight into the ideological function of genre to blind readers and writers to the 

effects of genre—to perpetually cover its tracks as it leaves its mark. For, in its role as 

guide, meta-genre holds a unique power to shape writers’ genre-awareness, an important 

literacy skill that Amy Devitt defines as "critical consciousness of both rhetorical 

purposes and ideological effects of generic forms" (192).  Despite this potential to 

promote genre awareness, some meta-genres behave in contradictory ways to actually 

erase any visible effects of genre from the writing process.  These meta-genres disguise 

the act of writing within a genre as a series of personal choices motivated by personal 

motives.  Giltrow distinguishes between those meta-genres that make guidelines explicit 

and those that speak in such vague terms as to obscure the role of genre altogether, the 

academic meta-genre fitting in this second category (190).  Indeed, both Bawarshi and 

Giltrow find evidence that the meta-genre around academic discourse in college courses 
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works to maintain “the illusion of autonomy” in which student writing appears self-

motivated despite the starkly social nature of responding to a teacher’s assignment 

(Bawarshi 136).  Bawarshi observes, “one of the tricks teachers often expect students to 

perform in writing involves recontextualizing the desires embedded in the writing prompt 

as their own self-generated desires” (134).  Similarly, Giltrow accuses academic meta-

genres of “beating around the bush” (202); rather than explicitly outlining the rules of 

discipline-specific genres, the academic meta-genre obscures them, calling for 

“individual ‘voice,’ ‘honesty,’ and outspokenness” (202).  Instead of making the 

hierarchical relationships between academic genres explicit, the academic meta-genre 

seems intent on concealing the role of genre altogether.  

A look at the rhetoric of college guidebooks suggests that the academic meta-

genre does not begin in the college classroom, nor do students first encounter its 

individualizing effects through the voices of their college professors.  A nearly identical 

pattern of obfuscation emerges in the meta-genre around the college application essay.  

College admissions guides that offer “pre-emptive feedback” often promote genre-

blindness under the guise of genre instruction and insider-knowledge.  However, it is 

worth noting that Giltrow does not critique meta-genre to suggest that contradictory talk 

about writing is wrong and in need of fixing. Instead, she suggests looking for patterns, 

inconsistencies, and “degrees of explicitness” (190)—treating meta-generic discourse as 

itself a genre to be studied (203).  In other words, meta-genres should not be read as right 

or wrong, expert or amateur, but rather as indicators of social context. Applying 

Giltrow’s meta-generic frame to the context of college admissions, we should not ask, do 
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application materials, admissions officers, and college guidebooks accurately describe the 

genres required of college applicants?  Rather, we should ask, what can we learn about 

the context of college admissions from these meta-discursive patterns?  More specifically 

for my purposes, what sorts of racial and socio-economic ideologies underlie this meta-

generic tendency to individualize what is essentially a social act?  

 
Rhetorics of Authenticity, Rhetorics of Whiteness 
 

“The desire to emerge as ‘authentic’ through mimicry—through a process of 
writing and repetition—is the final irony of partial representation.”  
—Homi Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man” 118  
 
Meta-generic discourse surrounding the college application essay emphasizes the 

agency of individual writers to tell authentic personal stories in a straightforward, almost 

self-explanatory rhetorical situation.  In doing so, it ignores the social issues of race and 

class17 inherent to the writer’s task and indeed to the genre itself.  According to the 

authorities on college admissions who author increasingly popular guidebooks (Woods, 

Hernández), how-to articles (Poch, Hallet), and websites like EssayEdge.com, the college 

admissions audience just wants to meet the real person behind the application, and the 

writer’s purpose is to reveal an authentic self through an honest personal narrative.  Any 

problems with inauthentic narratives stem not from the genre itself, nor from the social 

institution it represents, but rather from eager-to-please writers misinterpreting their 

personal motive as social. 

                                                        
17 The important issue of gender could easily be included here, but has been omitted, as it is not the focus of 
this project.  
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In the article “In Search of the Authentic Student,” published in the 2008 college 

edition of Newsweek, former admissions officer Bruce Poch describes the admissions 

process as an old-fashioned courting ritual. Admissions officers, he says, are on a “hunt 

for the authentic” (14): “We look for credibility and ultimately, genuineness” (15).  It is 

only because college applicants have corrupted the communicative exchange through 

“affectations” and “the influence of handlers” that admissions officers have “had to 

become personality detectives” looking for the “real you” (14).  Poch assures students 

that the application process requires nothing more than an individual’s honest personal 

expression, as if self-representation requires no rhetorical maneuvering at all.    

Nearly identical calls for authenticity are featured in the other guidebooks as well.  

For instance, in The College Admission Essay for Dummies, Geraldine Woods 

emphasizes that, “honesty is the best policy” (12):  “Admissions officers want to hear 

about the real stuff of your life. Like every other human who ever lived, they don’t take 

kindly to liars or exaggerators (12).  Vicky Hallet offers a similar tip in her article, 

“Express Yourself: How to Tell Your Story” in US News and World Report: “Be 

genuine. Every student knows a classmate who picked up an activity (or instrument or 

sport) to look good on paper. Colleges can spot that sort of thing a mile off” (49).  

Finally, in Acing the Application Essay, Michele Hernández writes, “Don’t be shy. This 

is not the time for students to be detached—this essay should come straight from the 

heart and take the admissions officer right into your life” (79).  All of these messages 

about authenticity treat the admission essay as a strictly personal genre of writing—free 

from the governance of institutional rules, expectations, or evaluations. It seems the only 
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generic convention to the college admission essay is to avoid lying—the only strategy, to 

be yourself.  In fact, Woods even tells writers to “forget about strategy” (11), saying, “If 

you’re remotely normal and you write the truth about yourself, you don’t have to worry 

about breaking a rule you only imagine exists. The moral of the story: Write your own 

essay and forget about everyone else’s” (12). 

Of course, if the genre were really so free from rules or social expectations, these 

guidebooks would not be necessary in the first place. Indeed, most of the genre-blind 

rhetoric surrounding the college application essay eventually has to contend with the 

social nature of the writer’s situation. Perhaps only to preserve their role in the college 

admissions process, or perhaps because the genre indeed requires guidance, the authors 

make sure to temper their advice to students by urging that the “true self” they represent 

in the essay also be their “best self” (Woods 2).  For instance, despite telling students to 

write “straight from the heart,” Hernández also says, “Granted, you should present your 

best self—the dressed-up-for-company version (12).  Writers can do this most effectively 

by attending to the guidebook authors’ many rules: “Avoid clichés, luxury travel, flat 

descriptions, and dull writing” (Hernández 63).  These rules, like many others provided 

by the guide authors, simultaneously invite repetition and demand the writer’s originality.  

Most prominent and (perhaps most contradictory as well), is the rule to “be original,” for 

a rule-governed approach to originality implies that writers should be unique, but not too 

unique.  For instance, guide authors often praise students who successfully choose 

original topics like a “lucky rubber-band ball” (Hallet 49) or why “nothing is more 

important to me than finding the perfect pickle” (Woods 10).  Yet at the same time they 
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warn writers not to get carried away by creativity and wander out of bounds.  To this 

point, Hallett shares the story of a student who wrote his essay in blood to try and stand 

out.  According to her source, admissions officers refused to read it (Jim Miller qtd. in 

Hallett, 49).  

For racial minority and low-income applicants influenced by meta-generic 

definitions of the genre as “the real you on paper,” the process of conforming to the 

genre’s requirements risks complicity with dominant narratives about race and class that 

marginalize them.  In “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” 

postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha complicates what it means for an institution to call for 

“authenticity” from a marginalized rhetor, saying the very invitation reflects “the desire 

for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of difference that is almost the same, but 

not quite” (114).  He suggests that writers cannot possibly represent their “difference” 

authentically, especially to an audience of university admissions officers, for, “despite 

their intentions and invocations they inscribe the colonial text erratically, eccentrically 

across a body politic that refuses to be representative, in a narrative that refuses to be 

representational” (126).  Indeed, the writer’s efforts to appear authentic will result not in 

a genuine personal narrative, but rather in what Bhabha calls “partial representation” 

(117), which “fixes the colonial subject as a ‘partial’ presence” (115).   

In other words, the university’s request for authentic representations of difference 

in the personal stories of its applicants acts as both an inclusive and an exclusive gesture 

toward racialized minority and economically disadvantaged students.  Because it reflects 

the institution’s thirst for diversity, the move may garner more students greater access to 
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college, but if Bhabha’s theory holds true, their presence there will be only “partial.”  Not 

only must the writer strategically edit her presentation of difference to appease the 

college admissions audience, but once admitted, the college student still represents “a 

reformed, recognizable Other,” a “mimic” whose very presence on campus will serve to 

reinforce normative ideologies about race and class that underlie the bootstraps narrative. 

Despite the efforts of guidebooks to disguise it otherwise, the genre of the college 

admission essay does not invite writers to authentically represent their own personal 

stories through personal motive, but rather invites them to respond to social exigency 

through the repetition of accepted social stories about what constitutes a college student. 

Strategic Differences 
 

Participation in any genre requires special attention to how one’s rhetorical 

choices will be received by an audience with prescribed expectations.  All college 

applicants who write an essay to get into college must contend with these generic 

constraints.  As Paley puts it, “the personal” must “both fit in and stand out…In the same 

way, the ‘unique’ selves constructed by the college applicants must not be challenging to 

the university” (6).  For racial minority and low-income college applicants, these 

constraints function to silence any subversive narrative elements that might disrupt the 

taken-for-granted values of the American university—values like individualism, 

meritocracy, and equal opportunity.  Kpakpundu Ezeze, a consultant from Washington 

D.C. public schools who helps African American students with their applications to 

college, describes the rhetorical challenges this way: “Issues of discrimination and racism 

are very sensitive issues and students should be very careful how they discuss it.  If you 
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can show growth and tell how the experience can contribute to your life on campus, it can 

be very powerful” (qtd. in “New Emphasis” 33). In other words, Black applicants should 

tread carefully as they discuss issues of racism (and one could easily include classism 

here as well); they can discuss these social problems if they choose, but they must make 

the story both personal and uplifting.  The authors of a recent article in the Journal of 

Blacks in Higher Education agree, saying, “Students can talk about racial incidents that 

have affected them—positive or negative. But the Black student applicants need to 

explain what they learned from the experience” (“New Emphasis” 33).  JBHE also cites a 

study in which it asked high school guidance counselors and college admissions 

specialists how Black students should address racial discrimination in their essays, if at 

all.  The article reports, “Almost all the counselors surveyed by JBHE agreed that the 

most important subject choice of the essay is the description of an event that shows the 

applicant has learned an important lesson…Militant screeds on racism must be avoided” 

(33).  So the message to minoritized students is that they may write about racism, but 

only if they do so “politely”—only if they can show how they have overcome it, what 

they have learned from it, and why it has prepared them for college. Most importantly, 

they cannot be “militant,” nor can they wallow in self-pity or celebrate victimization. 

Of course, this set of racialized instructions to racial minority college applicants 

does not enter the mainstream meta-genre of the college guidebooks.  In fact, it is 

difficult to determine how, exactly, these rules get filtered down to the writers 

themselves, if not through high school counselors, admissions specialists, and personal 

consultants like Ezeze to whom few students have access.  Even College Summit, a 
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leading non-profit organization focused exclusively on helping racial minority and low-

income students navigate the college application process, does not make explicit these 

rules about engaging in racialized discourse.  Rather, its curriculum puts forward the 

same race- and class-neutral rhetorics of authenticity discussed in the previous section, 

telling students to “write an essay that illustrates your life and expresses your heartbeat” 

and to put their “souls on paper” (Frome).  Meta-generic texts like these promote genre-

blindness under the guise of genre instruction by directing students to write to an 

admissions officer in the same way they would write to a diary. Much worse, they 

insinuate a deeper blindness to the ways race and class difference come to bear on college 

admissions by suggesting that all students apply to college on an equal playing field.  

Ethos of the “Other” 

Despite its absence in popular meta-generic materials, the message to write about 

race and class only in polite, uplifting ways does reach students, for it certainly influences 

the ways they represent difference in their essays.  College Summit recently published a 

booklet called In Their Words: Ten Outstanding Student Essays that includes ten model 

essays produced in its college application essay workshops.  A reading of this booklet 

illustrates how the concept of difference plays a crucial role in minoritized writers’ 

rhetorical situations. They write for admittance to institutions that are eager to show their 

commitment to diversity by accepting higher numbers of low-income and minority 

students.  At the same time, these writers address an audience of admissions board 

members with whom they share little common ground.  The very communicative 

exchange is defined by differences between the writer and the reader—in age, social 
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status, and presumably, race and class.  For, although individual readers on admissions 

boards may share the low-income or minority statuses of these writers, as a faceless, 

anonymous group of readers, this audience represents an institution historically 

represented by a dominant White, upper class. In order to speak persuasively within the 

college admissions context and to this audience of admissions officers, low-income and 

minority youth mentored by College Summit often turn to their marginalized racial and 

socio-economic identities to set themselves apart from both the mainstream college 

student population and the audience they aim to persuade.  The selections published in In 

Their Words reveal these writers’ rhetorical strategies to build their credibility as future 

college students by appealing to an ethos of “otherness”—a relational ethics earned 

through marginalization and defined by difference. Within the genre of the college 

application essay, marginalized rhetors must build their ethos through their difference 

rather than through a traditional Aristotelian “common ground.”  The strategy’s 

effectiveness lies in each writer’s ability to build difference into a moral and emotional 

asset—a unique ethos won through the hardships endured by being “othered” in a White, 

capitalist society.  

Though eight out of the ten application essays published in College Summit’s 

book demonstrate an appeal to “otherness” ethos, Pinpoquin Theresa Downey’s entry 

about her ties to a Native American family and community perhaps illustrates this 

rhetorical appeal most effectively.  Downey opens her narrative with a single-word 

sentence that she knows her audience will fail to understand: “Theytay.” Although she 

goes on to explain in the next sentence that the word means “grandfather” in her 
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traditional Tewa language, she has already made an important point about difference by 

inviting her reader to experience a cultural and linguistic “othering” that she knows well.   

As readers struggle to understand Downey’s first word, they must seek her translation 

before moving on—a reading experience that is both alienating and humbling.  By 

utilizing this strategy, Downey emphasizes the cultural and linguistic barriers between 

her and her audience, but she does so as an appeal to her own credibility as a rhetor, and 

more importantly, as a future college student.  This early display of her Tewa language 

boasts a kind of knowledge that is foreign from those her audience can claim—precisely 

the kind of “diversity” college admissions boards profess to value.  

In both her introduction and her conclusion, Downey employs the rhetorical 

strategies of repetition and parallel structure to highlight the differences between herself 

as a marginalized rhetor and her audience as a dominant social group.  She begins by 

laying claim to a Native American family and community under constant threat from 

White society.  Her “Theytay,” she says, is “more than a definition…He’s my culture, my 

language, my songs, and my dances. He’s a respected elder in my community,” and she 

now worries, “he could die.”  The repetition of “my” emphasizes her personal, possessive 

relationship to a culture, language, and community that is distinctly hers, which is to say, 

it is not ours, not shared by her audience.  Indeed, the urgency of her short phrases, which 

mirror each other in structure and impact, reflect a strong desire to own her cultural and 

linguistic differences that distinguish her Tewa tribe from her White audience of a 

mainstream college community.  Downey later returns to the repetition of “my” in her 

conclusion when she asserts, “As long as I am protecting my land, my culture will 
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survive.  My people will survive. I will survive.”  The internal rhyming between “I,” 

“my” and “survive” form a relentless and rhythmic assertion of the personal—the 

repetition a linguistic form of survival meant to echo the cultural and geographic survival 

she seeks.  These choices to repeat her possessive relationship to a marginalized culture 

in the face of oppression work as evidence of her strength and loyalty—two qualities that 

she links to her own credibility as a future college student when she writes of her 

“responsibility to ensure the protection of Native land” through the study of educational 

law. 

Downey’s appeals to an “otherness” ethos cannot be defined by difference alone.  

She is, after all, a writer addressing an audience in a hierarchical rhetorical context, and 

so difference must always imply inequality. Downey strategically uses racialized 

language to draw connections between difference and inequality; in doing so, builds her 

credibility as a potential college student who has gained strength from her experiences as 

a marginalized racial minority.  She writes of wanting future generations to see more than 

her “brown, Pueblo eyes”—to see that she has a rich cultural history worth valuing.   “I 

want their lives to have meaning,” she says, “I want my life to have meaning.”  Here she 

connects her racial identity as “brown” and “Pueblo” to a societal oppression that strips 

her life of meaning.  By describing herself in terms of color, she shows her readers how 

her experience of “difference” has been more than different; it’s been unjust.   

Yet one can see how she strategically discusses racial injustice in precisely the 

“polite,” non-threatening ways that JBHE suggests she must, for she connects her appeal 

for college admission to an ethical commitment to social justice.  “People will try to steal 
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this land,” she writes, “and someone has to be able to make them understand that it can 

never be sold.”  In fact, Downey offers only one reason for wanting to go to college: her 

grandparents have told her that she needs to “understand White society. Someone has to 

be able to understand those big words used in the White world.”  She emphasizes the vast 

difference between the world of her family and the world of White people, and then she 

builds that difference into an ethos that establishes her credibility as a future college 

student: “They chose me to be that ‘someone.’”  By repeatedly naming herself 

“someone,” she expresses the strength of her character, an appeal central to the purpose 

of the college admission essay.  

The rhetoric surrounding the genre tells students to find a “hook” that will set 

them apart from the stacks of personal stories that admissions officers must wade 

through.  In other words, students must appear different in order to appear worthy of 

college admission.  For students like Downey who are already othered and marginalized 

by the White, English-speaking, upper-middle-class majority of the college student 

population, the rhetorical exigency to appear different is satisfied a priori.  The real 

challenge for writers like her is to build that difference into an ethos that the reader can 

associate with the (rhetorically constructed) ideal character of the college student.  

Downey accomplishes this task by drawing connections between her “othered” identity 

and her educational promise, saying, “It disheartens me at times, but it also gives me 

strength to continue my education.”  And here she reveals the racialized challenge unique 

to the marginalized student’s rhetorical situation: the application essay does not allow 

minority or low-income writers to dwell on pathos.  Rather, the effectiveness of any 
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pathetic appeal must simultaneously build a rhetor’s credibility as a college student by 

emphasizing strength and persistence as logical outcomes of difference.   

That Downey adheres to a set of racialized instructions that were never explicitly 

communicated to her through College Summit’s curriculum or other popular meta-

generic texts speaks to genre’s role in maintaining the ideologies of institutions. In 

Racism Without Racists: Colorblind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in 

the United States, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva outlines how liberal ideologies like equal 

individualism, meritocracy, and equal opportunity act together to perpetuate a post-Civil 

Rights era of racism that he names “colorblind racism”—a rationalizing tool for Whites 

to construe the continuance of racial inequality after the Jim Crow period as the product 

of nonracial dynamics (2).  The ideology of colorblind racism rests on narrative frames to 

support the notion that racial and class discrimination do not impede any individual’s 

chance for educational attainment; through hard work and determination, the individual 

can lift herself up by her “bootstraps” and gain social mobility and, ultimately, social and 

economic equity.  The attainment of a higher education often functions as a crucial event 

in this narrative. Both Downey’s narrative and the “The Chinese Sprinter” illustrate 

precisely this sentiment: the color of their skin will not hold them back from competing 

in the race toward a higher education and, ultimately future social equity.  What’s more, 

the Chinese sprinter’s insistence that all runners can wear the same pair of shoes implies 

that all college applicants apply to college on an equal playing field with the same 

opportunities, a narrative theme sure to appeal to college admissions board members who 

believe their job is to promote social mobility by granting applicants access to higher 
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education.  This self-perception as both democratic and meritocratic relies on the shaky 

premise that the very process of college admissions is not fraught with the same 

oppressive ideologies that account for racial inequality in the country at large.   

Raced Stories: Personal Hardships, Personal Heroics 

Another way of reading the appeals to “otherness” ethos in the college application 

essays of racial minority and low-income youth is to examine the ways narrative 

elements of social stories become expressed as personal.  For, to set their stories, these 

writers often present the social hardships of their surroundings as personal hardships to 

be overcome through internal drive.  Downey’s story, for example, shows how vast 

historical and political dynamics become re-written as personal under the generic 

constraints of the college admission essay.  Downey writes of losing cultural values and 

time with her grandparents because she attends a boarding school far away from her 

home on the reservation.  However, rather than blaming this educational obstacle on the 

colonial oppression of White, European-Americans, she attributes it to her grandparents’ 

strong educational work ethic and considers it a necessary step to winning their approval.  

Similarly, in her descriptions of the hardships she faces as a Native American student in 

the US public school system, Downey internalizes the problem, saying, “There are times 

when I want to go home for a ceremony, but can’t because there’s a big exam I have to 

take or a paper that needs to be completed.  It disheartens me at times.” (4).  In Downey’s 

narrative schema, these personal obstacles are divorced from their social and political 

conditions, thus getting treated as idiosyncratic problems to be overcome through hard 

work, which can be read as less threatening to normative values about race and class. 



104 

In addition to internalizing the problems of their surroundings, college applicants 

also tend to internalize the solutions.  What results are narrative claims of heroism about 

what a college education will help the writer accomplish for the world.  In Downey’s 

case, the future of the Native American culture comes to fall squarely on her shoulders 

over the course of a short essay.  She presents herself as the hero of her entire community 

when she writes, “Native Americans have already been cheated out of so much land due 

to the lack of education.  I feel it is my responsibility to ensure the protection of Native 

land. With all this knowledge, I have gained the desire to become an environmental 

lawyer.  I feel that as long as I am protecting my land, my culture will survive” (5).  The 

confident tone here belies the oppressed conditions of Native Americans on reservations 

and the socio-political factors responsible for them.  Furthermore, Downey constructs her 

future “college student” identity in such a way that she can overestimate her role as an 

individual in solving centuries-old historical problems. The genre seems to call upon her 

to adopt this role as a super-powered individual, for she writes, “People will try to steal 

this land and someone has to be able to make them understand that it can never be sold. 

They chose me to be “that ‘someone’” (4).  By repeatedly naming herself “that 

‘someone’,” Downey not only establishes her credibility as a future college student, she 

also takes on as personal the responsibility to resolve massive social problems in need of 

social attention. 

The personal obstacles that these writers place at the center of their narratives 

vary quite a bit, but ultimately they all reflect social patterns of discrimination and 

oppression.  The hardships are also all presented as both beneficial and 
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transformational—as positive forces moving them toward a college education. For 

instance, in under five hundred words, Jahi Davis reveals that he’s been in a “near-fatal 

car crash,” that he lives in “one of Philadelphia’s worst projects,” and that he volunteers 

for a local non-profit to rehabilitate homes for low-income families.  He establishes his 

credibility through the message common to most College Summit essays: “I turned my 

tragedy into a positive experience.” What he does not do, however, is address the racial 

and socio-economic hardships of life in the projects as a social problem in need of social 

solutions; rather, he presents himself as an individual able to overcome them through his 

volunteer work and his educational aspirations. 

Similarly, both Dale Scott and Matthew Cruz manage to explicitly address racial 

discrimination in their essays while also adhering to racialized generic constraints.  Both 

writers discuss racism as an obstacle, but only as a personal issue to be overcome through 

personal heroics—that is, only insofar as their experiences with racism can improve their 

image as potential college students. Scott addresses how racial stereotypes have 

negatively affected him in his essay about police discrimination, but concludes with a 

personal rather than social mission, saying, “Now that I understand people, I know that 

the stereotypes will never stop, so I can learn from them and use the negative energy to 

fuel my drive to be successful” (11).  In much the same way, Cruz narrates an incident in 

which he defends an African American friend named Rufus who is targeted by a Mexican 

gang. Though Cruz makes it clear that he is both low-income and a racial minority 

himself, he manages to distance himself from the victim status of his friend by acting as a 

race hero.  
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We went home that day, Rufus and me, both with enormous black eyes 
and several other wounds…it was a pain I considered necessary. Even 
though I was sore, sleeping easy was not a problem. It would have been 
had I not decided to stand up for my values that day. (25)  
 

Like both Davis and Downey, Cruz and Scott portray themselves as having been 

improved though the experience of racial discrimination.  However, rather than having 

been improved for having gained a critical consciousness about systems of oppression, 

the improvement here is internalized: “Honor, respect, commitment, and determination, 

(all equally important) are the guidelines that I strive to live by.”  Cruz’s ethos, though 

earned through social patterns of discrimination, boils down to internal, individual 

characteristics that he strategically points toward his college readiness.   

Representations of class difference emerge in almost identical ways to these 

narratives of racial difference.  Out of the ten published by College Summit, Caitlin 

Keesee’s story about her father’s alcoholism brings up class most explicitly.  In it, she 

discloses how much money her mom’s boyfriend brings home a week (one-hundred 

dollars) and that she and her family live in a trailer.  Through detailed language about her 

mother’s “low paying job” and struggles to pay the bills, Keesee quite adeptly narrates 

her family’s “financial situation,” as appropriate preparation for life as a college student.  

She explains that it is poverty that prohibits her mother from leaving her father, and that 

it is poverty she will overcome by attending college.   

When I think of my future with someone, I know it can never be like that. 
I know that I have to do well in school. I know that I have to go to college. 
I cannot keep living in poverty where I have so few opportunities. I never 
want to rely on anybody else to take care of me… Now I finally know my 
way out of this situation.  I have to push my education past high school. I 
have to do well in college. (29) 
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The implicit rules about discussing race in a college application essay get 

replicated here in Keesee’s representation of class difference.  Though she can present 

herself as poor, she cannot present herself as either “down and out” or resentful of the 

capitalist forces that shape her class standing.  Rather, she must buy in to the ideologies 

of individualism and equal opportunity that suggest that through higher education she, as 

an individual, can overcome these oppressive forces.  The very application to college 

takes on the role of the bootstraps in these narratives, for it represents these students’ 

efforts as self-reliant individuals to overcome the obstacles of disadvantaged upbringings.   

Though a few college application essays made publicly available do address 

difference in more “militant” terms, they still manage to do so without being “challenging 

to the university” (Paley).  So, even if a marginalized writer expresses critical awareness 

of social injustice, within the genre of the college application essay the writer will 

remove all culpability from the institution of higher education by presenting an 

application to college as the cure to such social ills.  For instance, in Essays That Will Get 

You Into College, one writer applying to Harvard narrates her experiences coming to 

terms with her identity as an Asian, lesbian activist (“Essay 31”).  Because her story 

reflects a critical awareness about the social forces of oppression—even bringing in 

Foucault to discuss how sexuality gets constructed as deviant over time—this writer does 

not represent the social problem of homophobia as merely a personal obstacle to be 

overcome on the path to college.  However, because generic constraints call for her to do 

so, she does strategically represent herself as heroic in addressing the obstacle.  She 



108 

concludes her essay by offering a laundry list of her aspirations as an activist on the 

Harvard campus: 

So in looking toward my activism at Harvard, I perceive two emerging 
strands. First, I will continue to work on the numerous issues that I've 
pursued during high school...I would, however, like to become more 
present in the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender community, 
particularly since my home life and county of residence have largely 
curtailed my efforts. Despite the importance of the cause, I would 
definitely like to move beyond A.I.D.S. activism and attack broader social 
justice issues on sexuality that receive less attention. My human rights 
work promises to redouble in the area of sexuality as the international 
human rights community grows increasingly aware of the torture and 
oppression of sexual minorities worldwide. (“Essay 31” 110)  
 

Like Downey, this writer bears a heavy social burden in her appeal to ethos as 

“other.”  Furthermore, she locates her heroism on the college campus, appealing to the 

credibility of the institution while establishing her own.  In so doing, she wears the 

responsibility of public institutions like the university to promote equity as a personal 

mission.  Though her claims of heroism reflect a somewhat healthy commitment to civic 

engagement, they also suggest a subversive ideological agenda at work in the genre of the 

college application essay.  

When marginalized students build identities as individuals heroically overcoming 

social obstacles like racism and classism in order to get into college, the very process of 

gaining social mobility simultaneously reinscribes normative ideologies about race, class, 

and difference that keep minorities down.  These narratives of personal hardship and 

personal heroics repeat what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva calls the “racial storylines” of 

colorblind racism—storylines that he insists are “social products.”  For instance racial 

stories like “the past is the past” (77) and “If Jews, Italians, and Irish Have Made It, How 
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Come Blacks Have Not?” (82) get repeated in White discourse that rationalizes racial 

inequalities. The first suggests that racial discrimination has been “overcome” since equal 

rights were gained for all races in the civil rights movement.  Bonilla-Silva writes, 

“believing discrimination is a thing of the past helps Whites reinforce their staunch 

opposition to all race-based compensatory program” (79).  The second storyline suggests 

that “hard work” and “determination” are the only variables necessary to overcome 

disadvantage.  Whites often point to “successful” immigrant and minority groups to make 

this point, and in turn, to place blame on oppressed groups like Black and Hispanics for 

whom the meritocratic system has not worked out so well.  Of course, these storylines 

implicate the American institution of higher education in very meaningful ways; the myth 

that discrimination is a problem of the past implies that all Americans have equal access 

to a college education.  Similarly, the Black and Hispanic groups accused of not “making 

it” in the second storyline are also the two racial groups with the most inequitable 

representation on college campuses; Whites can just as easily rationalize that Asians have 

accessed the American university, so why not Blacks and Hispanics? 

Though the College Summit writers adopt these storylines to establish their 

credibility as future college students, ultimately the narratives are damaging to their goals 

of social mobility.  The “typified” responses (Miller 157) produced under these generic 

restraints reflect a process of “mimicry” much like Bhahba predicts—a process through 

which minoritized writers misrepresent authenticity as Whiteness.  Indeed, in many ways 

their stories of difference reproduce sameness; the self-representation is only “partial”—

“almost White but not quite” (Bhabha 118). By connecting their credibility as future 
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college students to claims of personal of heroism, racial minority and low-income college 

applicants reaffirm the heroic self-concept of institutions that market the ideals of 

meritocracy and social mobility.  Indeed, this genre demands that racial minority and 

low-income writers present themselves as subscribers to dominant liberal ideologies like 

individualism and colorblindness. These ideologies give the “bootstraps” narrative its 

resonance in contemporary educational rhetoric in the US by removing culpability for 

social oppression from public institutions like the university and placing responsibility on 

the individual victim of that oppression instead.  Despite these generic behaviors, popular 

representations of the genre (in the popular media, academic discourse, and in consulting 

services offered directly to students) persistently call for an “authentic” (Poch) 

“personal,” story that “should come straight from the heart and take the admissions 

officer right into your life” (Hernández 79).  As a result, the act of subscribing to the 

genre’s ideological constraints implicates racial minority and low-income applicants 

personally—not only as narrators, but as active, complicit participants in the stories that 

call them “Other.”   

Colorblindness and Genre Awareness 

Lest we forget the stakes of social ideas made personal, racist ideologies stand on 

remarkably similar rhetorical premises.  In fact, many critical race theorists now point to 

rhetorics of individualism and self-reliance to explain the persistence of racial inequality 

in the post-civil rights era.  Bonilla-Silva describes how “colorblind racism” acts as a 

rationalizing tool for Whites to construe the continuance of racial inequalities after the 

Jim Crow period as the products of nonracial dynamics (2).  Oftentimes, the difference 
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between a racial explanation and a colorblind explanation is the difference between the 

social and the personal.  Rather than pointing to a “No Negroes” sign on the front door of 

a business, for instance, Whites can explain that individuals simply choose to stick 

together.  Instead of claiming that Blacks are intellectually inferior, Whites can suggest 

certain families just do not place a high value on education.  And before acknowledging 

any social privileges of their own, Whites are likely to defend their personal work ethics. 

These claims could not resonate so powerfully without what Bonilla-Silva calls “abstract 

liberalism,” a rhetorical frame that allows Whites to “appear reasonable and even moral, 

while opposing almost all practical approaches to deal with de facto racial inequality” 

(28). Racism still saturates this rhetorical landscape of denials, justifications, and 

historical re-visioning, but by disguising the social problem as personal, colorblindness 

avoids the public outcries and political solutions of the civil rights era. 

Like colorblindness, genre-blindness works by occluding differences and 

promoting an ideology of individualism. By making social positions and expectations 

explicit in writing theory and pedagogy, genre theorists defy the basic assumption of 

genre-blindness that we are all individuals with equal opportunities to make unique 

rhetorical choices. Leading scholars like Devitt, Bawarshi, and Mary Jo Reiff promote 

teaching genre awareness to help students write themselves into the social roles they want 

to inhabit without swallowing dominant ideologies whole.  Through the analysis of 

generic conventions, students can also dissect the social values, assumptions, and 

attitudes embedded in those conventions.  As a critical literacy skill in a college writing 

classroom, genre awareness has the potential to help young writers “play the master’s 
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game” with a rhetorical eye; before students obey any rules, they will learn who designed 

those rules, in what context, and for what purposes  (Bawarshi 164).  What’s more, they 

can approach their own tasks as writers more critically by considering which rules to 

obey at what times and for what reasons.  Conversations about genre awareness are flush 

with possibility, but they can be enriched by naming some of the individualistic 

ideologies its advocates must contend with—self-reliance, meritocracy, colorblindness—

and then examining where and how those doctrines permeate the generic context through 

tangible textual practices. For if we can attribute the ideological function of genre to texts 

like the college guidebooks that we can analyze rather than an invisible “sleight of hand,” 

we might more effectively steer students away from genre-blindness and toward a critical 

awareness of genre. 

In Chapter Four, I consider how the socializing process of low-income and racial 

minority college applicants continues through a new genre of composition course 

placement—the directed self-placement guide. When students place themselves into basic 

writing courses, they rearticulate institutional desires for their remediation as personal 

choices. Much like the college application essay, the genre of the directed self-placement 

guide calls for students to misrepresent social patterns of discrimination as personal traits 

or choices. Through an analysis of foundational literature on directed self-placement 

(DSP), I call for a more contextualized, socially responsible approach to self-assessment 

for composition course placement purposes.   
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CHAPTER FOUR—RACE, REMEDIATION, AND READINESS FOR COLLEGE 

WRITING: REASSESSING THE ‘SELF’ IN DIRECTED SELF-PLACEMENT 

Much like college admissions, composition course placement has a history of 

naturalizing social hierarchies of race and class.18 For over a century, writing programs 

have placed students of color disproportionately into basic writing; as a result, non-

Whiteness is too often conflated with being unprepared for college writing and in need of 

remediation (Agnew and McLaughlin, Center, Fox, Gilyard, Shor). Fortunately, writing 

assessment has evolved significantly in the ten years since Ira Shor first named the 

outcomes of composition course placement “Our Apartheid”—a phrase loaded with 

implications of racism, reflecting the punitive, often arbitrary divisions imposed between 

basic and mainstream college writers.  

In their landmark 1998 College Composition and Communication article, 

“Directed Self-Placement: An Attitude of Orientation,” Daniel J. Royer and Roger Gilles 

proposed directed self-placement (DSP), the notion that students can place themselves 

into first-year composition (FYC) courses. Their article and subsequent book share the 

results from early experiments with DSP, which suggest that, with guidance from the 

writing program and a clear sense of FYC course expectations, students are better 

equipped than administrators to assess their readiness for college writing.   

                                                        
 18Issues of race and class always intersect; however, my focus in this chapter will be specifically 
on issues of race and racism. Though I do not specifically name other modes of difference and inequality 
(like class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, language of origin, disability, etc.), I understand race as an 
organizing concept that both shapes and is shaped by a complicated web of other social structures. 
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With DSP’s student-centered approach to placement, writing programs no longer 

need to rely on what Ira Shor calls “bogus placement and tracking mechanisms” like 

multiple choice or timed impromptu essay tests to determine entering students’ readiness 

for college writing (97). As Sharon Crowley has noted, such assessments too often define 

basic writers according to institutionally articulated, historically racialized conceptions of 

writing ability and student “need.”19 DSP, on the other hand, allows students to choose 

writing classes based on self-assessments of their writing histories and their confidence to 

succeed in particular writing courses. In other words, DSP allows entering students the 

opportunity to define what they need in order to succeed as college writers. For Royer 

and Gilles, DSP’s student-centered approach to remediation can “upset the status quo of 

our programs and curricula” by encouraging writing programs to listen and respond to 

students’ “perceived needs” rather than defining those needs for them (Directed 10). For 

those of us interested in issues of racism and writing assessment, DSP offers the potential 

to address the racialization of basic writing that occurs through traditional composition 

course placement.  

However, to fully unearth that potential, more work on DSP needs to take issues 

of race and racism into account. As Susan Latta and Janice Lauer point out, self-

                                                        
19 Critics like David Bartholomae (“The Tidy”), Ira Shor, and Sharon Crowley have long held that 
institutional construction of student need is arbitrary, punitive, and self-serving and that basic writing 
programs should be eliminated altogether. All make essentially the same argument—that it is the 
institution’s self-image as liberal that constructs student need, not the expressed interests of the students 
themselves. Crowley addresses first-year-writing in general and not basic writing in particular, but her 
point about remediation applies to both subjects. She disputes the very premise that “students need what we 
teach” as well as the basic-writing version of this claim that minority and “at-risk” students “especially” 
need what we teach (57). The discourse of needs, she says, moves us “toward standardization and away 
from the recognition of students’ diverse abilities and desires” (257). That is, by categorizing students 
according to what teachers determine to be their specialized needs, compositionists risk ignoring their 
individual assets. 
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assessment is not immune to the inequities typically associated with more traditional 

writing assessments. They end their postmodern and feminist critique of self-assessment 

with a question that DSP advocates would be wise to consider: “By asking students to 

assess themselves, are we asking them to internalize the strictures and guidelines of a 

system that may be discriminatory?” (32).  Their question has particular relevance to 

inquiries into issues of racism and writing assessment. Indeed, as Asao Inoue points out 

in his recent article, “The Technology of Writing Assessment and Racial Validity,” even 

the most promising innovations in writing assessment can reproduce the unequal racial 

formations of previous assessment technologies.  

We solve our problems by constructing more of the same instruments and 
practices, which contain biases, each framing the problem of writing 
assessment differently but producing similar rationalities…Whether we 
rearrange existing technological parts or construct new purposes for the 
same old parts we have always used, our writing assessments may still 
reproduce unequal racial arrangements that we are trying to alleviate. (10) 
 

In order to address any potential racial inequities associated with DSP, we will 

need to examine what Inoue calls the “racial validity” of DSP—“the entire racialized and 

hegemonic environment that dialectically produces and is produced by the writing 

assessment” (“The Technology”16). We will also need to understand, among many other 

factors, DSP’s racial consequences. Through the publication of his assessment results 

from California State University, Fresno (CSUF) (“Program”; “Self-Assessment”), which 

I will summarize below, Inoue initiates a conversation regarding the racial consequences 

of DSP. But, as Inoue points out, racial “validation is not concerned just with 

consequences of assessment decisions. Our inquiries should be concerned with the entire 

environment in which those decisions are produced and situated” (“Technology” 16).  
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This environment includes what Inoue calls the “technological artifacts” of our 

writing assessments, a term he adopts from Andrew Feenberg’s critical theory of 

technology to mean “the sum of all objects and processes involved” in a technological 

structure (qtd. Inoue, “The Technology” 9). Like genres, artifacts are the smaller parts of 

a larger system, and they can be mined to uncover the ways racial biases are built into the 

internal structures of a hegemonic environment. Inoue names these biases “racialized 

‘rationalities” (16)—(a phrase adapted from Herbert Marcuse’s concept of “technological 

rationality”)—to illustrate how the status quo racial order comes to seem reasonable when 

it is reinforced at both the macro and the micro levels. As artifacts of writing assessment, 

genres can highlight the ways the status quo racial order appears rational when it is built 

into the internal structures of a larger hegemonic environment.  

In this chapter, I turn to one of the most visible genres of DSP—placement 

guides. These are texts, typically brochures, that administrators distribute to students to 

help steer them through the placement decision. Undertaking a textual analysis, I do not 

set out to make any sweeping claims about the racial consequences or programmatic 

outcomes of DSP. My analysis is strictly rhetorical. I ask, do these texts contain any 

“racialized ‘rationalities” and if so, how might they be reformed? Through this analysis, I 

call into question the rhetorical construction of the “self” on the genre of the DSP 

placement guide and then propose solutions reflective of Rebecca Moore Howard’s 

model of dialogic self-assessment. My critique operates with the basic assumption that 

DSP is a major advancement in programmatic writing assessment with unprecedented 

potential for social justice along racial lines. With this analysis, I hope to uncover ways 
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that DSP can more fully realize its potential to promote racial equity in our writing 

programs. 

The Racial Consequences of DSP 

An inquiry into the racial consequences of DSP would begin by asking the 

questions: Do students of color place themselves into preparatory courses at roughly the 

same rate as White students? Are the effects of composition course placement better, 

worse, or the same for students of color under DSP than they were when administrators 

did the placing?  

Answers about the racial consequences of DSP are limited so far. However, in his 

recently published program report (“Program”) and article (“Self-Assessment”), Inoue 

begins to answer these questions by publishing data from his own very promising DSP 

program. CSUF’s DSP program works in conjunction with exit portfolio assessments and 

a stretch sequence of FYC courses, so its results reflect not only the influence of DSP, but 

also innovations in classroom assessment and the restructuring of a first-year-writing 

sequence that does not include a traditional “basic writing” course. Students place 

themselves on one of three course paths, all designed to achieve the same course 

outcomes, but over different periods of time. The most advanced writers can select to 

take English 10, a one-semester course called Accelerated Academic Literacy. If students 

think that they will need two semesters to achieve those course outcomes, they can elect 

to take English 5A/5B, which stretches out the material covered in English 10 over a 

whole year. Finally, students may elect to take Linguistics 6, Advanced English 

Strategies for Multilingual Speakers, before the 5A/5B sequence if they decide they need 
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it. To guide students through their placement decisions, the CSUF writing program 

provides students with information regarding course outcomes as well as prompts that 

help students assess their own readiness for reach course path.  

Inoue’s program report from the 2007-2008 academic year finds that, under DSP, 

both the accelerated and the stretch options “have very similar racial and gender 

formations as those that occur in the university at large, which is complex” (“Program” 

17). In other words, students of color are not placing themselves disproportionately into 

any particular course path. Even more encouraging, “By the end of the year, most 

students felt their DSPs were accurate (80%).” Inoue’s article also suggests that DSP has 

positive effects for students who were designated remedial writers under the more 

traditional composition course placement model used previously at CSUF (“Self-

Assessment"). Notably, the retention rate of students who fail the stretch sequence 

increases 21.8% compared to those who failed the more traditional, institutionally 

assigned basic writing course. In addition, English stretch sequence passing rates are 

higher than those of the old course and English 10. English 5B passes more Blacks, Asian 

Pacific Islanders (APAs), and Latinos/as than either the old course or English 10, but 

Blacks performed better in the old 1A course. Meanwhile, portfolio passing rates at the 

end of 5B and 10 are similar across most racial groups, suggesting that the portfolio 

assessment (working in conjunction with DSP) creates what Inoue calls a “racial leveling 

effect” that diminishes prior gaps in achievement (“Self-Assessment”).  

Though his data is admittedly complex, especially with regard to race, Inoue 

expresses optimism about DSP’s potential to empower students once designated remedial 
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by administrators (“Self-Assessment”). He concludes, “When students do well in our 

writing program, one that gives them choice and agency through the DSP, they stay in the 

university longer, especially when choosing [the supplemental stretch option, 5A/5B].” 

However, Inoue hesitates when it comes to praising the benefits of DSP for students of 

color in particular. He writes, “we also have evidence from just about every source that 

shows Blacks are most at risk, least satisfied, and fail most often” (“Self-Assessment”). 

And in “The Technology of Writing Assessment and Racial Validity,” he points out, “If 

we separate the English 5A passing final portfolios from the failing ones, we have just 

separated students primarily by race…81.6% of all failing portfolios are from students of 

color, yet they make up 70% of the current sample” (9). In other words, despite the 

promising results at CSUF so far, it is far too soon to state with any confidence that DSP 

has positive racial consequences for students of color. And no data yet exists that 

compares the racial consequences of DSP to more traditional composition course 

placement methods. The question remains, does DSP sidestep problems of racial 

discrimination in composition course placement simply by shifting the placement 

decision from administrators to students?  

Racialized Rationalities: Placing Skills, Placing Selves 

Those most optimistic about DSP typically praise its emphasis on student agency 

for empowering students, especially those who were once deemed “remedial” by 

administrators. Of course, Inoue puts forth this idea when he cites the positive impacts 

that “choice and agency” have on student retention. And Royer and Gilles make a similar 

point in “Basic Writing and Directed Self-Placement,” likening DSP to libratory and 
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progressive pedagogies because it promotes what they call, the “basic educational values 

of agency, choice, and self-determination.” Advocates maintain that this emphasis on 

student agency can motivate even the most marginalized first-year writers to take charge 

of their educations as they transition into the role of a college writer.20 

However, if we are going to focus the conversation around DSP to consider its 

impacts on students of color, it is worth reflecting on the Critical Race Theory I discussed 

in Chapter Two—namely, that a neo-liberal narrative about agency, choice, and self-

determination is attributed by many scholars to the perpetuation, not the demise, of 

racism in the post Civil Rights era. Writing assessment has always been, in Omi and 

Winant’s terms, a racial project, meaning it organizes students into hierarchical, racially 

disproportionate structures. As I discussed in Chapter Two, it would be impossible to 

detangle the role of race from any given variable of composition course placement—the 

race of administrators who determine placement, the race of the students being reviewed, 

and perhaps most importantly, the racialized history and impacts of socially constructed 

concepts like “college material,” “readiness for college writing,” and “writing ability” 

that guide those assessments. Therefore, DSP advocates would be wise to consider the 

messages their programs communicate via placement guides about the agency of 

individual students to prepare themselves for college writing. Questions to ask of such 

                                                        
20 Though Royer and Gilles pose questions about DSP’s implications for women and minorities, they do 
not specifically address issues of race. Anticipating the concerns of skeptics, they ask, “Do not placement 
decisions based on student self-perception create biases against certain populations—women, for example, 
or minorities? (Directed 9). Their response cites Erica Reynolds’ review of research that demonstrates 
females showing an overall more positive sense of confidence, or self-efficacy, about their writing abilities 
than males (10). This research is supported by writing program reports that males place themselves into 
basic writing more frequently than females (10). Royer and Gilles say this research “helps us to understand 
how student apprehension, confidence, and gender factor into the dynamics of DSP,” but they do not 
address how the important social factor of race might affect student placement decisions (10). 
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materials include: Do DSP materials define readiness for college writing through a frame 

of colorblindness? In their focus on student choice, do they promote ideologies of 

individualism that rationalize racial hierarchies?  

Traditional DSP programs provide students with self-inventory guides that 

resemble the two below. Table 1 offers the original versions Royer and Gilles used at 

Grand Valley State University (GVSU) (Directed 233-234) and Table 2 shows the more 

recent version currently used in Inoue’s program at CSUF (“Program” 110). The guides 

present checklists of characteristics that reflect students’ general readiness for college-

level writing. Students are asked to assess which list of characteristics best describes 

them and then choose a course accordingly. 

Table 1: Placement guide used at Grand Valley State University, as published in 
Directed Self-Placement: Principles and Practice, 2003.  
 
English 150 (first-year writing)  English 098 (preparatory writing)

I read newspapers and magazines 
regularly. 
 
In the past year, I have read books for 
my own enjoyment. 
 
In high school, I wrote several essays per 
year. 
 
My high school GPA places me in the 
top third of my class. 
 
My ACT-English score was above 20. 
 
I have used computers for drafting and 
revising essays. 
 

I consider myself a good reader and 
writer.Generally, I don’t read when I 
don’t have to. 
 
In high school, I did not do much 
writing. 
 
My high school GPA was about average. 
 
I’m unsure about the rules of writing—
commas, apostrophes, and so forth. 
 
I’ve used computers, but not often for 
writing and revising. 
 
My ACT-English score was below 20. 
 
I don’t think of myself as a strong writer
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Table 2: Placement guide used by California State University, Fresno, 2008. 
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Though both of these programs use DSP to place students into writing courses, 

some of the language they put forth on their respective guides reflects familiarly 

individualistic definitions of writing readiness. In their focus on past behaviors, both 

guides define unpreparedness for college writing as a set of personal behavior patterns 

through first-person admissions (E.g. “I do not read”;  “I did not do much writing”) that 

isolate all of these activities to the individual student. The difference between a student 

who can boast reading newspapers and magazines or reading for one’s own enjoyment, 

for instance, and a student who must confess that she does not, often comes down to 

much more than the student’s individual behavior patterns. These behaviors reflect 

certain socio-cultural and economic influences that shape behavior; and these broader 

influences are as racialized as the GPA and standardized test scores that GVSU’s guide 

highlights.  

This individualistic language encourages students to assess what and how often 

they read and write as if these behaviors were divorced of any social influences. For 

instance, CSUF’s prompt for the English 5A/5B Stretch Option, “I am unsure of myself 

when I plan my writing,” does not situate the writing in any specific context. Does “my 

writing” refer only to school-specific, or English-class specific essays? Or might it refer 

to text messages, song lyrics, blog posts, or other writing situations? Similarly, the 

“reading” could be any reading in any context, thus erasing the role of context. GVSU’s 

prompts for the English 100/101 Stretch Option, “Generally, I don’t read when I don’t 

have to” and “In high school, I did not do much writing,” may suggest context (reading 

out of school and writing in school, respectively), but they do not characterize the reading 
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and writing situations specifically enough to be considered contextualized. The questions 

still remain: What kinds of reading and writing? For what purposes, and in what context? 

And, how much writing counts as enough to be prepared for college? Of course, the 

guides imply that these reading and writing behaviors should be those that would prepare 

a student for college-level courses, but they do not specifically outline what those 

preparatory behaviors entail or in what contexts they take place. The individualistic 

language of these guides uproots college preparatory literacy behaviors from their 

unequal, racialized social contexts. And by obscuring the role of these racialized social 

contexts, the guides imply that all students have equal opportunities to prepare 

themselves for college writing. In this way, the guides conform to Bonilla-Silva’s 

rhetorical framework of colorblind racism. The rhetoric of individual choice suggests that 

students who fail to meet the requirements of a prepared college writer do so because of a 

“failure of individual will and toil” (Ratcliffe 125), not because of a discriminatory social 

system that defines and distributes literacy unequally across racial, socioeconomic, and 

educational lines.   

Indeed, these guides illustrate how the racialization of literacy occurs along many 

axes—not only through conventional assessments like tests and grades, but also through 

self-assessments like DSP that require students to consider their past experiences with 

literacy activities that occur within racialized spaces like schools, families, and 

neighborhoods. Perhaps the students who did not read for fun worked part-time or grew 

up with families that placed little emphasis on written literacy. Perhaps their schools did 

not have the technology available for computer-based writing and revision. In fact, many 
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of the behaviors that these guides attribute to individual students would be more honestly 

attributed to the schools those students attended—schools that both reflect and reproduce 

persistent racial hierarchies. For instance, how many essays a student wrote each year in 

high school has much less to do with him or her as an individual, and much more to do 

with the academic culture of the high school. Was the curriculum rigorous? Were 

teachers working in an environment that allowed them to assign long writing 

assignments, or were the classrooms crowded and the teachers overworked?  

Surely, when entering students assess their past behaviors in DSP, they do not just 

assess themselves. Students evaluate and then place an innumerable index of social and 

cultural factors, many of which are both raced and classed—their previous schools, 

English teachers, parents, siblings, racial identities, class backgrounds, languages of 

origin, and more. They place the social forces that have shaped their behaviors in a 

continuum of college preparation. (E.g. “My high school was the best in the state, and I 

did OK there, so I belong in advanced writing.” “No one from my neighborhood has ever 

attended a four-year institution, so I must belong in basic writing.” “Students with my 

color skin on this campus seem to opt for basic writing, and therefore I won’t cut it as a 

college writer without extra help.”) Certainly writing programs do not intend to send the 

message that students acquire these college-preparatory writing behaviors in a vacuum. 

Yet implicit in these lists is the message that individual students have acted out isolated 

behavior patterns that either did or did not prepare them for college writing. This message 

reinforces the “racialized rationality” that students who are “prepared” for college writing 

have earned that designation through personal effort alone. Likewise, those who are 
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“unprepared” have only themselves to blame. This frame of choice and self-

determination obscures the role that race plays in both the constructions and measures of 

literacy.  

Of course, administrators do not design these guides to be the last word in 21st 

century definitions of writing ability; they are meant to prompt reflection, discussion, and 

ultimately, a choice. Self-placement guides offer only a small glimpse into the much 

more complex and contextualized reflective process of DSP overall. Administrators 

likely expect that students will consider an infinite number of personal and social factors 

that would be impossible to anticipate and then include on a guide. What’s more, when 

mailing guides to entering students, administrators usually attach letters that urge 

“students to consult with parents, teachers, and counselors” before deciding on an 

appropriate first-year writing course (Directed 2). And, most DSP programs offer the 

chance for students to meet with academic advisors to discuss if their previous 

experiences have prepared them for college writing. Indeed, CSUF’s guide is situated in a 

student-friendly brochure that includes detailed course descriptions and advice from the 

writing program to situate students’ assessments in a localized context. Yet neither 

learning about course descriptions nor consulting authority figures, either at home or at 

school, fully accounts for the social contexts of students. Even if arrived at through a 

social process, the self-assessment these guides encourage defines readiness for college 

writing as an intrinsic trait one achieves through personal behavior patterns. Though 

administrators contextualize where students are going (through course descriptions, 

meetings with counselors, etc.), they do not adequately contextualize where students have 
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been. That is, these guides describe the past behavior patterns that either did or did not 

prepare a student for college writing through acontextual, writer-internal language, failing 

to take the contexts of those deeds into account. In order for DSP to confront the 

“racialized rationalities” of composition course placement, it will need to contextualize 

the full range of self-assessments required for students to situate themselves in a new 

landscape of reading and writing expectations.  

Without such considerations, DSP risks contributing to the maturation rather than 

the demise of composition course placement as a racial project:  

Racial rule can be understood as a slow and uneven historical process 
which has moved from dictatorship to democracy, from domination to 
hegemony. In this transition, hegemonic forms of racial rule—those based 
on consent—eventually came to supplant those based on 
coercion…hegemony is a useful and appropriate term with which to 
characterize contemporary racial rule. (Omi and Winant 131) 
 

If racial rule has matured from a dictatorship to a democracy wherein individuals 

accept their own places within racial hierarchies, does DSP merely continue the racial 

project of composition course placement under the guise of student choice and individual 

agency? Not only do basic writing students choose their own remediation through DSP, 

but the mode of self-assessment encouraged by these placement guides subtly 

communicates that basic writing students need remediation because they lack either 

intrinsic writing skills or appropriate personal writing behaviors. Without adequately 

contextualizing these self-assessments, the rhetoric of DSP placement guides risks 

sending the troubling message that racial inequalities in writing programs are natural and 

student-generated—reflective of either the intellectual differences or scholastic choices of 

individual students.  
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DSP in Dialogue 

DSP can help writing programs take strides toward racial equity by 

contextualizing students’ assessments of their readiness for college writing within their 

complicated social histories. This kind of contextualized message about writing readiness 

would confront rather than rationalize the racial inequities embedded in students’ self-

assessments, and it would acknowledge that “readiness” for academic discourse is a 

racialized construct. In “Applications and Assumptions of Student Self-Assessment,” 

Rebecca Moore Howard provides the blueprints for a mode of self-assessment that fits 

these purposes. She suggests administrators provide students with materials that 

encourage what she calls a “dialogic” self-assessment. These include materials that 

contextualize the behaviors necessary for successful writing in particular courses, and 

then ask students to assess their readiness for college writing in relation to those new 

contexts (53). “One essential component of a dialogic rather than hierarchical self-

assessment,” she says, “is the provision of local context, so that the student has recourse 

not just to context-free, ‘objective’ categories of ‘ability,’ but to the context specific 

exercise of writing” (41). She also suggests that self-assessments focus less on general 

concepts like “ability” and “self” and more on specific and contextualized “deeds”—“the 

deeds of past and future writing instruction and experiences” so that students may 

“imagine the relative difficulty or ease with which they will accomplish those deeds” 

(53).  

Howard’s model of dialogic self-assessment provides a useful lens for considering 

the progress DSP makes compared with traditional placement techniques with regard to 
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racial biases. For instance, by outlining clear course goals and expectations, DSP 

improves upon previous placement methods by contextualizing the literacy deeds 

students aim to achieve as college writers. However, neither of the placement guides I 

analyze adequately contextualizes the literacy deeds that either have or have not prepared 

students for the context of college writing. Thus far, DSP seems to do a good job of 

contextualizing where students are going, but a poor job of contextualizing where 

students have been.  

Royer and Gilles rightly celebrate DSP as a contextual approach to self-placement 

because, unlike an essay test or a portfolio, DSP leaves room for students to factor in the 

“personal variables” of their “complex” lives (Directed 69). However, it is apparent that 

prominent DSP self-inventory guides do not ask students to assess the complicated social 

world from which they come, nor do they ask them about “personal variables” like work 

or domestic responsibilities. Though DSP leaves room for students to make placement 

decisions based on contextual factors like these, most materials do not explicitly 

encourage them to do so. As a result, DSP risks reinforcing racially biased messages 

about literacy that implicate individual writers rather than social institutions for entering 

students’ varied levels of preparedness for college writing.  

To achieve a dialogic model of self-assessment on DSP placement guides, 

Writing Programs Administrators should shift the emphasis away from acontextual 

questions and toward questions that contextualize students’ writing backgrounds.  The 

table below proposes ways that several of GVSU and CSUF’s prompts about students’ 

previous literacy behaviors could be revised to contextualize students’ self-assessments. 



130 

The proposed revisions should be read as general guides toward revision, not suggestions 

for specific programs. 

Table 3: Proposed revision of placement guide prompt 

 
GVSU & CSUF Prompts for Stretch 
Options 

Proposed Revisions 

Generally, I don’t read when I don’t have 
to. 

I have rarely enjoyed or understood 
complicated non-fiction and persuasive 
essays assigned in school. 

In high school, I did not do much writing. My high school did not frequently assign 
writing that: 

• required me to analyze complex 
texts. 

• used quotes from multiple sources. 
• was 5 pgs or longer.  

 
I’ve used computers, but not often for 
writing and revising. 

My school and/or home gave me plenty of 
access to computers and the internet, so I’m 
confident I can research, write and revise 
college essays on the computer.  

I need to improve my research skills and 
learn how to use outside sources in my 
writing. 

My high school classes did not prepare me 
to conduct research and use outside sources 
in my writing.  

I could use some brushing up on grammar 
and punctuation.  

My teachers often advised me to improve 
my grammar and punctuation on writing 
assignments.  
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The first two revised prompts add more specificity to students’ self-assessments 

about previous reading and writing behaviors by detailing the genre conventions specific 

to assignments in college writing classrooms. For example, if a college writing course 

will assign mostly non-fiction and persuasive essays, this sort of detail should be passed 

on to the student. Likewise, if students are expected to be reading long novels, they 

should reflect on their previous experiences reading and understanding long novels. 

Adding genre-specific information to students’ self-assessments sends the message that 

reading and writing are context-specific acts. Apart from these additions of genre 

information, however, my revisions do not change the content of the prompts. For the 

most part, they simply reframe the language of the prompts to emphasize the local 

contexts in which students performed their previous literacy activities. In doing so, they 

also suggest a complex web of responsibility for literacy. Rather than ask students if they 

have enjoyed or been successful as readers and writers in general, my revised prompts 

locate those self-assessments within the most relevant local literacy context for entering 

college students—high school classes. Even broad measures like grammar and 

punctuation should be framed within the local context of school; students’ control of 

grammar and punctuation may have served them just fine in their text messages, song 

lyrics, or poems, but failed to serve them well in school. As Writing Program 

Administrators trying to help students place themselves into the appropriate FYC course, 

the academic context seems the most relevant, and should therefore be at the center of 

students’ self-assessments. 
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While administrators may resist asking students uncomfortable questions about 

racial discrimination, parent income, school ranking, or cultural concepts of literacy when 

entering students show up for orientation, we can ask students what factors may have 

influenced their writing activities before college. Why not ask students how they believe 

their family, previous school, or community has helped prepare them to succeed in a 

college writing course? In addition, more DSP materials should point students toward 

considerations of specific, local, and contextualized past and future writing behaviors. 

For instance, if first-year students are expected to write four, six-page literary analysis 

essays, then this sort of expectation should be outlined clearly. DSP guides should 

encourage entering students to consider the number, length, and genre of the essays they 

wrote in a typical high school semester. This sort of specificity and contextualization will 

help students better compare their past and future writing behaviors as well as 

communicate a program’s appreciation for the local, contextualized, and often highly 

varied measures of literacy that are defined across different neighborhoods, schools, and 

classrooms, all of which are racialized spaces. 

The inclusion of contextual questions like these during the placement process may 

not radically alter the ways students place themselves into the hierarchy of first-year 

courses; its impact on the racial consequences of DSP cannot be predicted. However, the 

rhetoric of DSP placement guides indeed composes a part of the new racial project of 

composition course placement. Though a revision of this rhetoric will never eradicate the 

racial project altogether (for all assessments are inherently racial projects of one kind or 

another), it can help to expose it in our assessment technology. By exposing it, we take 



133 

the first step toward realizing a racial project we actually want to promote through 

composition course placement.  

Royer and Gilles say that the difference between DSP and previous placement 

methods is that now, students who place into basic writing “[see] themselves as poor 

readers and writers. In the past, we had done the seeing for them” (Directed 62). The shift 

toward student agency they mention here will not realize its potential for social and 

curricular change until those students can see why they’re poor readers and writers—

what social forces helped to construct the identity of the “unprepared.” Rather than ask 

students to bear the burden of a discriminatory social system, DSP should and can ask 

students to see “preparation for college writing” as a social construction that they might 

reflect on and perhaps change.  

Much like the genre of the college application essay I analyzed in Chapter Three, 

the DSP placement guide calls for students to frame social patterns of discrimination as 

personal obstacles or choices. Also like the college application essay, the DSP placement 

guide is a genre assigned by administrators to promote a more equitable assessment of 

incoming students otherwise rooted in GPA, test scores, and other traditionally racialized 

constructs of educational preparedness. My concern in this chapter has been whether or 

not our technological advancements in assessment actually address the racialized project 

of composition course placement or if, in fact, they merely pass the responsibility for that 

racialized project into the hands of entering students. In the next chapter, I ask similar 

questions of basic writing pedagogy. Much like college admissions and composition 

course placement administrators, basic writing instructors assign a bootstraps genre—in 
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this case, the literacy narrative—to students in an effort to promote a flexible and fair 

understanding of readiness for college writing and to help students from non-traditional 

literacy backgrounds transition into their roles as college students. Through a reflection 

on my own use of the literacy narrative in my basic writing classes and a review of 

scholarship in basic writing on the literacy narrative, I weigh the ideological problems of 

bootstraps narratives against their pragmatic value as gateway genres for non-traditional 

students.  
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CHAPTER FIVE—LITERACY NARRATIVES AND THE BASIC WRITER’S 

“RISE TO SUCCESS”: A GENRE AWARENESS APPROACH 

 
"It may be dangerous to teach expected forms, but it may be even more dangerous 
not to teach them.” 
—Amy Devitt, Writing Genres 213 
 
I first taught basic writing at the University of Arizona in 2005 when the Writing 

Program was piloting a new developmental studio course called English 101-plus. The 

curriculum centered on literacy narratives—autobiographies about the author’s 

development as a reader, writer, or student. Students read literacy-related excerpts from 

longer texts like Richard Rodriguez’s Hunger of Memory, Mike Rose’s Lives on the 

Boundary, and The Autobiography of Malcolm X. The first writing prompt asked students 

to write their own literacy narratives; subsequent assignments asked them to put those 

stories in conversation with other published accounts of literacy development. In our 

early meetings, the course director expressed his hope that this literacy-themed 

curriculum would encourage basic writers to reflect upon, critically analyze, and perhaps 

even revise the negative stories they had internalized about themselves as language-users. 

I began the course excited by the potential of literacy narratives to help basic writers 

build confidence as they transitioned into college-level writing; I left thoroughly 

convinced of it. One student who had struggled all her life with a learning disability came 

to view that early diagnosis as a blessing and not a curse. Another student realized that 

her discouraging high school English teachers had simply not known how to hear and 

nurture her “unique Chicana voice.” Many seemed to leave the course with newfound 

assurance that they could shape their own destinies as students and writers.  
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 Yet, as this chapter will make clear, the literacy narrative also fits squarely into 

the mold of the bootstraps genres I’ve critiqued throughout this dissertation. Scholarship 

on the literacy narrative reveals that it enacts the same neo-liberal values of agency, 

choice, and self-determination that I examined in the college application essay and the 

directed self-placement guide (Corkery; DeRosa; Eldred and Mortensen; Scott, J.; 

Soliday; Williams). Also like both of those genres, the literacy narrative is presented as a 

gateway to help initiate non-traditional, “borderline” students into the academy (Corkery; 

DeRosa; Scott, J.; Soliday). Indeed, perhaps more explicitly than either the college 

application essay or the directed self-placement guide, the literacy narrative asks 

marginalized students to write themselves into the bootstraps story as self-reliant heroes 

who overcome social circumstance through educational attainment. For these reasons, I 

consider the literacy narrative a good example of how the bootstraps genre system 

extends from college admissions and composition course placement into our very own 

classrooms.  

By naming the literacy narrative a bootstraps genre, I do not intend to dismiss it. 

Quite the contrary—since I first assigned it at the University of Arizona, I have continued 

to develop curricula around the literacy narrative. Most recently, I taught it as the 

introductory unit to basic writing and transfer-level students at two urban community 

colleges in Los Angeles that serve largely low-income, African American, Latino/a, and 

immigrant student populations. And despite spending four chapters of my dissertation 

critiquing bootstraps genres, I plan to assign the literacy narrative in my basic writing 

classes again this fall.  
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The fact that I still assign bootstraps narratives in my own classroom speaks to the 

pragmatic value I see in all three of the genres I’ve examined in these pages. In previous 

chapters, I warned teachers and administrators who assign bootstraps narratives to bear in 

mind the messages these genres communicate about the agency of individual students to 

prepare themselves for college. I asked, “Do bootstraps genres define readiness for 

college writing through the lens of Whiteness? In their focus on individual agency, do 

they promote ideologies of colorblindness that naturalize racial hierarchies?” In this 

chapter, I turn to the literacy narrative to consider how these questions can inform the 

practical application of bootstraps genres. Through a reflection on my experience 

teaching the literacy narrative at an open-access community college in South Central Los 

Angeles, I discuss how the bootstraps story is both ideologically problematic and 

rhetorically pragmatic when used as a gateway genre for basic writers. Then, using Amy 

Devitt, Anis Bawarshi, and Mary Jo Reiff’s theory of genre awareness (which I briefly 

introduced in the conclusion to my third chapter), I offer suggestions for the responsible 

use of literacy narratives in the basic writing classroom. For, if students read and write 

literacy narratives with an eye toward genre awareness, they can both benefit from the 

pragmatic value of the genre and dissect the social values, assumptions, and attitudes 

embedded in its conventions.  
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Non-Traditional Paths 

 While writing this chapter, I’ve been teaching and directing the writing center at a 

community college that I will call South Central Community College (SCCC).21 It has 

been the perfect setting to reflect on the pragmatism of bootstraps narratives. SCCC is an 

open-access community college that serves the Watts neighborhood in South Central Los 

Angeles. It was founded in 1967 in the aftermath of the famous 1965 riots, when the 

neighborhood erupted to protest police brutality. Studies later found that the riots were a 

result of inadequate educational opportunities for the local community, which at the time 

was almost all African American, and today includes a fast growing Latino population. 

SCCC serves that community today because a committed group of activists demanded 

that a community college be built on their side of town—that educational opportunities 

be distributed more equitably across neighborhoods, races, and incomes. Given the 

context of the college, it is understandable that SCCC students’ literacy narratives so 

often repeat tales of personal heroics over social obstacles. The idea that individuals can 

overcome social circumstance by going to college is indistinguishable from the fabric of 

the school and the identities of its students.  

 Students come to my English classes with a broad range of backgrounds and 

goals. A few are dual-enrolled or newly graduated high school students looking to get 

their general education requirements out of the way before they transfer to a four-year 

university or a certificate program. These are the exceptions; they have experienced 

                                                        
21 I have chosen to disguise all school and student names in order to protect the anonymity of my students, 
whom I quote briefly in this chapter. Neither student quoted in this chapter could be identified by the 
information shared. 



139 

success in school before, and they view my class as a time or money saver on the path to 

a higher education. The vast majority of my students are less confident in the classroom; 

they are adults who have taken long breaks from school after deciding for a variety of 

reasons that they were not cut out for college. High school dropouts setting an example 

for their teenage children. Fathers tired of minimum wage. Home health care workers 

becoming registered nurses. Immigrants learning English. Recovering addicts. Long-time 

drug dealers who first learned to read and write in jail. Grandmothers finally taking time 

for themselves. For so many of my students, the choice to enroll at SCCC was a choice to 

write a happy ending to an otherwise sad story with school; for them, my English class is 

a tentative first step on a long and daunting path toward college-level literacy. 

I assign literacy narratives because they inspire my students to keep treading this 

path. This benefit comes in part from reading the bootstraps stories of nontraditional 

writers and students. We read Walter Dean Myers’ literacy memoir, Bad Boy, because it 

shows how a high school dropout can eventually become a successful author. I assign 

Mike Rose’s Lives on the Boundary so my students will see that even a college professor 

once hated school and got bad grades. The Autobiography of Malcolm X is particularly 

motivating for my students who read their first books in jail. And because the vast 

majority of my students are African American, Narrative of the Life of Frederick 

Douglass helps them connect their own path to literacy with the paths many of their 

ancestors took out of slavery.  

Though these published accounts could enrich any student’s experience in school, 

literacy narrative advocates see their potential most fully realized in the basic writing 
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classroom. In his Journal of Basic Writing article, “Literacy Narratives and Confidence 

Building in the Writing Classroom,” Caleb Corkery predicts, “Students from 

communities that traditionally have not had access to higher education are liable to 

benefit the most from a genre that presents non-traditional paths to schooled literacy” 

(51). I have certainly found this to be the case at SCCC. One of my older students, whom 

I will call Richard, wrote a thank you note to me about the motivational power of the 

literacy narratives we read in class.  

All my life literacy and survival have been in opposition with one another. 
Most of the time it was necessary for me to have literacy to take a back 
seat, and my need to survive has taken precedent. I didn’t know that if I 
had been able to read and write, then I could have enhance [sic] my ability 
to survive. Two years ago when I came to [SCCC], I was reading and 
writing on an eighth or ninth grade level…The reading of Fredrick 
Douglass had a profound effect on my way of looking at literacy. I know 
the importance of learning to read and write now. It is a necessity of life. I 
feel like Douglass, that a burning desire to learn how to read and write has 
been ignited and I won’t let no one put it out. I plan to go onto a four year 
college. I’m thinking about going for a double major. I believe that I can 
do it. There is plenty of work ahead, but the fire that burns on the inside is 
sufficient to meet the task to get all the work done. (personal 
communication) 
 

Richard is far from a traditional college student. He wrote in his personal narrative about 

being one of nine siblings raised by the children of slaves in a single-room house with 

dirt floors. Before finding sobriety and raising his family, he struggled with drug 

addiction and homelessness and spent some time in jail. He is now nearing what many 

would consider retirement age, yet he plans to transfer to a four-year university and earn 

the degrees necessary to help other drug addicts in their recovery. The literacy narrative 

is valuable because it seems to instill in students like him the confidence to achieve these 

goals. 
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The retention rates at SCCC are dismally low. A very small percentage of the 

students who take classes there go on to earn an associates degree or transfer to a four-

year college. Each semester, over a third of my students will fail and be asked to repeat 

the course. Few will choose to do so. Those who do come back for the second, third, or 

fourth try at remedial writing need encouragement in every form possible to stave off the 

feelings of failure. I ask my basic writing students to read literacy narratives written by 

other non-traditional students and writers to keep more of them moving toward academic 

literacy despite the very long and difficult road they are taking there.  

Imagining Success: The Pragmatism of Identity Production 

 Of course, we also read literacy narratives as models for a writing assignment. As 

I explained in my introduction, students are given the prompt to tell a story of an event 

that shaped them as readers, writers, or students. Rose’s description of his childhood 

home guides students to write their own descriptive passages to set the scene for their 

stories. Malcolm X’s use of time-order transition words demonstrates how to organize a 

narrative using a clear chronology of events. Excerpts from Richard Rodriguez’s Hunger 

of Memory lead to brainstorming activities about identity-shifting experiences in schools. 

Darcy Frey’s essay, “The Last Shot,” prompts pre-writing exercises about influential 

experiences with literacy that occur outside of school—at the family dinner table or on 

the basketball court.  

For many of my students, the workplace is a natural setting for considerations of 

their literacy development. One student whom I’ll call Julia wrote her literacy narrative 

about the five years she spent working at a fast food restaurant. She moved to the United 



142 

States without a high school education or the ability to speak English. This job was all 

she could find. Her narrative recounts the years of low wages, angry customers, and 

miserable working conditions that eventually drove her to go back to school so she could 

one day qualify for better jobs. Like many of my students, Julia says she made this 

decision in part because she wanted to set a good example for her children—to show 

them that college is the path to success. She had to spend two years in an adult school 

earning her GED and learning English before she could enroll at the community college. 

Once there, she needed at least a full year of remedial English classes before she could 

take the transfer-level course required to earn an associate’s degree or move on to a four-

year college. In her story, she positions herself as midway through this journey. She 

frames her current moment in school as the crucial turning point between a difficult past 

and a bright future.  

 And herein lies one of the most widely embraced benefits of the literacy narrative 

in academic scholarship: it allows students like Julia to view their literacy stories as 

changeable. In “Translating the Self and Difference Through Literacy Narratives,” Mary 

Soliday discusses how literacy narratives “foreground the tellability” of students’ 

experiences as language users (520). By urging students to see their literacy stories as 

“narratable” (512), teachers are also guiding them to see their stories as “interpretable” 

(512). This is an especially empowering lesson for basic writers who arrive in college 

with an internalized story about being inherently bad at reading, writing, or school. 

Literacy narratives urge students to write new chapters to those stories. In this way, they 

help students gain what Soliday calls “narrative agency” (511)—a sense of their own 
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power to revise the literacy stories they’ve lived thus far. Susan DeRosa puts the point 

this way: “As writers develop a sense of narrative agency by writing literacy narratives, 

they become participants in the development of their literacy in action” (3). In other 

words, in order to write new chapters in their literacy stories, students must also write 

new, more empowering roles for themselves. 

Indeed, the hero role that I critiqued in previous chapters is precisely what literacy 

narrative advocates celebrate as empowering for basic writers. In “Heroes, Rebels, and 

Victims: Student Identities in Literacy Narratives,” Bronwyn Williams suggests that 

teachers should help students view themselves as the heroes of their own stories. He 

observes that students gravitate toward three reoccurring roles in their literacy narratives: 

victims, rebels, and heroes. In victim stories, students present themselves as “stigmatized 

through their literacy experiences, particularly in school where the student is the victim of 

bad or insensitive teaching” (344). In rebel stories, they present themselves as “bucking 

conventions or resisting the consumer-oriented approach to literacy that other students 

embrace…they dismiss the values and assignments of the mainstream education, while 

often displaying what they consider their true literacy talents“ (344). And in hero stories, 

much like in the college application essays I analyzed in Chapter Three, students present 

themselves as “lone hero[es]” in their own “rise-to-success” stories, “overcoming all 

obstacles to succeed in writing and reading at school” (343). Williams advocates moving 

students away from victim and rebel identities and toward hero identities, a process that 

requires an essential element of imagination. He notes, “some students’ ‘rise-to-success’ 

narratives took the form of imagining success, even when they had not had it in 
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conventional terms” (345). Thus, it seems possible to ask students with less empowering 

narratives to mimic this imaginative process. He suggests “asking students [with victim 

or rebel stories] to imagine a future literacy encounter and to write about how and why 

they might approach it from a more empowering identity” (345). This role-playing 

activity is, after all, an integral part of all student-writers’ experience with the genre. 

Though assignment sheets rarely if ever make the expectation clear, literacy narratives 

implicitly ask students to write themselves as heroes of their own redemptive literacy 

stories. Richard read Douglass’s autobiography and envisioned himself the literacy hero 

who frees himself and others like him from the shackles of poverty and addiction. Julia 

wrote about her fast food job and envisioned herself the literacy hero who lifts her family 

into the middle class. Basic writers have by definition not yet fulfilled their roles as 

literacy heroes, but isn’t it useful for them to write the stories in which they do? 

 The theory of genre as social action tells us that genres work because they help 

individuals accomplish something. The literacy narrative works in my basic writing 

classes at SCCC because it helps my students imagine their eventual success in school. It 

taps into the individualistic ideas about literacy, education, and achievement that 

motivated them to attend college in the first place. In other words, it does not work 

despite being a bootstraps genre; it works precisely because it is a bootstraps genre. It 

reaffirms motivating ideas for students at a vulnerable time in their college careers when 

they may otherwise feel alienated, discouraged, or in over their heads. It allows them to 

find inspiration in the unlikely success stories of their peers and published authors. And 

perhaps most importantly, the literacy narrative allows my students to view the obstacles 
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they’ve encountered on their paths to college as mere plot twists in an otherwise uplifting 

story of which they are themselves now the authors.  

Literacy Narratives as Literacy Myths 

Yet, it is clear that the pragmatic benefits of literacy narratives derive at least in 

part from an individualistic definition of literacy. As Williams points out, the hero 

identity that he wants students to adopt is part of a “recurring narrative structure” that 

celebrates “traditional individualistic heroic attributes—perseverance, self-reliance, self-

confidence” (343). In previous chapters, I have admonished this conception of literacy for 

being at odds with the goal of granting students from disadvantaged backgrounds greater 

access to higher education. In the case of literacy narratives, the same can be said of basic 

writing teachers’ empowerment agendas. If individuals are capable of pulling themselves 

up by the bootstraps to become college-literate, then why have they not done so before 

being deemed in need of remediation? And what of the large numbers of students who 

fail or drop out? If this ideology of literacy is followed through to its logical conclusion, 

then these students have simply not worked hard enough, or worse, are incapable or 

unworthy of a college education. The individualistic ideology of literacy narratives may 

have motivating effects for some basic writers, but it also sends damaging messages 

about the ability of individual students to acquire college literacy despite oppressive 

social circumstances. 

 This seems a particularly worrisome message to send to my students at SCCC. 

They face so many potential obstacles to their success in school—multiple jobs, family 

responsibilities, financial hardship, homelessness, health crises, gang violence. When a 
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student falls asleep in my eight a.m. class, it is often because she worked the night shift 

until six. If financial aid checks don’t disburse fast enough, only a few of my students 

will be able to afford either the textbook or the photocopies required to participate in 

class. Most students who get sick miss weeks of class because they don’t have health 

coverage. In any given month, I hear at least two or three stories of family members 

being shot on the street. It is not uncommon for a student to tell me he missed an 

assignment because he had no place to live or because he spent the week in jail. And then 

there are the obstacles from my students’ pasts that make their current educational 

journeys even more difficult. The parents who were on drugs or in gangs or busy juggling 

multiple jobs. The child welfare system that sent them on early paths from foster homes 

to the street. The housing projects that made the drug trade a more lucrative activity than 

school. The over-crowded public schools that graduated them without noticing a learning 

disability or teaching them how to read. All of these obstacles are products of oppressive 

social forces, and all of them shape the ongoing development of my students’ literacy 

stories. Yet the “lone hero,” “rise-to-success” literacy narrative frames these obstacles as 

motivators—as easily overcome through hard work in school. This story may be 

motivating, but the truth is, for many of my students, hard work is not enough. Each 

semester, many of my most determined students have to drop out of school or accept a 

failing grade due to insurmountable social circumstances. I do not want to assign a genre 

that tells them this is their fault.   

 In “Articulation Theory and the Problem of Determination: A Reading of Lives on 

the Boundary,” John Trimbur expresses similar concerns about one of the most famous 
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literacy narratives in our field. Because Lives celebrates the “transformative powers of 

literacy for the individual,” Trimbur says it also “reproduces a discourse of equal 

opportunity and predictably unequal results, thereby turning systematic inequality into 

the result of differences in individual effort and talent, not of social determinations.” 

While recognizing Rose’s social critique of the public education system, Trimbur also 

suggests that the generic autobiographical elements of the story risk repeating an 

individualistic social narrative about school and success. 

The tale of a poor or working-class youth rising from his humble origins is 
such a familiar one… the risk is that readers will take Lives on the 
Boundary to be another comforting American success story of an 
individual who, through the power of education and the guidance of more 
experienced teacher-mentors, takes the predictable road to self-
improvement and upward mobility, from the mean streets of Los Angeles 
to the halls of UCLA.  
 

Trimbur’s argument echoes precisely the critique I’ve made of the college application 

essay and the directed self-placement guide. And indeed, if literacy narratives like Lives 

are written and read uncritically, they risk reinforcing what Janet Carey Eldred and Peter 

Mortensen call “the literacy myth”—“the easy and unfounded assumption that better 

literacy necessarily leads to economic development, cultural progress, and individual 

improvement”(23). In their 1992 College English article, “Reading Literacy Narratives,” 

they question the English department’s uncritical acceptance of rags-to-riches accounts of 

literacy development. Our field’s embrace of these stories reflects what they describe as a 

“disciplinary romance” with “the fantasy that a flower girl can become a duchess through 

education” (515). Too often, teachers and students view literacy narratives in the basic 

writing classroom through this same romantic lens. As a result, and despite all evidence 
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to the contrary, we reinforce the discriminatory notion that individuals earn their literacy 

fates through varying levels of hard work and talent.   

 Literacy narrative advocates maintain that we can avoid this problem by taking a 

critical, socio-linguistic perspective to the genre (DeRosa; Eldred; Eldred and Mortensen; 

Scott; Soliday). Soliday suggests teachers use literacy narratives to show students “that 

reading and writing are not natural acts, but culturally situated, acquired practices” (520). 

Indeed, if literacy narratives can call attention to the way literacy is constructed in 

different ways by different people for different purposes, they can potentially disrupt 

rather than reinforce the literacy myth (Brodkey; Eldred; Eldred and Mortensen; Scott; 

Soliday). J. Blake Scott says that “by emphasizing the social relatedness of language,” 

literacy narratives actually combat the individualistic ideology of literacy (122). When 

literacy is viewed through a social rather than a romantic lens, students see that 

definitions of literacy have been socially constructed in ways that benefit some and 

oppress others. What’s more, school literacy becomes simply one of many kinds of 

acquirable literacies that students can aspire to not because it is inherently good, but 

because it will grant them access to particular social settings (like universities, 

workplaces, etc.).  

However, in a 2005 article in Journal of Basic Writing, Wendy Ryden contends 

that students rarely read literacy narratives with this critical, social-constructionist stance. 

Despite the liberatory intentions of basic writing scholars, in practice the literacy 

narrative constructs literacy as an individual achievement with individual gain and not a 

social construct. She cites the example of Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the Life of a 
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Slave, saying that students and teachers often interpret it through a “liberal, 

assimilationist” frame rather than through what she calls a “conflicted literacy” frame 

(18). She attributes this “misreading” to the “power of the literacy myth and its influence 

over the reception and production of texts concerned with representations of literacy and 

education” (19). In other words, even if instructors intend to use literacy narratives as 

genres of social critique, they often end up teaching bootstraps stories instead. Eldred and 

Mortenson would argue we fall victim to our “disciplinary romance” with the literacy 

myth—that the notion of individuals overcoming social circumstance through educational 

attainment is simply too seductive to critique. I agree with this analysis, though I can’t 

say it holds true for me. My research critiques the literacy myth because it is 

ideologically troublesome. My teaching subscribes to it because it is rhetorically 

pragmatic. As a teacher, it is also possible to assign a genre and turn the genre itself into 

an instrument of critique. 

Looking back at my student Richard’s reflection on Douglass’s autobiography, 

we can see that he takes precisely the “liberal, assimilationist” lens that Ryden warns 

against. Just as she predicts students will, Richard glosses over the passages of 

Douglass’s text that offer a more complicated, “conflicted” relationship to literacy. 

Ryden says reading Douglass’s definition of literacy as emancipatory “may impede 

students’ ability to adopt critical stances toward literacy in their own narratives” (9-10). 

Indeed, Richard did not take a critical stance toward literacy in any of his writing for my 

class. His literacy narrative, his textual analysis of Douglass, and his end of semester 

reflection all embrace the idea of literacy as emancipatory. Most other students’ writing 
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did the same. In this regard, Ryden is right: my class “appropriat[ed] Douglass’s story to 

the effect of bolstering liberal conceptions of literacy as a matter of individual struggle 

and reward” (11). However, I can’t possibly reflect on my use of the literacy narrative as 

a complete failure. In my students’ end-of-semester evaluations, they overwhelmingly 

credited the literacy narrative curriculum with giving them new perspectives on the role 

of language and education in their lives. They recommended that I teach both Lives on 

the Boundary and Douglass’s Narrative again in my future courses. And in the end, both 

Trimbur and Ryden recommend teaching these seminal texts as well. Despite their 

ideological critiques, they recognize that the pragmatic benefits of the genre should not 

go to waste. Teachers should first and foremost be aware of the literacy myth’s power to 

shape our reading and writing of literacy narratives; they should then find ways to impart 

that awareness to students.  

Genre theory provides new and useful strategies with which to do just that. For, as 

Ryden says, it is at least in part “in an effort to decipher the genre” that students gravitate 

toward an “existing cultural narrative” like the bootstraps story (5). She calls the literacy 

narrative “primarily a classroom genre” because there are insufficient models available 

for student comparison. Indeed, most published literacy narratives (including Rose’s 

Lives and Douglass’s Narrative) are general autobiographies of which only a portion is 

devoted to literacy. Teachers selectively portion out sections of these larger texts and then 

call them literacy narratives. Yet genre theory tells us that no writing is outside of a 

genre, that classroom genres, like all other genres, exist because they help individuals 

position themselves into social roles, institutions, and ideologies. By highlighting genre’s 
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role in the production and consumption of literacy narratives, teachers can help basic 

writers achieve the critical, socio-linguistic perspective necessary to imagine themselves 

heroes of their own literacy stories without falling victim to the more oppressive elements 

of the literacy myth.  

Genre Awareness and the Literacy Narrative 

In Writing Genres, Amy Devitt defines genre awareness as “critical consciousness 

of both the rhetorical purposes and ideological effects of generic forms” (192). In order to 

discuss the significance of this pedagogical development for literacy narrative use in the 

basic writing classroom, I will first review the limitations of early product and process 

approaches to genre instruction. Unlike previous methods, genre awareness addresses 

both the rhetorical and the ideological dimensions of genre in the writing classroom. I 

will conclude by outlining my own understanding of how genre awareness pedagogy 

might be applied to the use of literacy narratives in the basic writing classroom.  

Early theories of genre as form address neither the rhetorical nor the ideological 

dimensions of genre. They yield product-oriented pedagogical applications that tend to 

promote or debate explicit instruction in generic conventions. Most notably, the Sydney 

school of genre pedagogy advocates explicit instruction in what they call “genres of 

power” so that students from disadvantaged backgrounds may gain access to the forms of 

privileged discourse (Freedman and Medway 8-10). Aviva Freedman contests this 

approach by pointing out that genres are learned without explicit instruction through 

authentic tasks in authentic contexts.  She urges teachers to avoid the seductive promise 

that power can be transmitted through specific generic forms, urging all instruction to 
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focus on skills and processes that transcend genre. What’s more, she suggests that a first-

year writing course can never prepare students for future writing situations because it 

offers distant and inauthentic tasks and context.  Instead, she proposes teachers act as 

facilitators of works in process—a model much like a writing center. One problem here is 

that it eliminates the need for writing courses and instructors altogether. Another, taken 

up by Lingard and Haber, is that the authentic contexts and tasks that she advocates often 

do not allow for the explicit instruction new participants need.  They propose writing 

classrooms establish a middle ground between authentic context and explicit instruction. 

Both sides of the debate about explicit instruction theorize genre as formal conventions 

and propose pedagogies aimed at the mastery of those conventions.  Neither the rhetorical 

nor the ideological dimensions of genre are adequately addressed. 

Allen Luke’s article, “Genres of Power?” illustrates the pitfalls of a pedagogy that 

addresses the ideological but not the rhetorical dimension of genre.  Strongly influenced 

by Foucault and Bourdieu, Luke contests the very notion that a genre can have or grant 

power.  Power, he says, is always “sociologically contingent.” It is not something built 

into a form or held by a person, but rather, power is relational, a force used to distinguish 

individuals in a system of power relations. Because of genre’s ideological function to 

reproduce power relations, Luke warns teachers and theorists to avoid teaching genre 

altogether. Instead, he advocates teaching students how to reposition themselves in social 

spaces and power relations. My concern with this approach is that it ignores the rhetorical 

dimension of genre by assuming teachers and students have no agency. What’s more, its 

pedagogical application veers toward sociology and away from writing instruction. I 
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recognize that this is a false binary (for writing is always sociological, sociology always 

written), but as a teacher interested in the ideological consequences of my work, I still 

believe it is important to keep my pedagogy rooted in the practice and politics of texts. 

Theories of genre as action more adequately address the rhetorical dimension of 

genre.  However, when they find their application in traditional process pedagogies, they 

often fail to account for the ideological nature of genre. Two strong examples of the 

process school of genre instruction are the early work of Amy Devitt in “Generalizing 

about Genre” and Richard M. Coe’s “Teaching Genre as Process.” Both Devitt and Coe 

suggest that Miller’s definition of genre as social action melds well with the process 

school of composition studies.  What’s more, it can help teachers and scholars begin to 

dismantle several debilitating dichotomies of the field: not only form and content, but text 

and context, product and process. Coe recommends students write a cover page in which 

they discuss the rhetorical nature of the genre they take up.  For instance, he suggests 

they answer the questions, “What purpose does this genre serve? What readers does it 

appeal to?  And how does it respond to its context?”  By emphasizing the ways genres 

persuade, Coe and Devitt both make important contributions to the rhetoric of genre.  

That said, these applications stumble over many of the same pitfalls as the process 

movement in composition.  By inadequately addressing ideology and the ways genres 

reproduce power relations, the process approach to genre fails to help students guard 

against the ideological consequences of generic participation. 

I believe it is because of the limiting history of genre instruction as product and 

process that Devitt’s more recent concept of genre awareness (developed in her 2004 
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book, Writing Genres) holds such significance in recent discussions of genre pedagogy. It 

highlights both the rhetorical and the ideological dimensions of genre by moving away 

from genre production and toward the critical analysis of genre, an approach pioneered 

by Devitt, Bawarshi and Mary Jo Reiff. In their 2003 article, “Materiality and Genre in 

the Study of Discourse Communities,” they promote teaching genre analysis through 

mini-ethnographies in which students research a discourse community of their choice 

through the genres practiced by its participants.  They suggest that the problem with 

critical pedagogies like Luke’s is that the concepts of “social space,” “power relations,” 

“institution,” and “discourse community” are abstract and intangible.  For students 

especially, these notions of context can be difficult. Genres provide a material grounding 

for these socio-rhetorical conversations.  Even more compelling, they root a writing 

course in its self-proclaimed subject matter—writing.   

In his final chapter of Genre and the Invention of the Writer, Bawarshi describes 

what a first-year-writing course centered around genre analysis22 might look like and 

what it can offer. He explains that the course begins with exercises in which students are 

exposed to genres as useful tools in understanding the people who use them. For 

example, he might bring in a sample of greeting cards and ask students to list the social 

values they seem to prescribe. How are romantic relationships defined by the anniversary 

and wedding cards? Who is included and excluded in this definition? After these 

introductory discussions of genre as a window into social scenes, students form groups to 

                                                        
22 Though Devitt calls this concept “genre awareness,” and Bawarshi calls it “genre analysis,” I view them 
as analogous.  Not only do the two authors collaborate on books and articles, but neither distinguishes one 
term from the other. 
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explore various discourse communities of the university (one group for economics, one 

for nursing, etc.) through the genres used by their participants.  The first step of the genre 

analysis involves research through a mini-ethnography. Students gather data via sample 

genres, interviews, observations, etc. Then, students choose a particular genre and 

(individually) write an essay in which they analyze what they can discern about the 

community through the genre. Bawarshi’s hope for his students is not that they learn to 

produce a particular type of genre that will be useful to them in the future, for as 

Freedman has pointed out, this kind of prediction is mostly impossible. Likewise, he does 

not choose a genre at random (like the literary analysis essay used by English majors, for 

example) as an arbitrary and imposed gate-keeping genre. Rather, he, Devitt and Reiff all 

re-imagine the first-year-writing classroom as a site where students can gain the critical 

consciousness necessary to negotiate personal and social exigencies in the writing tasks 

they will encounter in college and beyond.  The goal is that students may be more savvy 

and “agile” as they position themselves through generic writing—that they may both 

participate in and question the discursive forms they take up. 

 A genre awareness approach to the literacy narrative would therefore require an 

emphasis on its role within a discourse community. The question for students and 

teachers then becomes, what community seems to make use of the literacy narrative? For 

what purposes and under what conditions are literacy narratives typically written and 

read? And what do literacy narratives reveal about the people who use them? In order to 

engage these questions, teachers will need to provide more than one or two literacy 

narratives to students. They will need to develop a broader range of samples that both 



156 

reveal the patterns of repetition within the genre and present competing ideologies of 

literacy. Through this process of comparison and contrast, students may see that the rise-

to-success literacy story is just one of many possible literacy stories worth telling.  

Linda Adler-Kassner’s recent textbook, Considering Literacy, offers an anthology 

of readings that is perfectly suited for this purpose. Though teachers may use the readings 

in any way they like, Adler-Kassner shares one particularly compelling way of 

organizing them. In a textual analysis assignment she calls “Learning from Others,” she 

groups texts into five categories according to the ways  they define the purposes of 

literacy and education. These include: “literacy and education as adaptation,” “literacy 

and education as a state of grace,” “literacy and education as separation,” “literacy and 

education as power,” and “literacy and education as indoctrination” (28-29). Students 

may read and analyze Douglass’s Narrative or Rose’s Lives as examples of “literacy and 

education as power,” but they will also be reading texts like Lorene Cary’s Black Ice that 

portrays “literacy and education as indoctrination.” In this way, students should be more 

inclined to accept that Douglass’s view of literacy was both empowering and “conflicted” 

(Ryden). By confronting these competing views of literacy, students may approach a 

critical awareness of the literacy myth that Ryden and Trimbur would applaud. Perhaps 

even more promising, teachers who frame rise-to-success literacy narratives as just one of 

many possible literacy genres will be arming themselves with readily accessible counter-

arguments to the literacy myth, thereby resisting the uncritical embrace of our 

“disciplinary romance” (Ryden). 
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These sorts of social-constructivist discussions of literacy can help basic writers 

achieve a critical perspective on the literacy narratives they read and write in class. 

However, without a more explicit application of genre theory, they tend to ignore the 

pragmatic benefits I discussed throughout this chapter. Through a genre awareness 

pedagogy like the one Devitt, Bawarshi, and Reiff propose, teachers can do more than 

simply reveal the ideological implications of literacy narratives; they can show students 

how literacy narratives act together to promote a certain ideology of literacy that is useful 

in certain circumstances and harmful in others. In this way, the literacy narrative can be 

framed not just an assignment, but as an instrument of ideological critique. Writing tasks, 

then, become opportunities for both  “differential oppositional consciousness” and social 

action (Sandoval qtd. in Elenes 115). In other words, it is not enough that students merely 

learn to dissect the ideologies of the genres they take up. Students must also learn to 

move within the web of social ideas that surround them. They must, in other words, 

actually take up potentially oppressive genres like the literacy narrative in order to learn 

how best to respond to them. Like Alejandra Elenes, who resisted the Western genre of 

autobiography by “destabilizing the Western ‘I,’” in her own personal story, students may 

take up bootstraps genres like the literacy narrative in ways that are empowering rather 

than oppressive.  

Knowing that I will teach literacy narratives again next fall in a school similar to 

SCCC, I see this as a very significant distinction. I want to illuminate the power of the 

literacy myth not so I can teach my students to dispose of it, but so I can teach them how 

best to make use of it. Though students like Julia and Richard should know that literacy 
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can be indoctrinating, discriminatory, and “conflicted,” they should also make use of the 

emancipatory idea of literacy that brought them to my class in the first place—especially 

if this is the idea they will use to propel them toward graduation.  
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CONCLUSION—READING AND WRITING “WINKS, NODS, AND 

DISGUISES” IN THE FYC CLASSROOM 

 
 It is clear by now that bootstraps narratives flourish through several genres at the 

gates of higher education. In different ways and to different degrees, the college 

application essay, the directed self-placement guide, and the literacy narrative all call for 

aspiring and newly admitted college students to position themselves as self-reliant heroes 

who can overcome disadvantaged backgrounds through educational attainment. By 

framing this project with ideological theories of genre, I’ve called attention to the ways 

gateway genres function both ideologically and institutionally to script certain roles for 

low-income and racial minority college students. And, by situating the project within the 

historical framework of affirmative action rhetoric, I have also highlighted the ways these 

genres reflect and reinforce contradicting and oftentimes confusing institutional values 

about the role of race in public policy. At the same time, as institutions invite students to 

represent their backgrounds in accordance with a neo-liberal ideological script, they also 

systematically misdirect students from the social nature of their tasks, pitching each 

rhetorical situation as a chance for unique personal expression. In order to respond 

successfully within these genres, then, students must be able to read the vague gestures of 

institutional assignments and respond with appropriate rhetorical gestures of their own. In 

other words, to persuasively represent their backgrounds to university audiences, students 

must both interpret and mimic the institutional language of “winks, nods, and disguises” 

(Gratz). 
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Reading between the lines to understand the assignment behind the assignment is 

not a rhetorical strategy unique to university gateway genres or even college writing tasks 

in general. In fact, most rhetorical situations reflect vague, conflicted, and contradictory 

values and expectations. And, of course, all rhetorical situations exist within unstable and 

shifting political contexts that must be interpreted and understood in order to be 

effectively taken up.  

FYC instructors are in a unique position to help students respond to the 

unarticulated elements of rhetorical situations with awareness, purpose, and agency. 

Unfortunately, some of our current practices fail to fully realize this potential. In our 

classrooms as well as through Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) initiatives, our 

discipline promotes making instructions and expectations transparent through clear, 

consistent assignment sheets and assessment tools like rubrics. In many of the 

developmental classes at the community college where I teach now, this results in what I 

see as explicit instruction in genre. Assignment sheets often tell students exactly how to 

phrase the first sentence and thesis statement of the essay, what should be discussed in 

each paragraph, and within those paragraphs, what each sentence should accomplish. 

Teachers worry behind closed doors that their assignments are too “scripted,” but they 

continue to assign them because they “work,” meaning they yield more familiar iterations 

of the assigned genre. In other words, when students are given explicit instruction in 

genre, they are more successful in their attempts to take up the genre. 

 Like my colleagues, I rely on clear, detailed assignment sheets and consistent 

grading rubrics to communicate genre expectations to my students. However, without an 
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active WAC program at my college, I have often worried that my students are unlikely to 

encounter such clear direction in their other academic writing assignments. And WAC 

aside, when students leave campus, will their writing tasks be so clearly explained to 

them? More likely, college students’ future success as writers will depend on their 

capacity to read between the lines—to effectively discern and respond to unarticulated 

audience expectations, generic conventions, and institutional values.  

 In my conclusion to Chapter Five, I proposed a genre-awareness approach to 

teaching the literacy narrative in a basic writing classroom. More broadly, though, this 

project underscores the value of a genre-awareness approach to FYC like the one Devitt, 

Bawarshi, and Reiff advocate.  Because FYC students are transitioning into a new 

institutional location, they are particularly well positioned to think about the rhetorical 

conventions that have been and will be expected of them in and outside of school. Since 

beginning work on this dissertation, I have applied a genre-awareness framework to my 

FYC curriculum. All the writing assignments are goal-oriented, meaning they are aimed 

at helping students decipher the implicit rules of communication in the institutions they 

hope to join. In addition to teaching students how to meet expectations explicitly outlined 

on my assignment sheets, I also aim to teach students how to respond to rhetorical 

expectations that are not as clearly defined. Through mini-ethnographies, students 

research a discipline, profession, or other community of their choice through the genres 

used by its participants. A student interested in pursuing a business major, for instance, 

collects sample texts, conducts interviews, and observes courses to research the genres of 

the business school. Through this process, she will consider what business school genres’ 
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conventions are, where they come from, what they accomplish, and for whom.  She can 

also think critically about what these genres reveal about the business school, the role she 

will be expected to play there, and how she might write herself into that role if she so 

desires. Perhaps most importantly, by learning how to analyze new genres before she 

takes them up, she can develop the tools necessary to decipher the unarticulated 

dimensions of future writing tasks on her own and take agency over her choices about 

how best to respond to them.  

By taking a genre awareness approach, I am also embracing FYC’s gateway role 

in the university. That is, I accept that my required first-year courses act as gateways to 

other courses, disciplines, professions, and institutional arenas. For me, this view does 

not devalue our discipline’s institutional location; on the contrary, it reaffirms the 

transdisciplinary potentials of rhetoric and composition to help students achieve their 

goals both on and off campus. As a writing teacher, I have always aspired for my work to 

have this breadth of reach, and as I conclude this project, I am hopeful that it can.  

I structured this dissertation as a trajectory from college admissions through FYC 

to draw connections between seemingly disparate rhetorical situations. I conclude here 

with a call for members of our field to re-imagine the rhetorical situations within our 

classrooms as interconnected to the rhetorical situations students have encountered and 

will encounter outside our classrooms. For, our reading, writing, and learning experiences 

are not isolated within the walls of singular rhetorical situations; rather, we meet them 

within ever-shifting, inter-textual systems of social ideas, expectations, and conventions. 

For our students and ourselves, learning how to write well is an ongoing process of 
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positioning within this web of webs. Certainly at least one of our roles as teachers, then, 

should be to help students find agency in the balancing act required to transition into new 

scenes of communication.  
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