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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is an auto-ethnographic account of my curriculum in first-year 

writing that promotes institutional literacy and examines student responses to it. I frame 

my research with New Literacy Studies (NLS) in order to highlight the connections 

between the literate practices of students and larger social, cultural, economic, and 

ideological contexts. Not only is this helpful for my own understanding of how, when, 

and why literacy learning occurs, but NLS encourages a critical approach to literacy 

learning, one that I want my students to adopt as well. Because I was interested in student 

responses to my curriculum, I conducted interviews with students about their reasons for 

coming to college, their attitudes towards college, their life goals, as well as their 

backgrounds. My analysis of student interviews reveals student perceptions of self-

efficacy and agency are largely situated along socioeconomic lines. The method of 

ethnography enabled me to see the exceptions and more nuanced groups of students, 

which allowed me to complicate the intersections of class and literacy learning.    
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

My education is marked by silence. For me, being a good student was entangled 

with being a good daughter, a good sister, a good person, even a good Catholic. “Be 

good” was my mother’s stern warning as she dropped us off at school. It was, to me, a 

constant reminder to obey. Listen to the teacher. Do what she says. Don’t make a fuss. 

These different aspects of my life were all intertwined to me—be a good student and you 

will be a good person. Be a good daughter and you will be a good sister. I was eager to 

please my parents and my teachers. At home, I dutifully watched my younger siblings, 

tried to set a good example for them, and helped by mother around the house. Home was 

chaotic (there were four kids), but I tried my best to help my parents. At school, I tried to 

be a good student for my teachers. I was intensely intimidated by the classroom—the 

teachers, the students, the subjects. I didn’t understand how I fit it, and my struggle with 

learning intensified my insecurities. I was confused by the math and bewildered by the 

science. I found school harsh and competitive, and I felt distant from it. I hated grades but 

understood the power and privilege those with high marks received—I wanted As but 

didn’t know how to get them. So I sat quietly and listened. I figured out the importance of 

following directions. I always did homework, took vigorous notes, and volunteered to 

read out loud. I was not an amazing student—I was simply a decent student, a safe one. I 

obeyed, did what I was told, and figured out what the teacher wanted.  

My silence was my tool for survival. It came to dominate my understanding of 

myself as a member in my family and as a student. While it did enable me to make great 

strides in my education (I made it to college, whereas not all my siblings or childhood 
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friends have), it severely restricted my ability to participate in my education. I was a 

passive student, simply jumping up the ladder rings, hoping to make it to some next level 

at which I thought I needed to be.  

My parents have devoted their lives to my education. They have been passionate 

supporters, strong believers in the prestige and wealth a college degree bestows. They felt 

they lacked that anchor in their lives—a college degree to ward off uncertain times or 

financial difficulties. My father labored as a carpenter and my mother, who picked up odd 

jobs here and there, worked tirelessly to send my siblings and me to private grammar and 

high schools. School was, for me, always tied to tuition, and I felt tremendously 

responsible to be a good student. I remember my mother telling me at a young age that if 

she and my father were to get a divorce, she would have no way of supporting herself 

because she didn’t have an education. She was adamant that my sister and I get college 

degrees and well-paying jobs so that we wouldn’t be dependent on husbands.  

Due to limited funding, when it came time for college I was given the choice to 

either attend the local community college or the regional state college. Desperate to leave 

home, I wanted to attend the state college, and I remember sitting with my mother at the 

kitchen table trying to fill out the FAFSA form. Neither of my parents went to college, 

and none of us knew the first thing about applying to college. At the time, I didn’t realize 

I was a “first-generation” college student, but I noticed, and continue I to notice, 

moments of dissonance about my education. When I was an undergraduate, most of my 

friends’ parents went to college and retold their parents’ college stories. As a graduate 

student, I find that most of my friends’ parents are doctors. Just recently I had a 
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conversation with friends about family-dinner conversation, and they all described 

discussions about politics, current events, job-related issues. I thought about family 

dinners that center around The Simpsons and family and neighborhood gossip. Many of 

my friends, both past and present, describe their application process to college; a process 

that spanned the country and one that included “top picks” and sports teams and sunny 

weather. My process was surrounded by anxiety and pressure. Should my parents 

refinance their house to send me to college? Could they afford the tuition bills?  

To my family, college was a route to a decent living, a decent wage. My parents 

and I discussed college as a financial investment; they would invest in my education 

knowing that I would graduate and earn my own income as a teacher, and I navigated my 

education with this frame of mind. My parents would ask about my grades, how many 

more courses I had left to take, and when I would graduate. College was a series of tasks 

I had to complete, and my parents valued my efficiency in completing those tasks. Our 

conversations about my education focused on the future, when finally their financial 

investment would pay off. College was a layover, a necessary stop on the way to my final 

destination: a well-paying job. This was not a time to take risks; I only took courses that 

fulfilled general education requirements or counted toward my major, and I moved 

through my classes with tunnel vision, an eye on the prize. I didn’t engage with the 

materials, I wrote papers the night before they were due, and I never spoke in class. Like 

many of my own students, I wanted the quickest and easiest way to that college degree. I 

wanted the path of least resistance.  
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I carried this quiet disposition into college, and even into my graduate courses. 

Here, my silence had caused me to be a timid student, a nervous student. I was 

desperately unsure of myself and lacked self-confidence. I didn’t know how to 

participate, how to ask questions, how to communicate with others or the texts we read in 

class. Here, my silence did not go unnoticed, nor was it looked upon favorably. It came to 

a head in one of my graduate seminars when my professor asked me to meet with her 

outside of class. In her office, I held back tears as she asked me why I didn’t participate 

in classroom discussions. What had been a valued trait at home and in my early 

education, even my undergraduate education, was now unacceptable. I was unable to 

answer her. I had no way to articulate why I didn’t participate—I did not have the words 

to explain why I didn’t participate. I honestly didn’t know.   

Richard Rodriguez explores this same tension between his home life and school in 

his autobiography. He saw his home life in stark opposition to the classroom, and as his 

education progressed, his academic success distanced him from his family and culture. In 

Min-Zhan Lu’s poignant article about her struggle switching back and forth between the 

discourse of her home and school, she concludes that the conflict ultimately helped her 

become sensitive to the choices she makes every time she reads, writes, and thinks. Mike 

Rose, too, writes of his childhood and how his home and local neighborhood significantly 

impacted his (in)ability as a student.  

I remember reading Rodriguez’s autobiography as a senior in college. He was 

probably the first author I had ever read who explained and described what I had felt for 

so long, but never had the ability to voice. As I continued in my graduate education, I 
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became more and more drawn to scholarship that addressed conflict and 

misunderstanding in the classroom as a result of differences between the home lives of 

students and the academic classroom. I was instantly drawn to this body of research, and 

I read this research as if I were learning about myself and my family. It has taken my own 

graduate education to understand the struggle, confusion, and silence I have encountered 

throughout my own education.  

 I come to this project through my own deeply personal struggles with my 

education. Taking Lu’s lead, this project is an attempt to understand my silence, to fill 

that silence with words, words that I didn’t have then but have come to know as I reflect 

on my experience as a student, a graduate student, and a composition instructor. My 

project is guided by the overarching view that students bring to our classrooms ways of 

writing, reading, being, thinking, acting, and knowing that are in many ways at odds with 

the theories that guide our pedagogies and curricula, causing misunderstanding and 

conflict over the purpose of the first-year writing classroom. Deeper consideration of 

these misunderstandings and conflicts is necessary if we are to develop more dynamic 

curriculums that are more sensitive to the needs of our students and the specific 

institutional, economic, and social contexts we operate within. In my project, I claim we 

are unable to develop more dynamic, social, and materially grounded pedagogies because 

of the following: 

 Disagreement over purpose of first-year writing classroom. Both Russell 

Durst and Tony Scott argue that the “social turn” ignores intersections of 

students’ concerns, material conditions of our teaching, and institutional 



15


dynamics. Focused on politicizing the classroom, critical pedagogies ignore 

student concerns and fail to account for them, creating classroom practices that 

are stagnant and not grounded in the ever-changing material and social conditions 

of the classroom. On the other hand, critical pedagogues like Henry Giroux and 

Ira Shor claim the classroom must liberate students by exposing power structures 

in order to prepare students to participate in a more democratic society. This 

disagreement prevents instructors from exploring the intersections of the two 

pedagogies and working toward more local curricula that are more effective in 

meeting the needs of a student population as they are situated within those larger 

political and cultural contexts.  

 Administrative logistics and financial constraints are often at odds with the 

more politically and culturally aware conceptions advocated by both critical 

and pragmatic pedagogies. Economic constraints on universities often result in a 

commodified approach to learning, equating student learning with the bottom-

line, with very real consequences affecting the material conditions of teaching, 

including class size, teacher work load, available of resources, wages, etc. As 

teachers, we must consider how the constraints of our own institutions define 

writing and how it is taught so that we can create pedagogies and curriculums that 

consider these influences.  

 Outdated and/or overly simplistic conceptions of student motivations and 

identities perpetuate stagnant classroom practices. Assumptions about why 

students attend college or what they hope to achieve while at college cause 
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misinformed pedagogies and curriculum. As Min-Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner 

caution, even if we do listen to students, many times students are unaware of what 

they mean when they say they want “job security,” particularly given the trends 

and shifts in the economy. I seek to contribute to the body of knowledge on 

student experiences and perspectives in the classroom, which are vital to creating 

curricula that are more conscious of addressing student concerns in the classroom. 

However, in this project, I argue that we have to address student career concerns 

and other motivations for attending college, and that in addressing those concerns 

as they are situated in university contexts, only then students can actively reflect 

on their experiences and develop awareness of larger institutional, economic, and 

social contexts.  

My larger project is an ethnographic study of my own first-year composition 

classroom. I conducted interviews with students and classroom observations to 

understand what kinds of experiences students were bringing with them to my classroom 

and how I could develop pedagogy and curriculum to better serve students. I rely on the 

theoretical framework of New Literacy Studies to examine literacy learning in the first-

year writing classroom. It is at this point of interface between theory and practice that we 

can clarify conceptual issues, build knowledge, create pedagogy and design curriculum. I 

hope not to offer a static application of theory to practice but instead engage in a dynamic 

dialogue between the two. I am less concerned with advocating a particular method or 

approach and more interested in taking a reflective and critical approach, and extending 

current thinking and facilitating informed local practice. 
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 My first chapter establishes a context for these discussions, including a critical 

framework within which I situate my project. I begin with the current debate between 

critical and pragmatic pedagogies, which would lead us to believe that the purpose of the 

first-year classroom is to either address career and financial concerns of students or 

liberate and empower them. This debate, however, assumes what students need in the 

classroom—liberation or job training—and ignores the variety of student motivations, 

identities, and needs in the classroom. As a corrective to this essentializing debate, my 

study follows the theory of New Literacy Studies (NLS), a body of work that defines 

literacy as multiple and socially situated. NLS has produced a variety of ethnographies of 

various literacy practices across the world. While my project contributes to this work, I 

also seek to document specific literacy practices in the broader context of the university. 

NLS allows me to locate intersections between critical and pragmatic pedagogies, which 

highlight student experiences and their literate practices as the basis for a curriculum that 

seeks to engage students in active literacy learning.   

 In the second chapter, I offer a thorough consideration of my site, the first-year 

writing classroom, as it is situated within the larger university. I outline the various 

contexts that shape the classroom, including the political context of the state of Arizona, 

the financial crisis at the University of Arizona, and the continued budget cuts to the 

Writing Program. I rely on Deborah Brandt’s concept, “sponsors of literacy,” to facilitate 

my analysis as it highlights how literacy is always situated within larger economic 

structures, and I examine how the state-level budgets seemed to defy educational goals 
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and cause the university to attempt to quantify student learning in revenue and view 

writing as a commodity.  

The third chapter utilizes ethnographic data to outline the various motivations and 

desires that students bring with them to the writing classroom. What became evident were 

the challenges and struggles students faced as they tried to articulate their motivations. It 

is this challenge, this conflict, that I seek to understand in this chapter in order to build a 

pedagogy that grounds student experiences in the larger economic and ideological 

structures to build awareness and critical reflection. Essentially, I use this challenge to 

understand the purpose of a college education as a productive tension to build more 

effective pedagogies in the first-year writing classroom. I rely on social-psychologist 

Albert Bandura’s concepts of self-efficacy and locus of control to frame the data. My 

analysis suggests the important role first-generation status has in students’ perceptions of 

their motivations for attending college and their perceptions of themselves as capable 

students.  

 Based on the motivations I explored in Chapter Three, I then examine how those 

motivations shape the various identities students struggle to negotiate in the fourth 

chapter. I look at student identities as rich resources to help students examine why and 

how they develop those identities as they are situated within the university context and 

also the larger social, cultural, and economic contexts they hope to be a part of outside of 

the university once they graduate. I end this chapter on a more practical note by 

discussing implications for writing assessment. Ultimately, I argue for a more conscious 
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and practical link between the identities and purposes that students see for themselves 

and those promoted by our responses to their writing.  

 Lastly, in Chapter Five I attempt to develop a critical theory of literacy, one that 

contributes to the network of theories that embody NLS. I call it “institutional literacy,” 

to highlight the need to engage students with their own motivations and experiences in 

order to develop critical awareness of the university. I employ James Paul Gee’s 

theoretical lens of Discourse (with a capital D) to help define literacy, and I rely on 

Jeffrey Grabill’s definition of rhetorical institutions to support my work with institutional 

literacy. I then outline my own curriculum, which focuses on issues in higher education 

as it provides a bridge in linking students’ personal motivations, identities, and 

experiences within the larger institutional context of the university. Additionally, I walk 

though the major components of the curriculum as they are informed by my pedagogy. 

This chapter closes with considerations for first-year writing teachers, focusing on ways 

teachers can build on students’ experiences and values in order to produce pedagogies 

that are more sensitive to the local needs of students and the material conditions of the 

university.  
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II. FINDING A MIDDLE GROUND 

 In Russell Durst’s Collision Course, he seeks to develop a pedagogy that is 

situated in both critical and pragmatic pedagogies, which he claims have traditionally 

been at odds over the purpose of the first-year writing classroom. According to Durst, 

pragmatic pedagogies teach writing as a useful technology to help students move through 

their college courses with greater ease and become more successful in their careers. On 

the other side, critical pedagogies promote critical notions of literacy that emphasize self-

reflection and explicit consideration of ideological issues. Given the current trend toward 

bringing culture and politics into the classroom, Durst seeks to understand how writing 

instruction can function in this paradigm. Claiming that we can’t ignore student concerns, 

Durst promotes a pedagogy that is still politically conscious butacknowledges the 

careerism and pragmatic needs of students. He uses students’ pragmatic approaches to 

their educations not as an end goal of teaching writing but as a means to understanding 

larger ideological values that shape those pragmatic approaches and developing self-

reflection and greater awareness.  

Very much in the same vein of Durst’s work, Min-Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner 

also set up the debate between critical and pragmatic pedagogies to propose a new 

pedagogy that considers students’ financial and career concerns in the classroom and uses 

them to help students probe their very goals in local and global contexts. They see 

pragmatic and critical pedagogies not as oppositional but as “mutually informing 

processes,” and that only by beginning with students’ personal and family histories, and 



21


their own financial and career concerns, can we begin to help students develop critical 

awareness of larger political, cultural, and economic structures.  

 Following Durst and Lu and Horner’s leads, I too seek to develop a pedagogy that 

uses students’ motivations and desires for attending college, including their financial and 

career concerns, to promote self-reflection and critical awareness of the ideologies and 

politics that shape those very concerns. Like Durst and Lu and Horner, I also see a 

tension between those pedagogies aimed at making the world a better place and those 

aimed at addressing students’ career concerns. Known as critical and pragmatic 

pedagogies, respectively, critiques of these pedagogies place them in opposition to one 

another, distinctly different, located at opposing sides of the spectrum. Those that 

advocate a critical approach to the classroom claim that pragmatic pedagogies perpetuate 

unequal social relations and oppressive ideologies. Those that advocate a pragmatic 

approach to the classroom claim that critical pedagogies don’t teach writing, ignore 

student concerns for attending college, and impose a political agenda on students.  

 The debate has seemed to reach a standstill. The scholarship would have us 

believe that teachers must choose between addressing global concerns by liberating and 

empowering students, or teachers must consider the more local needs of the classroom by 

responding to students’ immediate financial and career concerns. Address unjust social 

relations or help students get jobs. Make the world a better place or ignore students’ 

concerns of financial security. As Richard Miller puts it, “Are you working for the system 

or against it?” (25). Instead of limiting teachers to “pick” one and abandon the other, I 

argue that these pedagogies can be employed together. Taking the leads of Durst and Lu 
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and Horner, I see these two pedagogies as more alike than different, and I use the theory 

of New Literacy Studies to theorize existing intersections. New Literacy Studies is a 

network of theories that work to highlight the contextual nature of literacy learning, 

including social, cultural, and economic contexts, as well as the global and local contexts, 

which I claim is a founding concept for both pedagogies.  

 My larger project is an ethnographic study of my own first-year composition 

classroom. I conducted student interviews and classroom observations because I wanted 

to understand what kinds of experiences students were bringing with them to my 

classroom and how I could develop pedagogy and curriculum to better serve students. 

What my research reveals is that students often come to the classroom with goals, 

intentions, and motivations that differ from those of the instructor and even the institution 

of higher education. This first chapter establishes my theoretical framework and describes 

the current scene surrounding critical and pragmatic pedagogies. I do this in order to lay 

out the larger theoretical and pedagogical concepts that I rely on, speak to, and challenge 

throughout this project. It is at this point of interface between theory and practice that we 

can clarify conceptual issues, build knowledge, create pedagogy, and design curriculum. 

 In order to articulate relationships between critical and pragmatic pedagogies, in 

the following chapter I first outline the theory of New Literacy Studies. I then move 

through the major tenets of critical pedagogies and pragmatic pedagogies. Lastly, I 

explain why the university is an effective site to examine the contextual nature of literacy 

learning, and a site that allows me to address the intersections of critical and pragmatic 

pedagogies.  
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Why New Literacy Studies? 

 In the broadest sense, New Literacy Studies (NLS) is an ethnographic tradition 

that considers the social, cultural, and ideological nature of literacy. This includes the 

recognition of multiple literacies, literacies as they are contested in relations of power, 

and literacy as a social practice. NLS, then, recognizes the variety of cultural and social 

practices associated with reading and writing in different contexts and the role of literacy 

in both resisting and perpetuating structures of power and domination. This theoretical 

framework illuminates the contested nature of literacy-learning at my particular site, the 

first-year composition classroom. Traditionally, students are simply “given” reading and 

writing skills in the classroom. But NLS investigates how and why those reading and 

writing skills are taught. It seeks to understand the various contexts that shape literate 

practices in order to understand how literacy practices are given value and worth, as well 

as how users of literacy are situated within larger structures of power and ideology. As a 

theory and methodology, NLS enables instructors to develop a more nuanced 

understanding of the classroom as it’s situated in specific contexts and to generate more 

informed practices that are specific to the local needs of the classroom.  

 NLS developed out of a response to what Brian Street characterized as the 

“autonomous” model of literacy, which assumed that literacy was a technical and neutral 

skill, free from any social or cultural practices or contexts (“New Literacy Studies” 431). 

The autonomous view developed out of an interest in the cognitive effect that literacy 

learning has on individuals (Good and Watt; Havelock; Ong; Olson). This perspective 
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privileged literacy as autonomous in that writing was an autonomous mode of 

communication. Walter Ong describes this model when he says, “By isolating thought on 

a written surface, detached from any interlocutor, making utterance in this sense 

autonomous and indifferent to attack, writing presents utterance and thought as 

uninvolved in all else, somehow self-contained, complete” (Qtd, in Street 432 Like Ong, 

David Olson, one of the more influential proponents of the autonomous model of literacy, 

differentiated between written and oral literacies. He argued that the meaning from 

writing is drawn from the writing itself; therefore, writing is unambiguous, autonomous, 

and precise because it does not rely on surrounding contexts for meaning (Olson 257). 

This model assumes that literacy is simply a technical ability or a neutral skill and that it 

could be easily learned across communities and cultures. Much of the research that 

followed the autonomous model operated on the premise that when literacy is introduced 

to an “illiterate” person or group of people, their cognitive skills would be enhanced, thus 

improving their economic prospects and their ability to be good citizens. However, critics 

claimed the autonomous model promoted a Eurocentric standard of literacy, one that 

valued objectivity, critical thought, and abstraction, while ignoring any literacy practices 

that might have already been in place. Also, critics pointed out research informed by the 

autonomous model perpetuated stereotypes about other cultures as unintelligent or less 

developed if that particular culture didn’t subscribe to Western notions of critical thought, 

introspection, and analysis.  

 In response to the autonomous model, Brain Street, one of the premiere scholars 

of NLS, developed the “ideological” model. He claims that instead of one universal 
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literacy seen as a technical and neutral skill, there are in fact multiple literacies. Street 

acknowledges that there are different contexts of literacy–an urban adult-education 

program, a west-African community, the workplace. Literacy does not embody the same 

exact practices in each of these contexts; therefore, what counts as literacy will vary from 

one context to the next, one community to the next, one culture to the next. What counts 

as literacy on the job will certainly differ from what counts within an African community. 

Hence, multiple literacies exist. When literacy is conceived as varied and diverse, the role 

of context is highlighted as an influential factor in how value systems are shaped and how 

literacies are practiced. The ideological character of literacy illuminates the many 

processes of acquisition. Street claims that literacy is ideological because literacy 

practices are aspects of both culture and power structures. He explains that all literate 

practices are implicated in the user’s sense of power and authority; essentially, all uses of 

literacy are in some way biased, and it is better scholarship to admit whatever ideological 

framework is being employed. That way, whatever ideological framework at play can be 

exposed, “open to scrutiny, challenged, and refined in ways which are much more 

difficult when the ideology remains hidden” (434). Essentially, NLS attempts to 

recognize the role of power relations in literacy practices in order to uncover distributions 

of power and authority. 

 Traditionally, in the writing classroom, authority rests with the instructor as she 

determines what should be taught and how. Students take what they’ve learned and are 

smarter because they are cognitively able to complete the assigned tasks. But NLS 

suggests that this is a simplistic model and that there is much more at play in the writing 
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classroom. Using NLS as a theory and method, I am prompted to ask of my own 

classroom: How is content determined, and what ideological and cultural values are at 

work? Whose interests is the writing classroom serving? Students? The university’s bank 

account? The state of democracy? What departmental, university, and national contexts 

shape what happens inside the classroom? And what do students do with what they’ve 

learned – how do they resist, appropriate, or even reject the literate practices we teach? 

Extending the work of NLS, I look to the first-year writing classroom as a site of literacy 

learning in order to explore and scrutinize the ideologies employed in the classroom. 

 Another fundamental premise of the ideological model is that literacy is a social 

practice. Engaging in literacy is always a social act because it is rooted in “socially 

constructed epistemological principles” (Street, “What’s New” 77). The ways in which 

people think about reading and writing are embedded in conceptions of “knowledge, 

identity, and being” and within particular social practices (Street, “What’s New” 78). 

According to Street, to engage in any literacy act is always already social, even from the 

outset. For instance, the interactions of teachers and students are social, already 

embedded in specific relations of power and cultural meanings, thus affecting the nature 

of the literacy in that particular situation. Seen this way, literacy is not a neutral skill or 

prescriptive mechanism that can simply be “given” to someone, but the inherently social 

nature of literacy suggests the ideological nature of literacy in challenging, contesting, 

and reproducing structures of power and social differentiation.  

 In addition to deeper consideration given to the social, cultural, and ideological 

aspects of literacy, the ideological model provides a methodologically sound 
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understanding of literacy in people’s lives. What has emerged is a powerful series of 

ethnographies of literacy, including literacy practices brought from missionaries to New 

Guinea, community literacy projects in Nepal, literacy practices within families, and the 

writing of scribes in Mexico (Aiman,; Barton and Hamilton; Heath; Kalman; Martin-

Jones and Jones; Musherjee and Vasanta; Prinsloo and Breier; Street). However, the 

magnitude of research and the amount of scholarship it has produced have prompted 

several critiques of the ideological model, in both its theoretical terms and its practical 

applications, particularly to educational contexts.   

 One of the bigger critiques of NLS is that its development was simply a reaction 

to the autonomous model and, in its hasty formation, did not have a sound theoretical 

basis or methodology. Specifically, because the autonomous model suggested literacy 

was a universal skill, proponents of NLS instead focused on local sites of literacy, and 

this research was characterized as dismissive of the validity of the autonomous model. 

Street, even as a founder of the ideological model, claims that the ideological model 

shouldn’t deny the technical skills or cognitive aspects of reading and writing as put forth 

by the autonomous model. Rather, NLS should understand literacies not only within 

smaller communities or local spaces but also within larger wholes and structures of 

power. The ideological model subsumes this work of the autonomous model rather than 

excluding it (Street, “The New Literacy Studies” 435). Even though the original critiques 

of the autonomous model claimed that it was incomplete and biased, more recently, NLS 

scholars have worked at integrating both models by focusing on the intersections of local 

literacies with larger, more autonomous literacies. 
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 This critique had been referred to as the “limits of the local” and was most 

recently articulated by Deborah Brandt and Katie Clinton in their 2002 article, “Limits of 

the Local: Expanding Perspectives of Literacy as a Social Practice.” In this article, they 

argue that ethnographies of local sites tend to consider literacy only in terms of its 

function in the local and ignore that local literacies are perhaps situated in other larger, 

autonomous literacies as well. Brandt and Clinton question the ideological model’s 

ability to see that literacy “arrives” from other places and wonder if the ideological model 

of literacy “veers too far in a reactive direction, exaggerating the power of local contexts 

to set or reveal the forms and meanings that literacy takes” (338). Brandt and Clinton 

argue that in most of the research in NLS, the individual is celebrated as agent – someone 

(or some group) that resists, appropriates, or even creates local literate practices. While 

this contributes greatly to the field of literacy studies by establishing that agents mediate, 

determine, and influence literate practices, it does not consider an individual’s ability to 

co-opt literacy and therefore suggests a contentious relationship between the local and the 

dominant social structure – literacy is something to be had, something to be controlled by 

one or the other. As an alternative, Brandt and Clinton suggest examining local practices 

as they are related to larger systems. By acknowledging the ways in which literate 

practices are not only implicated, used, and developed in the local, advocates of NLS can 

better understand how literacy is connected to larger, even autonomous, models of 

literacy, providing a more comprehensive view of the functions and uses of literacy in 

different contexts.    
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As NLS generated more ethnographic projects around the world, much research 

had focused on both in-school and out-of-school literacy practices, but this research 

tended to dichotomize the two and either relegate all favorable practices outside of school 

and repressive literate practices within school, or it dismissed out-of-school literate 

practices as trivial or insignificant. In their 2002 book, School’s Out: Bridging Out-of-

School Literacies with Classroom Practice, Glynda Hull and Karen Schultz were some of 

the first scholars to apply NLS to an educational context, and they looked at the overlap 

and complementarity of out-of-school literate practices with in-school literate practices. 

They draw heavily on John Dewey’s claim that teachers can develop more successful 

pedagogies by looking at the relationships between in-school and out-of-school contexts. 

Hull and Schultz examined out-of-school literate practices and looked back at schools to 

address broader educational questions about literacy learning and the switching of 

literacies depending on the context. Instead of perpetuating a romanticized view of the 

local or out-of-school contexts, Hull and Schultz attempt to “acknowledge the 

complexities, tensions, and opportunities” that exist in the intersections between multiple 

contexts (14). While they acknowledge the difficulty of teachers knowing all of the out-

of-school experiences of each of their students, and effectively incorporating this into the 

pedagogies and curriculum, Hull and Schultz argue that educators should work to 

understand the principles of this variation in contexts that can help with listening and 

appreciating what students bring from their homes and their communities. In other words, 

it would be impossible to know where students are coming from; but by listening and 

appreciating what our students do bring to the classroom, we can develop more culturally 
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sensitive, and effective, pedagogies and curriculum. NLS is not simply a fix-it or remedy 

but helps instructors and administrators notice patterns and generate questions. 

NLS illustrates the dynamic interplay of theory and practice, and between the 

local and global. Using NLS allows me to engage in dialogue between theory and 

practice, and it is within this nexus of interaction that I seek to take a critical and 

reflective approach to the site of my classroom and my teaching. I do not want to offer a 

static application of NLS to my classroom but to use its theory to extend my current 

thinking and facilitate informed local practices. Additionally, NLS highlights the need to 

explore the contested nature of literacy learning. As my research demonstrates in later 

chapters, students are not passive recipients of literacy, nor do they independently 

develop their literacy practices. Power relations among the larger university structure, the 

Writing Program, the instructor, as well as the student, underpin literacy learning at the 

university. Even though scholarship in NLS attests to the importance of the local in 

understanding literacy, Street and Brandt and Clinton argue that we must look at the 

intersections of the local with the global in order to know how literacy learning occurs, 

and I attempt to investigate the interplay of the local and global in my project. The local 

contexts I consider in my own project are my own various and sometimes competing 

identities that I bring to the classroom, the students’ own personal histories and 

experiences, the Writing Program, the English Department, the current financial crisis of 

the university, and even the state of Arizona. I look to see how these local contexts are 

interconnected with global contexts, such as national economic crises and even 

globalization. As Min-Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner claim, “[G]lobal movements occur 
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only at and through the friction of the local” (127). Students’ personal histories and local 

experiences can be resources for identifying global influences (“Composing”). Seen this 

way, local and global contexts are not mutually exclusive, but processes that inform one 

another.  

 

Critical Pedagogies 

 Any pedagogy is built on assumptions about learning, including what learning is 

and how it happens. If we use NLS as the theoretical lens to understand how literacy 

learning is social and ideological, we can see the ways in which both critical and 

pragmatic pedagogies are inherently similar. NLS is not what makes these pedagogies 

similar, but I use NLS to theorize the already existing relationships and similarities. In the 

following section, I work through major tenets of critical pedagogy, which I will then 

draw from as I articulate similarities between critical and pragmatic pedagogies later on 

in this chapter.  

 Traditionally, critical pedagogies aim to liberate and empower students, to engage 

them in cultural critique, to make a change. “Dedicated to emancipatory imperatives of 

self empowerment and social transformation,” critical pedagogies ask students to 

examine unequal power relations that produce and are produced by larger cultural and 

institutional influences, and they aim to help students develop the tools and practices to 

question and challenge inequality (McLaren 163). While there are many different praxes 

and distinct emphases of critical pedagogies, they are all founded on the principle of 

liberty and justice for all and share the commitment to education for citizenship. Working 
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to recognize the link between education and democracy, Henry Giroux claims that “an 

educated and active citizenry is indispensable for a free and inclusive democratic society; 

democratic politics requires the full participation of an informed populace” (4). Aimed at 

creating an informed citizenry, critical pedagogies reinvent the roles of teachers and 

students in the classroom and the kinds of activities in which they engage.  

 Much of the work of contemporary critical pedagogies are founded on the 

educational principles of Paulo Freire, a Brazilian educator who taught the illiterate poor 

to read and write. His pedagogy has been described as revolutionary because of the work 

he did with the native peasants in Brazil, who were struggling to survive under military 

dictatorship. Freire based his pedagogy on understanding the lived experiences of the 

peasants in building his pedagogy of liberation because they had no ways to improve 

their impoverished lifestyle, which was exploited by the government. They had a limited 

concept of the contemporary social or political structures that influenced their lives. To 

help peasants see the connections and understand their problems, Freire relied on the 

peasants’ own lived experiences. He taught them to critically examine themselves and the 

situations in which they found themselves in order to question and transform the very 

conditions that denied them voice and participation.  

 Freire’s pedagogy is founded on dialogue. Freire defines dialogue as “the 

encounter between men, mediated by the world, in order to name the world” (88). The 

goal of dialogue is to transform lived experiences into knowledge and use knowledge as a 

process to discover new knowledge; dialogue is a process of knowing and learning. By 

knowing his or her perceptions of personal and social reality, as well as the contradictions 
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within it, the oppressed can become conscious of those perceptions, come to know them 

critically, recreate knowledge, and actively work to change that reality. Dialogue happens 

between teacher and student – the teacher works with the student, not for the student or 

on behalf of the student. Dialogue is an interactive method between teacher and student 

that relies on student participation – it prevents the traditional teacher-talk, which silences 

students. It is, then, a way to understand the world, name the world, and then transform 

that world together.  

 The dialogic model is a social model of learning – dialogue cannot happen with a 

single individual. Knowledge is socially constructed among groups of people. In the 

classroom, learning, knowing, and meaning-making happen among people, between 

teacher and students. Dialogue is intended to counter the traditional “banking” model of 

education that is founded on an individual and a passive model of learning – teachers fill 

empty students with knowledge. There is no action or interaction among the student and 

the teacher. Students are positioned as “containers” and “receptacles,” and education 

becomes an act of depositing (72). The banking model positions students as passive 

learners who meekly accept the worldview and reality of the teacher, and the students 

have little say or authority in determining what they are taught, or how they are taught. 

This is problematic because, as Freire explains, students fail to “develop the critical 

consciousness which would result from their intervention in the world as transformers of 

that world” (73). A social model of learning requires students to participate in the 

learning process and the meaning-making process.  
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  An essential aspect of effective dialogue is reflection and practice, or praxis. 

When students engage in dialogue, they must reflect on their ideas and enact through 

practice those ideas. To think then, is to act: “To say the true word [. . .] is to transform 

the world” (88). Naming the world is how we know the world; in other words, students 

must learn to articulate the words that are important in their worlds, and praxis is the key 

to this. Students must use both reflection and action in order for true transformation and 

learning to occur. Dialogue or action alone will not result in transformation, and neither 

will reflection alone result in transformation. Both must be employed together; students 

must engage in reflective action of their lived experiences—this is a truly student-

centered pedagogy as they look to their own worlds to find meaning. This is another 

foundational concept of Freire’s educational model. Learning should be situated within 

students’ cultures: “their literacy, their themes, their present cognitive and affective 

levels, their aspirations, their daily lives” (Shor, “ Freire” 24). By grounding dialogue in 

students’ literacy, lives, and experiences, dialogue connects experience with critical 

thinking and shows how “intellectual work has a tangible purpose in our lives” (24). 

Drawing on concrete circumstances and immediate concerns of student lives is essential 

for Freire’s model of education. It is those very circumstances and concerns that will 

dictate what knowledge is constructed and what informed action will be taken—truly a 

student-centered pedagogy. 

 Because the dialogic model seeks change, it works to understand how current 

experiences are situated in ideological relationships. Specifically, Freire’s pedagogy 

attempts to uncover dominant ideologies by interrogating hierarchies, political powers, 



35


and the present order of society that shape the lived experiences of students. Friere 

suggests that society in general reproduces dominant ideology – economic systems, 

political systems, and cultural and social systems. Ira Shor explains that dominant 

ideology “hides reality and blocks dissident imagination. We see the future in terms of 

present relations, the structures limiting us, the values already immersing us” 

(“Pedagogy” 185). For instance, Freire explains that it is a myth that illegal aliens take 

away jobs, rather than understanding how high unemployment rate is a political and 

social policy enacted to keep wages low (Shor, “Pedagogy” 36). Specifically, Freire 

looks at the relationship between the institution of education and the larger global system 

of society, which Freire explains is “dialectical and contradictory” (Shor, “Pedagogy” 

36). This relationship seeks to reproduce the dominant ideology of society through 

education, and it is the work of critical pedagogy to name that ideology, work against it, 

and transform society.  

 Shor further investigates the dominant value system of educational institutions in 

Culture Wars: School and Society in the Conservative Restoration 1969-1984, which is 

largely informed by the value system of the upper class. He argues that schools are not 

isolated or neutral functions, but that they are situated within larger political, economic, 

and ideological battles. Shor presents a scathing critique of the political nature of 

education and illustrates how a large segment of the public is less well served than others 

through our education system. School is literally a “battleground,” according to Shor, 

where students are “injected” with dominant ideology of the upper class and official 

information, and Shor advocates instead a Freirean model of education that liberates 
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students from the shackles of the government through empowerment, dialogue, and 

situated study (188-90).  

 The application of Freire’s pedagogy to American contexts is tricky because 

Freire was working with Brazilian peasants, and many theorists have pointed out the stark 

differences between students in the United States and oppressed farmers in a third-world 

country. But critical theorists and teachers in the United States continue to draw on 

Freire’s work for a variety of reasons, not least of which are the oppressive nature of our 

educational system and the importance of context in theory and practice. As William 

Thelin points out, “Freire [. . .] is certainly an influence for many critical pedagogues and 

is held in high esteem, but he is hardly the final word on how critical pedagogy operates” 

(“Comment” 121). Freire himself has warned about the application of his theory to 

American contexts: “It is impossible to export pedagogical practices without re-inventing 

them. Please, tell your fellow American not to import me. Ask them to recreate and 

rewrite my ideas” (“Politics” xiii-xix). In this sense, critical pedagogy is less of a specific 

method and more of an end goal. And at the heart of all critical pedagogies is the 

principle of the social construction of knowledge that is situated and ideological. In order 

to construct knowledge socially, Freire enacts dialogue, critical reflection, and thoughtful 

practice to offer students a way to change their future conditions.   

 By looking at the foundational concepts of critical pedagogies, we can see they 

are in line with the epistemological principles proposed by NLS. Essentially, learning is 

social, it is contextual, and it is embedded and connected to larger social, cultural, and 

ideological structures. Both advocate a critical literacy that seeks to understand how 
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personal experiences are connected to those larger systems. However, unlike NLS, 

critical pedagogies enact active practice to change future circumstances. This is a concept 

I will address in Chapter Five when I will propose my own theory, Institutional Literacy, 

which seeks to illuminate how NLS can incorporate a more active praxis in the classroom 

so students can participate in changing their own future circumstances, both in their 

personal lives and within the university. In the next sections, I will review the 

foundational concepts and goals of pragmatist pedagogies to show how it is similar to 

critical pedagogies. 

   

Pragmatist Pedagogies  

  I now look at the major tenets and methods of pragmatic pedagogies –pedagogies 

that address the real life concerns of students, such as getting a good job or being able to 

write effectively in their other courses I do this in order to show fundamental similarities 

with critical pedagogies in order to make my claim that these pedagogies are more alike 

than not. At the heart of these two pedagogies, I argue, is a commitment to student 

participation in their own educations in order to prepare them to participate in decision-

making processes once they leave the classroom. Additionally, these pedagogies are 

founded on the social, contextual, and ideological nature of learning. 

 William James and Charles Sanders Peirce were among the first to describe the 

tenets of a pragmatic philosophy. The principal tenet of pragmatism is that our actions 

follow from our beliefs. James and Peirce first described pragmatism in the nineteenth 

century, and its focus on experience, testable conclusions, and verifiable data was a 
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response to a shift in American culture and economics. Rapid industrialization, gains in 

science and technology, and movement toward monopoly capitalism created new 

circumstances for American philosophers. James and Perice rejected Rene Descartes’ 

search for an unknowable truth and instead developed a method of philosophy founded 

on human experience and action. Strongly relying on the scientific method of inquiry, 

pragmatism seeks to use human experience and action as the base for finding knowledge. 

This suggests that knowledge making is social–individuals cannot reliably use 

introspection–but that knowledge is created from human transactions with each other and 

their environment, and these relationships can be revised and remade. 

 Dewey describes one of the best-known principles of a progressive education: 

“There is, I think, no point in the philosophy of progressive education which is sounder 

than its emphasis upon the importance of the participation of the learner in the formation 

of purposes which direct his activities in the learning process” (67). Students must 

participate in the course of their educations because it allows them to know and 

understand the purpose of their education, along with an awareness of the conditions of 

their educations and the consequences of their choices. Dewey claims a collaborative 

process of education, one that emphasizes the method in which it is constructed and 

carried through, allows students to collaborate in the decision-making process and 

develop the cognitive skills to participate in social and public debate. Knowledge and 

meaning-making, according to this model, are socially constructed activities. Dewey 

explains, “All human experience is ultimately social: that it involves contact and 

communication” (Experience 38) Instead of teachers “depositing” information into 
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students, students must actively participate in the making of knowledge and essentially 

determine what counts as valued knowledge. 

 In order to participate in the construction of knowledge, students must draw on 

their own life experiences. An education based on experience, to Dewey, is one that 

allows for the social production of knowledge. According to Dewey, students must learn 

to interrogate their lived personal experiences in order to understand how they are 

connected to larger social issues. Dewey explains that past experiences have a profound 

influence on the quality of future experiences, and if students want future experiences 

that are agreeable, than they must learn to understand past experiences. Dewey explains 

that “every experience enacted and undergone modified the one who acts and undergoes, 

while this modification affects, whether we wish it or not, the quality of subsequent 

experiences” (Experience 35). An educational model based on students’ own lived 

experiences allows for expression, cultivation of individuality, free activity, and making 

the most of present opportunities (Experience 19-20). Dewey develops a theory of 

experience, explaining differences among experiences. Some, he says, are worthwhile to 

explore while others are not, and it is the job of the more experienced educator to help 

evaluate the experiences of students for further exploration.  

 This pragmatic pedagogy based on the social construction of knowledge and the 

lived experiences of learners is also founded on the contextual and situated nature of 

experience and knowledge. James explains that meaning rests in the differences and 

variations of experience, and he highlights the importance of the environment and the 

interaction of humans with that environment in making knowledge. Like James, Dewey 
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explains that experience does not occur in a vacuum and that teachers must recognize the 

concrete surroundings that shape experiences. Teachers “should know how to utilize 

these surroundings, physical and social” (Experience 40). While educators must consider 

how desks, classrooms, and blackboards are important conditions to learning, Dewey 

points out that local physical, economic, historical and social conditions must also be 

considered when connecting education to experience. Educators must take these contexts 

into account and recognize how they shape student experiences.  

 Because of the contextual nature of experience, pragmatists claim that there is an 

active relationship between humans and their realities. In Peirce’s “How to Make Ideas 

Clear,” he directly links action and belief. He says, “Thus, we come down to what is 

tangible and practical as the root of every real distinction of thought, no matter how 

subtile it may be; and there is no distinction of meaning so fine as to consist in anything 

but a possible difference in of practice” (123). We discover the meaning of an idea by 

thinking about the practical consequence if that idea is true – ideas are sustainable when 

we follow through with their outcomes. In other words, we come to know something by 

observing how it works and what happens as a result of its use. A pragmatic philosophy 

brings together both theory and practice – the only way theory is to be known is to 

practice that theory. Theory alone cannot produce knowledge.   

 Dewey extended the contextual nature of experience by considering the 

ideological aspect of experience and education. He considered the larger social structures, 

political systems, and economic institutions of experience, and how the values of those 

structures shaped experience. Philosophy, according to Dewey, is criticism: “criticism of 
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the influential beliefs that underlie a culture; a criticism which traces the beliefs to their 

generating conditions as far as may be, which tracks them to their results, which 

considers the mutual compatibility of the elements of the total structure of beliefs” ( 

“Context” 107). Dewey’s philosophy of pragmatism seeks to avoid the two extremes of 

modern philosophies at the time – a philosophy that claims reality and knowledge are 

constructed out of discrete and independent elements, and one that is so interrelated that 

knowledge and reality are a seen as a single whole. Instead, Dewey argues that particular 

contexts will affect thinking because in contexts exist biases that condition the thinking. 

Dewey claims that we must acknowledge and consider those biases because it is those 

biases (and values and ideologies) that influence how one thinks about experiences and 

continues to move through their experiences. It shapes what perspectives they bring and 

how they chose to navigate through their lives.  

 By examining the ideological aspects of experience, Dewey attempted to see the 

complex and mediated ways that philosophical problems are linked to social problems, 

particularly with the state of democracy and the American educational system. Dewey 

notes that political questions are not economic in nature, and he maintains we have to 

abandon “eternal truths” of our economic and industrial system and the perceived 

separation of economics and politics. Dewey claims these two aspects are very much 

intertwined, and his theory of experiences seeks to articulate how larger systems are in 

fact ideological. For instance, a model of education that is based on the experiences of 

students is more in line with a world defined by change, with an eye toward evolving 

possibilities. When educated from a deficit model, students don’t know how to make 



42


sense of their experiences or speak about their experiences. Hence, as citizens, they are 

unable to make sense or articulate their needs. The ways in which students are educated 

are important because, as Dewey quotes Samuel J. Tilden, “The means by which a 

majority comes to be a majority is the more important thing” (qtd. in The Later Works 

365).  

 When students’ educations position them as empty vessels and don’t engage them 

in dialogue, students then don’t have the ability to speak about their needs: “The essential 

need, in other words, is the improvement of the methods and conditions of debate, 

discussion, and persuasion” (The Later Works 365). A pragmatic education then has an 

eye toward the future. It seeks to help students understand past experiences to make 

changes for a more democratic future. We can see the link between past experiences and 

future action in Dewey’s question: “How shall the young become acquainted with the 

past in such a way that the acquaintance is a potent agent in the appreciation of the living 

present?” (Experience 23).  

  The ultimate goal of an experiential education, then, is to fulfill the 

responsibilities of democracy. We must seek to achieve a common good. Dewey’s theory 

of education seeks to create students as active participants rather than passive subjects – 

his educational model prepares students to develop “the particular kind of social direction 

fitted to a democratic society – the direction which comes from heightened emotional 

appreciation of common interests and from an understanding of social responsibilities” 

(Democracy 57). The concepts and methods of Dewey’s experiential education are shared 

by those developed by Freire in his progressive pedagogy. Both are founded on social 
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constructions of knowledge, experience, connection between theory and practice, the 

ideological nature of larger structures, and the goal of creating a society that is more just 

and equal for all. In the following section, I explain in greater depth the similarities in the 

two pedagogies that NLS helps illuminate.  

 

Fundamental Similarities between Critical and Pragmatic Pedagogies 

 I am not claiming that critical and pragmatic pedagogies can or should be united. 

However, I do think that examining the differences and similarities between the theories 

can help instructors create more effective curriculum based on student experience. 

Examining similarities between critical and pragmatic pedagogies highlights the 

fundamental concepts and methods these pedagogies share. By noticing overlap with 

them, we can offer teachers a more unified approach to creating a curriculum that 

promotes critical awareness and active participation of learners. This method of finding 

commonalities between critical and pragmatic pedagogies is not new. For example, in 

“Untested Feasibility: Imagining the Pragmatic Possibility of Paulo Freire,” Kate Ronald 

and Hephzibah Roskelly attempt to remake Freire’s pedagogy in a North American 

context, and they argue that this application helps put Freire into a new context where 

there is a more practical “import” to North American classrooms. Ronald and Roskelly 

connect pragmatism to Freire’s concept of praxis to argue for pragmatic pedagogies. In 

doing so, they describe how both Freire and Dewey sought to connect action and 

reflection: “For both philosophies, belief means a willingness to act and the assurance 

that reflection on action will lead to better, more hopeful acts” (614). Ronald and 
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Roskelly work through various overlapping concepts, such as experience, action, and 

reflection. However, although Ronald and Roskelly find connections between the two 

pedagogies, they ultimately argue for a pragmatic pedagogy. And even though they do 

offer extremely insightful connections between the two, we are still left wondering what 

this might look like in a classroom. My project attempts to do similar work, but instead of 

remaking Freirean pedagogy into a pragmatic one like Ronald and Roskelly, I use New 

Literacy Studies (NLS) to examine already existing intersections.  

 NLS offers a theory and method of literacy learning that illuminates fundamental 

similarities between these supposedly opposing pedagogies. It sheds new light on the 

ways in which these pedagogies share fundamental principles, methods, and goals in 

learning outcomes. One of the founding principles of NLS is that literacy practices are 

always aspects of power structures. Literacy is inextricably linked to culture and power 

structures, and NLS recognizes the variety of cultural and social practices that are 

associated with reading and writing practices in different contexts. NLS examines literacy 

as it’s connected to these social and cultural practices as well as accounts for the role of 

literacy in reproducing or challenging structures of power. As Street explains, NLS 

examines “whose literacies are dominant and whose are marginalized or resistant” 

(“What’s New” 77). He explains “Since all approaches to literacy in practice will involve 

some such bias, it is better scholarship to admit to and expose the particular ‘ideological’ 

framework being employed from the very beginning; it can then be opened to scrutiny, 

challenged, and refined in ways that are more difficult when the ideology remains hidden 

(“The New” 434). Literacy is a social practice and an ideological practice, involving 
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aspects of power, ideology, and epistemology. As ethnographies of literacy practices 

have shown, the acquisition of literacy involves challenges to dominant discourses, 

changes to what counts as “proper” literacy, and struggles for power and position. 

Literacy, then, is “saturated with ideology” (“The New” 435).  

 This ideological model of literacy learning highlights is particularly relevant to 

articulating the intersections of pragmatic and critical pedagogies because both of these 

pedagogies are founded on investigating issues of power, authority, and ideology. As the 

Freirean model suggests, power, epistemology, and learning are inextricably linked: 

“Another part of the problem is the political hierarchy of knowledge. Some knowledge is 

given more value than others (Shor and Freire, Pedagogy for Liberation 9). Because of 

this, the classroom and the role of the teacher, then, are politicized: “One fundamental 

insight I want to stress now [. . .] is that since education is by nature social, historical, and 

political, there is no way we can talk about some universal, unchanging role for the 

teacher. [. . .] A teacher must be fully cognizant of the political nature of his/her practice 

and assume responsibility for this rather than denying it” (Shor Freire for the Classroom 

211). The Freirean model of education is founded on the notion of the social and 

ideological model of literacy learning. His pedagogy seeks to make that visible and help 

teachers learn to help students understand this through dialogue. Teachers need to realize 

who they are serving through their teaching – the students? Or those in power? He asks, 

“In favor of whom and of what do we use or technical competence?” (Shor and Freire 

Pedagogy for Liberation 212).  
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 Freire claims the banking model of education blinds students to the ideological 

work of education, and critical teachers must teach students how to learn. Freire uses 

dialogue between the teacher and students to relearn what they know, and teaching for 

Freire is an act of reknowing an already-known object. Teaching “is the form that 

knowing takes as the teacher searches for the particular way of teaching that will 

challenge and call forth in students their own act of knowing” (Shor and Freire Pedagogy 

for Liberation 213). This hopefully results in critical learning, a way of asking questions 

and engaging in dialogue to understand and reknow and relearn what they already know – 

of understanding their lives and experiences through a new critical lens, a new critical 

way of thinking. Students must be allowed the freedom to ask their own questions in their 

own ways, to figure out their own answers and new understandings. Ideally, the goal of 

this kind of education is a more equitable and just society, one in which individuals have 

the ability to ask questions, engage in dialogue, and participate.  

 This is the same foundation that informs Dewey’s model of experiential 

education. In line with NLS, Dewey identifies the ideological nature of institutions and 

the political nature of learning. Like Freire, Dewey sees the educational system 

functioning for “dominant economic interests” (Later Works 110), and he sees 

institutions operating with outdated methods to serve past circumstances and ideologies 

instead of contemporary circumstances. Religious institutions, business practices, family 

arrangements, and, most importantly, the educational system all become inappropriate at 

some point: “Statutes have never kept up with the variety and subtlety of social change” 

(“Logical Method” 75). When schools, and teachers, rely on old and antiquated methods 
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of instruction, ideological structures are perpetuated that do not promote engagement, 

critical thinking, or the ability to participate in life outside the classroom. Dewey claims 

that we must abandon our “systematic, almost deliberate, avoidance of the spirit of 

criticism in dealing with history, politics, and economics” and work to make students 

more ideologically aware to the “underlying tendencies and problems they must meet in 

government, local, state and national” (Shor and Freire Pedagogy for Liberation 216).  

 Dewey claims our educational system should prepare students to participate in a 

democracy. A democratic education, according to Dewey, is “a freeing of individual 

capacity in a progressive growth directed to social aims” (Democracy 105). In line with 

NLS, Dewey’s vision of education illuminates for students the hidden structures that 

shape their lives; it helps them understand those structures so they can then move forward 

and participate in changing those structures. Dewey claims that an experiential education 

should prepare a student to “act as a member of a unity, to emerge from his original 

narrowness of action and feeling and to conceive of himself from the standpoint of the 

welfare of the group to which he belongs” (Later Works 85). 

 NLS’s focus on the inherently ideological nature of literacy learning helps us 

identify this same fundamental principle in both critical and pragmatic pedagogies. While 

Freire and Dewey’s pedagogies have since been adapted and appropriated and contested 

by scholars, I make the claim that they share the same fundamental principle—that 

education is a political act and that we must work to make those conditions visible to 

students by having them participate in their learning to prepare them to participate in 

decision making processes once they leave the classroom. And by basing classroom 
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practices in students’ lived experiences, both pedagogies operate from an asset model of 

knowledge that values student experiences, knowledge, and ideas, and uses those to 

engage students in active learning. Freire’s method is more liberatory because he was 

attempting to help liberate Brazilian peasants, and Dewey’s is more practical because it 

stems from American pragmatism. However, I think that when we pit these theorists in 

opposition to each other (as many current research does), we lose the opportunity to 

investigate the richness and overlap that these two pedagogies can offer when studied 

together.  

  

Finding the Middle Ground 

 Before I discuss the role of the university setting in allowing me to explore 

intersections of critical and pragmatic pedagogies, I want to return again to the 

dichotomous nature that that I seek to debunk. Throughout his article, Miller continues to 

position these two pedagogies at opposite, and opposing, sides of the spectrum: 

“schooling as either radically liberating and empowering or ceaselessly oppressive and 

instrumentalist,” “introduce students to academic discourse or help them articulate and 

generate insights about their personal experiences,” and “the principled work of 

education in this corner squares off against the mercenary interests of the business world 

in the other” (23, 25). The opposition that Miller articulates between the two pedagogies 

is clearly evident in the heated debates between scholars in the field’s prominent journals. 

For instance, in a response to Miller’s article, critical pedagogue William Thelin states 

that he was “disturbed” after reading Miller’s work. He accuses Miller of generalizing 



49


and misrepresenting critical pedagogies by offering a reductive model of them. 

Additionally, Thelin’s article, “Understanding Problems in the Critical Classroom” was 

harshly critiqued by Russell Durst. In his response, “Can We Be Critical of Critical 

Pedagogies,” Durst describes Thelin’s course based on critical pedagogy as a 

“pedagogical disaster” (110). He then accuses Thelin of blaming students, the university, 

and even the weather, for the failure of his class instead of acknowledging the 

shortcomings of a critical pedagogy. Thelin then responded, describing his own 

confusion in reading Durst’s “hostile” commentary.  

 The current debate between critical and pragmatic pedagogies is contentious. It 

consists of an “either/or” option, and teachers must pick sides. However, not all 

classrooms fall under these extreme conditions—conditions that call for radical and 

revolutionary transformation or conditions that call for preparation solely for the business 

world. Many of our classrooms fall somewhere in the middle, where attention to both 

must be negotiated. But what is a teacher to do when presented with a body of literature 

that is divided and so clearly antagonistic? As the debate is currently set up, teachers 

must pick one or the other and make assumptions about the needs of students – that they 

either need liberating or they need job preparation. When the debate positions pragmatic 

and progressive pedagogies as oppositional, and teachers must “pick” which one they 

want to employ in the classroom, the complex, complicated, and variety of needs that 

actually arise in a classroom are ignored. It is the “grey” area, this place in the middle 

that most of our students find themselves, that we must address.  
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 My project seeks to study an actual classroom to understand what constitutes this 

grey area that most students fall into. As I explore in later chapters, it was clear that 

students weren’t oppressed in the way Freire’s students were, and neither were they 

seeking job training in the writing classroom. In essence, after reading about critical and 

pragmatic pedagogies, it was clear that neither would “work” with my students. But upon 

careful examination, the similarities that these pedagogies share are extremely helpful in 

developing informed local practices to help my students and their particular needs. 

Through interviews, it became apparent that they were navigating more complex, and 

sometimes competing, goals in the classroom, ones that the current debate doesn’t 

consider. For instance, as I discuss in a later chapter, first generation college students are 

frustrated with the current institutional structure of higher education yet aspire to succeed 

in it for a variety of reasons: a well-rounded education, a good job, financial stability, or 

prestige. How then, do we help students actively navigate their educations? If we prepare 

them only to function as employees, we ignore their desire to engage in learning and 

expand their intellectual horizons. However, if we only support them in questioning the 

system and its ideological biases, then we ignore their desire for functional skills for the 

job market and financial stability. In bringing these pedagogies together and examining 

the methods for an active and engaged education, we can begin to understand how to 

create informed local practices that support literacy learning and acknowledge the 

complexities of our students’ lives. But it is only by understanding how literacy learning 

occurs that NLS articulates, and the shared concepts of critical and pragmatic pedagogies, 

that we can begin to know how to help students.  
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  If we continue to work with the premise that literacy learning is a situated social 

practice positioned in relation to social institutions and power structures, then any project 

that investigates literacy learning must begin to make links between literacies in specific 

contexts to the broader social structures. By examining the details of local sites, we can 

begin to understand the ways in which literacy practices are part of those larger social 

and power structures. What follows then, is my project that investigates the literacy 

learning of students in my first-year writing classroom and how that literacy learning is 

situated within larger social and power structures.  
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III. THE UNIVERSITY AS A SPONSOR OF LITERACY 

 On a Wednesday evening in April, I attended the Graduate and Professional 

Student Council (GPSC) meeting. At this particular meeting, the university president, 

Robert Shelton, was scheduled to discuss the current budget situation, which was dire. As 

the elected co-chair of our English Graduate Union, I got on the call-to-audience list and 

made a brief statement to Shelton about the rising workload of GATs in the Writing 

Program. I gave Shelton and audience members a handout that outlined current statistics 

and numbers regarding the growing class sizes of GATs in our Writing Program, and the 

number of hours a typical GAT spends on a writing class. A conservative estimate 

averages nine hours over our 20-hour work-week contract, and with raising class sizes, 

that estimate is sure to rise. Lastly, I asked Shelton what he would do to ensure that the 

university honored its contractual obligation to graduate students.  

 After I made my statement, several other graduate students from the audience 

made statements and asked questions, and then Shelton spoke for about an hour in 

response to the comments made by those in the audience. As expected, he talked in 

circles and didn’t answer any questions in concrete terms. Mostly, Shelton talked at the 

macro level: the millions of dollars in budget cuts across the state, mid-year rescissions, 

and his favorite, fund raising. Shelton also discussed how tuition is used to alleviate 

budget cuts. Specifically, he discussed how the administration was going to allow a 

bigger incoming freshman class with more out-of-state students. During the time of the 

study in spring 2009, in-state students paid $6,000 for tuition and out-of-state students 
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paid $21,000.1 Normally, the incoming class could have only 30 percent out of state 

students, but administration had raised it to 40 percent. In response to these tuition hikes 

and increasing the incoming class size, Shelton explained, “We are trying to build a class 

with this financial factor in mind.” And then he referred to the out-of-state students as 

“cash cows.” I cringed.  

 That Thursday morning in my second-semester writing class, I told students I had 

attended a meeting with President Shelton the night before. I told them how nervous I 

was when I made my statement in front of Shelton, and I told them how frustrated I was 

when he talked in circles. I explained the tuition situation—raising incoming class, 

accepting a larger percentage of out-of-state students. I told them that Shelton said he was 

“building the incoming class with these financial factors in mind.” Then I explained to 

them what that meant—that the university is allowing a bigger percentage of out-of-state 

students to make up for the budget cuts. I then put the tuition figures on the board: $6,000 

in-state, $21,000 out-of-state, 10 percent more out of state = that much more money. 

Then I asked my students to raise their hands if they paid out-of-state tuition. Almost half 

the class raised their hands. I then let them know that Shelton called them “cash cows.” 

Students grinned, some openly laughed, some groaned, and some looked frustrated and 

upset. I then let them work on their drafts.  

 When I step in front of my students every Tuesday and Thursday morning, I do so 

not only as an instructor but as a graduate student and a student government 

representative. As a Graduate Assistant in Teaching (GAT), I inhabit a particularly 

 
1 As of now (spring 2010), tuition increases have been approved. In-state students pay over $8,000 and out-
of-state students pay over $24,000.  
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uncertain position at the university. I don’t have my terminal degree, and this is how 

many of my students see me: unqualified. Yet I am granted authority by the university to 

teach several sections of writing each semester. And, as a student government 

representative, I have many experiences and interactions that give me a unique insight to 

University policies and politics, which I always share with my students. This anecdote 

demonstrates frequent discussions I have with my students; sometimes they are brief, like 

the one mentioned above; sometimes they take up the better part of class as students ask 

questions, share personal frustrations, and in some instances argue with each other. This 

already complicated position of instructor, graduate student, and student representative 

has been further complicated by my role as researcher that I have brought into the 

classroom space.  

My various and shifting locations within the field created conflicts in my teaching 

and my research, but it is these tensions and conflicts that Gesha Kirsch and Joy Ritchie 

claim we must investigate in order to promote more ethical research practices. They 

argue that locating the personal in research is simply not enough because “we risk 

ignoring hierarchies and creating the same unifying and totalizing master narratives that 

feminist scholars have sought to revise and oppose” (11). Instead, they propose that 

composition researchers theorize experiences as aspects of ideology and culture, examine 

their experiences through the eyes of others, and recognize “split selves,” or their 

multiple identities (8). In order to achieve these goals, Kirsch and Ritchie suggest specific 

research practices: collaboration with participants in developing research questions, 

interpreting data, and writing up research notes (8). In using these practices, Kirsch and 
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Ritchie assert the importance of interrogating our motivations and the power relationships 

we have with the subjects of our research. 

 

Parameters of the Study 

 For this project, I use the method of ethnography to examine my classroom, 

focusing on the experiences and perspectives of students, and I investigate the university 

as sponsor of literacy in order to locate the economic structures that shape it. Specifically, 

I rely on the methods of critical reflexive ethnography proposed by Kirsch and Ritchie 

and an ethnography of experience proposed by Min-Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner. 

Ethnography as a reflection of one’s experiences allows me to investigate the University 

site of multiple and competing positions of teachers, students, administrators, and 

graduate students, as well as my own multiple positions. Additionally, ethnography 

enables me to consider the complex social, economic, and ideologic conditions of my 

research. 

 Like Kirsch and Ritchie, Lu and Horner advocate the problematizing of 

experience in ethnography. They identify an essentializing binary between experience 

and discourse in critical ethnography – one that pits the two as oppositional. Rather, 

attention to experience can bring us “closer to lived realities” (“Problematic” 258). An 

ethnography of experience examines how material and social conditions shape experience 

in terms of our discursive understandings we give to those experiences. It attends to the 

difficulties that come with writing our experiences and seeks to understand how 

experience is produced. Lu and Horner claim we need to sustain the tension that exists 
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between experience and understanding that experience because that is where we can see 

the material, social, and ideological nature of how we come to understand experience. 

This tension points to the unequal power relations between researchers and informants (or 

teachers and students) when ethnographic research is conducted.  

 Deborah Brandt adopts a contextual approach to understanding reading and 

writing in her bookLiteracy in American Lives. She argues that context constitutes the 

meaning of any act of literacy and that by considering the situated nature of literacy, we 

can investigate the ideological dimensions of literacy learning. Brandt seeks to 

understand the literacy development of individuals as it’s related to large-scale economic 

forces that Brandt argues “set the routes and determine the worldly worth of literacy” 

(18). Rarely are economic forces systematically related to local practices and conditions 

of literacy learning, claims Brandt, and through her research and interviews with people 

across the United States, Brandt develops the term “sponsors of literacy” to illustrate that 

literacy learning is a dynamic element in social and economic structures. Sponsors are 

“agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable, support, teach, and model, as 

well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold, literacy, and gain advantage by it in some 

way” (19). For instance, Brandt looks at corporate agribusiness in opposition to local 

family farms in the Midwest. Through interviews with families, she investigates how the 

growing economy of agribusiness shaped local communities by outdating traditional 

family farms that had once dominated local economies. These economic changes 

devalued the once-accepted standards of literacy achievement. For instance, where a high 

school education once provided a steady income and financial success in an economy 
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based on local farming, it now only provides minimum wage jobs and considerably less 

economic opportunity. More importantly, however, those economic changes “seriously 

destabilize the social and cultural trade routes over which families and communities once 

learned to preserve and pass on literate know-how” (42). What sponsorship allows us to 

see are the ways literate practices are tied to larger economic systems and the shifting 

values and conditions of access that are tied to those economic systems.  

 My methodology of critical ethnography of experience enables me to reflect on 

what I have learned about myself as an instructor, my relationships with students, and my 

relationship to the university. Specifically, it allows me to uncover the many contextual 

layers that make up a University, and as Brandt advocates, making visible the economic 

structures that shape literacy learning and my own shifting positions within the 

University. Working closely with students allows me to explore sites of conflict that arise 

from our shifting roles as researcher, instructor, student, and interviewee. Conducted this 

way, critical reflexive ethnography allows multiple voices to emerge, and I also come to 

recognize how my own cultural, social, and racial histories influence my research, 

allowing for a richer, more complex, and ethical research project. As part of my work, I 

attempt to interrogate how I do my research, why I do my research, and who I am in this 

work. Kirsch and Ritchie ask, “How are our conflicting positions, histories, and desires 

for power implicated in our research questions, methodologies, and conclusions?” (9). 

This question is at the heart of my research—much of my project considers how the 

circumstances of my own positionalities have shaped my experiences, research questions, 

interpretations, and understandings. While I do offer “thick descriptions” as advocated by 
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Clifford Geertz, I use those descriptions to question hierarchies, assumptions, and 

ideologies that shape my own research methods. 

My research began in fall 2008 when I used ethnographic methods to study first-

year composition students’ motivations for attending colleges and their college 

experiences thus far. My project was approved by the Institutional Review Board, and I 

first solicited participants by sending out a request over our Writing Program listserv for 

instructors who were willing to distribute a questionnaire to students in their first-year 

writing classrooms. I received responses from three instructors who were all teaching two 

sections of first-year writing each, and these instructors were also certified in Human 

Subjects training. I asked one of these instructors to distribute the questionnaires in my 

own first-year writing classes so there would be no issues of coercion. Filling out the 

questionnaires was optional. Including my own two first-year writing courses, there were 

approximately two hundred questionnaires distributed to students in first-year writing (for 

questionnaire, see Appendix A). The purpose of the survey was to learn about students’ 

perspectives on their writing experiences, including their writing history and experience 

with revising, workshopping, responding to feedback, and participating in student-teacher 

conferences. Students who were interested in doing interviews with me could write their 

contact information at the bottom of the questionnaire, and it was these students I 

contacted through email to schedule interviews. Approximately twenty-five students 

wrote down contact information for interviews; however, only eight students responded. 

And these eight students were students in my own first-year composition classroom. 

However, interviews took place after the semester was over. All participants were first-
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year composition students, ranging from eighteen to twenty years old. All were female 

and from the state of Arizona. Of the eight students, five of them self-identified as 

minority students: two as African-American and three as Hispanic. It was these eight 

students whose interviews have become the bulk of my data and the backbone of the 

conclusions I have drawn.  

Upon our first interviews, I used the initial student surveys as a guide to asking 

questions. These interviews lasted half an hour to a full hour. Once I had reviewed the 

transcripts of all the audiotaped interviews (which students agreed to), I realized I would 

like to conduct follow-up interviews. All of the students agreed, which allowed me the 

opportunity to ask more questions and students the opportunity to explain their 

perspectives in greater details. These second interviews lasted about half an hour to an 

hour long.  

 To triangulate my research, I also conducted classroom observations, participant 

observations, and gathered student writing. Data consists of field notes and transcripts of 

audiotapes. While I was able to conduct follow-up interviews with students, the time 

constraints of the dissertation have prevented me from fully involving my participants in 

the research process as Kirsch and Ritchie advocate: “[W]e propose changes in research 

practices, such as collaborating with participants in the development of research 

questions, the interpretation of data at both the descriptive and interpretive levels, and the 

writing of research reports” (8). While I did ask students their opinions about the 

curriculum, readings, essays, and their experiences in greater detail during the second 
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interviews, I would like to have had more time to incorporate them in the writing and 

revision of the project.  

  Critical ethnography enables me to investigate the University as a site of multiple 

and competing agendas of teachers, graduate students, undergraduate students, 

administration, and even of writing programs. What follows in this chapter is an 

examination of my site as it is constituted by multiple subjects and contexts. I look at all 

the governmental, corporate, and financial layers that trickle down and ultimately shape 

classroom practices and the teaching of writing. I do this in order to show that 

institutional awareness is necessary to navigate the university, whether as an 

administrator, teacher, or student. 

 

Education as Government 

 In this section, I describe the governmental structures that have historically 

shaped and currently shape the Arizona university system. I provide this contextual work 

because I hope to show how state and local government influence university policies and 

even classroom practices. I provide this historical and contextual work because it aids in 

our understanding of current issues in higher education that impact classroom practices. 

Examination of these contexts, is, as Catherine Chaput claims, “a necessary component 

of analyzing [. . .] present structures” (312). In “Democracy, Capitalism, and the 

Ambivalence of Willa Cather’s Frontier Rhetorics: Uncertain Foundations of the U.S. 

Public University System,” Chaput claims that democratic and corporate structures have 

always played a significant role in the history of higher education in the United States 
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and that a “previously democratic stage of the university, uncontaminated by the profit 

motivations of corporations, never existed” (312). Chaput claims that a rhetoric of 

frontiers, pioneering, and progress would lead us to believe that such an era did exist and 

that “we can return to it if we only follow this discourse into its new uncharted 

territories” (312). Chaput returns to several of Willa Cather’s novels to examine the 

“complicated triangulation” of higher education, democracy, and corporatization. These 

novels, she claims, help her bridge the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and “bring a 

broad historical view to bear on the issues of our own moment” (312). Following 

Chaput’s lead, I provide historical and contextual background on the governmental and 

budgetary influences on the state of higher education in Arizona to better understand the 

current university policies that influence how writing is defined and taught.  

Arizona has consistently ranked below national averages on expenditures per 

student. According to the National Education Association’s annual report Rankings and 

Estimates, twenty years ago Arizona ($3,694) ranked 34th, and since then, Arizona has 

continued to drop in its rankings. In the most recent report, Arizona places at fiftieth, 

$5,932 for 2008-09, compared to the District of Columbia ($17,638), Rhode Island 

($17,289) and New Jersey ($16,253), which hold the top three spots (“Rankings” H-11). 

Arizona’s spending per student has only risen a meager $748 in the past ten years, 

whereas New Jersey has increased expenditures by $5,671, and New York by $6,426. 

The state of education in Arizona, needless to say, is a sad one, and it has been for quite 

some time. Education is not prioritized in the state and house legislatures; in fact, 

legislators often take a “cut schools first” approach to balance state deficits, which 
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inevitably trickles down to the classrooms, affecting available resources and the quality 

of teaching.  

In times of financial crisis, whatever funding for education is available is further 

depleted by additional cuts. In January 2009, Senate Appropriations Committee Chair 

Russell Pearce and Arizona House Appropriation Committee Chair John Kavanagh took 

the helm for massive cuts in public education across Arizona. The Pearce-Kavanagh 

proposal included a $631 million cut from the Arizona university system over 18 months, 

a 10 percent across-the-board cut for public elementary and secondary school districts, 

elimination of all-day kindergarten and early kindergarten, and the elimination of $125 

million in school tax credits currently provided to individuals and corporations who 

donate to public education (Teo).  

 However, the state budget shortfall of $1.6 billion had grown into a state budget 

crisis of upwards of $4 billion. Under the Pearce-Kavanagh proposal, approximately two-

thirds of the money needed to meet the crisis would be extracted from the university 

system, and the rest of the cutbacks would be taken from elementary and secondary 

education and health care. This amount totaled $243 million, approximately one fourth of 

the entire budget. The same proposal also proposed additional reductions to the university 

system of $388 million for the fiscal year 2010. The university system in the state of 

Arizona includes the University of Arizona, Arizona State University, and Northern 

Arizona University, and while these numbers would impact each campus differently, they 

would cost the University of Arizona $103 million in mid-year cuts and an additional 

$164 million for fiscal year 2010. In effect, these cuts would be equal to 25 percent and 
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35 percent respectively, which would devastate the University of Arizona. The damages 

would be far reaching, including the closure of colleges and numerous academic 

programs as well as the closure of entire satellite campuses, the elimination of 

extracurricular programs, centers, and galleries, considerable increases in tuitions, and 

numerous layoffs of faculty and staff (Teo). These proposed cuts caused outrage and fear 

among local communities and schools, and university administration was quick to 

propose budget plans in response to these kinds of numbers.  

  The University of Arizona Office of Communications reports that in anticipation 

of budget cuts, the University anticipated eliminating 600 positions through attrition, 

unfilled vacancies, and staff layoffs. There was talk of furloughs, and President Shelton 

proposed closing numerous academic colleges and eliminating several outreach and 

community based programs, including the Arizona State Museum, UA Museum of Art, 

UA Presents, the Flandrau Science Center, the UA Mineral Museum, and several other 

outreach and extension operations across the state. An additional 5 percent cut across the 

board were implemented as well. In response to these proposed cuts, the UA community 

was fearful.  

 In an related effort to anticipate cuts to education, Arizona governor Jan Brewer 

submitted an application for the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF) through the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). According to the ARRA website, 

the ARRA was created by President Obama in an effort to jumpstart our nation’s 

economy and to save and create millions of jobs. Its hallmark endeavors are modernizing 

health care, investing in renewable and clean-air energies, increasing college 
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affordability, and modernizing our infrastructure. ARRA funding is available to states 

based on funding awarded to federal agencies, who then distribute funding on a state 

level. Arizona’s total approved state-wide funding is $4.672 billion, and of that amount 

$2.165.8 billion is allocated toward education programs, including elementary, 

secondary, and postsecondary. However, funding doesn’t simply find its way into a bank 

account; an entity (governor, university, etc.) must request the monies, and there are 

frequently stipulations on how the monies are to be used.  

 According to the Governor’s Office, Arizona qualified for $1.017 billion from the 

SFSF, and of that amount $832 million is allocated to the Education Stabilization Fund 

that is used to restore and maintain support and promote reform for elementary, 

secondary, and postsecondary education. With $56 million slated to go the UA, the 

University of Arizona’s Office of Communications reported that UA is looking at ways it 

can develop proposals to maximize stimulus money for disease research and developing 

solar energies. However, the Republican legislature is proposing a funds sweep 

(channeling tuition money into state deficit), which would violate stimulus terms and 

disqualify Arizona’s university system from receiving any stimulus money (Quizon).  

 Arizona’s track record of scant spending on education, along with a legislature 

that continues to sweep school monies to cushion a state deficit, suggests a value system 

that does not view education as a worthy endeavor. With such opposition to education at 

the state level, it is no wonder that schools establish policies and practices in response to 

state-level budgets that often seem to defy educational goals. Specifically, pressure from 

a state legislature that views education as expendable presses the University of Arizona to 
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sustain its original land-grant mission without sacrificing the quality of education and the 

kinds of scholarship it produces, which often contributes to bottom-line assessments of 

the values ofhigher education. This kind of value system significantly influences the 

University as a work place, the kinds of work we do, and how we are defined, within the 

University and to the public.  

 

University as Business 

 A critique of the business and corporate models of the University can illuminate 

how the material conditions of our work are structured. In this section, I describe the 

bottom-line business structure that currently shapes university policies, and I show how 

these policies did not consider the best interests of students or teachers, or its land-grant 

mission. I do this contextual work to show how bottom-line and managerial 

administration influence policies, both University-wide policies and even classroom 

policies. A critique of these contexts is necessary because, as Jeff Smith explains, 

“What’s good for Microsoft or Disney, and for their quarterly stock reports, is not 

necessarily good for the public interest or for public education” (750). Smith claims the 

shift of universities from “scholarship to salesmanship” and the increasingly privatized 

structure of education significantly redefines the goals of higher education and the roles 

of students, teachers, and administrators (742). The traditional idea of a university as a 

not-for-profit institution that values intellectual pursuits and civic preparation has been 

abandoned and “evacuated without much of a fight” (744). The trends toward bottom-

lining, corporate sponsorship, and dependence on private sources have, according to 
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Smith, “real and significant effects on all of us, on our everyday work life and what 

counts as academic work” (743). To combat this, he advocates “relentless reflexive 

criticism” of the material conditions of the university and our roles as academics and 

professionals.  

 During the time I was conducting my ethnography, my institution was undergoing 

massive budget cuts and was relying more and more on concepts like the ones Smith 

describes above. As my opening anecdote suggests, the University’s president was 

advocating fundraising and endowments as methods to fund the University. 

Administration was also considering cutting programs and departments and laying off 

faculty and staff. Additionally, increases in class sizes and tuition hikes were also heavily 

discussed (and later on carried through). These responses to state-wide budget cuts bred 

tension and anxiety on campus and did not facilitate a collaborative environment on 

campus. Students were up in arms, many instructors feared for their jobs, and the local 

Tucson community was alarmed at the impact these trends would have on local business.  

Beginning in September of 2008, the University of Arizona officially underwent a 

Transformation Process to “assess how we do business in order to create more synergy 

and strengthen our core mission. . .[and]. . .how we can improve the effectiveness of 

business processes such as hiring and purchasing” (“UA Transformation”). Essentially, 

the UA was anticipating legislative budget cuts and attempting a bottom-up 

reorganization of the University to save funds. Attempting to initiate a bottom-up 

restructuring of the University, President Shelton and Provost Hay called on all programs, 

departments, and a variety of different groupings to submit proposals, otherwise known 
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as White Papers, to the Strategic Planning and Budgetary Advisory Committee (SPBAC). 

SPBAC then made recommendations to the departments and programs for revision, 

clarification, and rejection. If the initial proposal was accepted, groups were given about 

a month to incorporate feedback. Accepted proposals were subsequently submitted as full 

White Paper Proposals to Hay in November, and then the Faculty Senate would vote on 

Hay’s recommendations in January 2009.  

 The call to the greater University community to participate in the transformation 

is significant because the transformation was touted as a bottom-up project, but that was 

not how the general University community received this call. While the UA 

Transformation website outlined the timeline and provided official documentation, the 

process itself was unclear to faculty, staff, and students. The timeline seemed extremely 

hurried, and reactions from faculty, staff, and students were strong. Many suspected the 

entire Proposal Development Phase was simply a smoke screen for Shelton’s and Hay’s 

own premeditated agendas and despite a process that was touted as bottom-up and 

democratic, it seemed as though Hay had the ultimate say in determining which White 

Paper Proposals the Faculty Senate would vote on. Several groups saw the proposal 

process as a last-chance effort to save their programs from the whims of Hay. Some 

faculty, staff, and students saw the proposal process as being asked to “cut off your own 

hand’ – deans had to suggest which programs to eliminate, how they were going to save 

money, and even what staff to let go. The proposals caused widespread anxiety and 

distrust amongst faculty as they now had to defend their programs for fear of being 

eliminated, many times at the expense of their relationships with colleagues in other 
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programs and departments, as each program and department was competing for the 

limited amount of funding.  

 In response to an even worse budget situation for fiscal year 2010, the Arizona 

Board of Regents (ABOR) officially approved a financial state of emergency for 

Arizona’s three universities in January, which allowed university presidents to mandate 

furloughs and even the authority to terminate contracts before the end of the contract 

period (ABOR minutes). Shelton could potentially terminate contracts of tenured and 

tenure-track faculty. Additionally, in February, Hay and her team determined that low-

producing programs would be closed, and many programs and departments across 

campus were cut, closed, or folded into other programs.  

 The University’s response to state-wide budget cuts bred tension on campus. The 

vague proposal process, rumors of furloughs, termination of low-degree producing 

programs, and a major reorganization suggested to many that education was not a priority 

of the state or Shelton and Hay; education was about the bottom line, productivity, and 

efficiency. In January, students held protests on all three campuses, NAU, UA, and ASU, 

and more than 1,000 attended the protest at UA’s campus. A few days later, the ABOR 

meeting was held on UA’s campus with the highest attendance ever. At the end of 

January, students from all three universities gathered in Phoenix for a mass protest 

against cuts to higher education. According to the Tucson Citizen, more than 2,000 

students showed up, with over 1,000 from the University of Arizona alone (Echavarri 

“Thousands”).  
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 The problem with the Transformation was not that it attempted to bring a 

business-minded approach to education but that it tried to quantify billable student hours 

with a quality education. In practice, the imperative to drive down costs had adverse 

effects on students and teachers. How much attention can a graduate student give to his or 

her own studies when teaching two courses each semester? How much time can a writing 

instructor spend on student essays in a class of thirty students? How much learning can 

students engage in when they are in a lecture class of over five hundred students? 

Additionally, the problem of funding from outside grants, endowments, and fundraising 

channels research back into corporate and privatized companies instead of public 

interests. Conversely, raising tuition disenfranchises students and families from affording 

an education and prevents many from attending the University. For those who can afford 

raises in tuition, those families and students then bear the burden of the financial 

irresponsibility of a University administration, and students and families then see their 

time at the University as a financial investment. Their educations become an economic 

investment and not an academic one, and students move through their courses with this 

frame of mind. Essentially, a quality education cannot be measured by the amount of 

profits a university generates. 

  

Writing as a Commodity  

 Kelly Ritter complicates academia’s intrinsic defense of “authorship as an 

intellectual, creative activity” as she examines the rhetoric of online paper mills. 

According to Ritter, online paper mills are websites that offer students, for a fee, access 
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to hundreds of essays. Students can simply pay one of these websites, find a suitable 

essay, and turn it into class the next day. Ritter argues that these online paper mills are 

evidence of an economic relationship between students and larger consumer culture at the 

university that “dictates” the role writing plays in students’ college careers. Because of 

this already existing relationship, along with the lack of shared understanding or value of 

academic work, students rely on an economic model of writing that is capitalized on by 

online paper mills. Online paper mills provide students with a good “academic/economic 

bargain – the purchased paper that might raise or solidify one’s academic standing in the 

form of a ‘good’ grade” (603). Ritter points out that a larger consumer culture and the 

rhetoric of online paper mills cause and perpetuate students to think of writing as a 

commodity. In this section, I want to investigate the work we do in our writing program 

and how that work is defined by large governmental, bureaucratic, and corporate factors, 

and how those influence writing as a commodity, as Ritter describes. I use the Writing 

Program at my own institution to describe the economic and material conditions of our 

work to show how budget cuts can greatly alter those conditions and the kind of work we 

do. Furthermore, I show how administration must learn to respond to those budget cuts in 

savvy ways. Essentially, the combination of budget cuts and an already existing notion of 

the writing course as service to students creates conditions that are not conducive to 

fostering writing classrooms that encourage thoughtful scholarship and authentic 

authorship.  

  The College of Humanities (COH), the English Department, and the Writing 

Program are not immune to state and university budget cuts, not have they ever been. In 
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fact, at the University of Arizona, the numbers reveal that COH frequently receives the 

brunt of budget cuts. In 1996 the COH had already received upwards of $2 million in 

recisions in the past five years. Most recently, in the past four years, the Writing Center 

has been cut $1 million. The Writing Program offers approximately 480 writing sections 

and fills about 11,000 seats per year, not including summers. It employs approximately 

120 graduate students and adjuncts. Our sheer size often makes us the target of budget 

cuts; even though we make up 40-50 percent of the budget in the COH, the Writing 

Program took 80 percent of the cuts to the COH (Hall). 

  The Writing Program offers foundational first-year writing courses that all 

students must take as part of the general education requirement, and seats more students 

compared to any other program or department on campus. The Writing Program employs 

over one hundred Graduate Assistants in Teaching (GATs) to teach its courses. With such 

diversity in GAT interests and teaching experience, the Writing Program seeks to offer a 

somewhat coherent first-year writing experience to students with a textbook developed 

by the Writing Program, A Student’s Guide to First-Year Writing. While it is intended to 

help students along with their first-year writing experience, it is developed and used by 

instructors to offer guidance. It describes course goals; offers students strategies and 

concepts like close reading, revision, and research; describes each of the major 

assignments (analysis, rhetorical analysis, persuasive essay, etc.); and it also includes 

sample student essays. New GATs have a year-long weekly preceptorship with teaching 

advisors and are expected to follow along with the sample syllabi provided by the 

Writing Program more closely, whereas regular GATs have a teaching advisor that they 
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meet with at the beginning of each semester and are given more freedom to theme their 

courses as long as they are still meeting the course goals as outlined by the Writing 

Program. Funding for the Writing Program and its employees comes from a temporary 

budget line that is extremely susceptible to cuts (unlike a permanent line that funds 

tenured and tenure-track professors). These material conditions of writing programs 

(number of GATs, number of students taught, in-house texts, etc.) greatly influence (and 

constrain) what happens in the classroom.  

To illustrate, I include here a discussion of how the budget cuts had severe 

implications for the ability of the Writing Program to maintain its functions and the 

impact it has had on GATs. As a GAT, I experienced these budget cuts first hand as both 

a graduate student and an instructor. I provide some context here about GATs in the 

Writing Program to show evidence that larger economic and political values do trickle 

down into the classroom and affect the work we do. Furthermore, a discussion of 

graduate students is particularly relevant because many writing programs across the 

country rely on part-time, adjunct, and graduate student labor to teach writing. Lacking 

job security, the particular population is usually first to experience cuts made to the 

University budget. In many ways, this population is seen as expendable, as is the work 

they do.  

When graduate students come to the English Department, they are accepted into 

one of our four graduate programs: Creative Writing; Literature; Rhetoric, Composition, 

and the Teaching of English; or English Language/Linguistics. If students are accepted 

with funding, they are required to teach/work for the Writing Program, and a contract 
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stipulates their workload and pay pending availability of funds. The workload for GATs 

has been two courses per semester. However, course releases from teaching have been 

provided at various steps of the degree: first-year GATs will get a course release for a 

semester to help them acclimate to the program, GATs studying for exams will get a 

course release, a post-exams course release is available, and GATs in the final semester 

will get a course release. There are also various professional development positions that 

the English Department and Writing Program offer, which count as course reassignments 

as well. GATs can serve as an editor for A Student’s Guide to First-Year Composition, an 

academic transfer assistant, or a Writing Center coordinator. If a student holds a 

professional development position, one course release is awarded each semester to 

compensate the students for their time and increased workload.2  

Course releases are coveted; they allow graduate students to engage in the 

scholarship and research they came to graduate school to do. They lessen the teaching 

load so GATs can focus on their own research, reward progress in the degree, and 

maintain our competitiveness with other programs. However, recent budget cuts to COH 

have forced the English Department to eliminate course releases beginning Spring 2009. 

All graduate students must teach a 2:2 load which severely increased the workloads of 

graduate students. Students who were preparing for comprehensive examinations were 

also teaching two courses; students on the job market were also teaching two courses as 

were first-year graduate students who had little nor not experience teaching and were also 

 
2 Many course releases have been eliminated due to budget cuts. Currently, the only course release 
available is for first-year GATs. Additionally, some professional development positions have been 
eliminated at well. 
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adjusting to graduate school and living in a new city. The increased workload required 

students to spend more time away from their own coursework and research, thus delaying 

the time-to-degree for many graduate students. Students couldn’t take as many courses as 

they wanted to, and many had to delay examinations because time they would have put 

toward studying was instead directed toward teaching. 

Furthermore, the elimination of course releases severely hindered each individual 

program’s ability to remain competitive on a national level. Of our thirteen peer 

institutions at the time of our study,3 the University of Arizona is one of only three that 

maintains a 2:2 teaching load. Every other school has a 2:1 or even a 1:1 teaching load 

(Appendix B). This makes our program a potentially undesirable option when students 

are applying to programs because of the high teaching load. This could potentially affect 

our admission of graduate students, thus making our program’s national ranking fall even 

further while also decreasing the quality of our program. A high teaching load won’t 

attract top graduate students who bring in new research, publish, and go on to get tenure-

track positions; instead, graduate students will be overburdened with their teaching loads.  

While the elimination of course releases was not received well by graduate 

students, neither were the increases in class sizes. Budget cuts caused the Writing 

Program to teach significantly more undergraduates than they had the financial resources 

for. In order to do this, class sizes were raised to 25 students per section, up from 24. 

Throughout the years, the class sizes of writing classes has continued to rise in response 

to budget cuts, and compared to our peer institutions, the UA has the largest writing 

 
3 Peer institutions according to the Arizona Board of Regents. To see rankings, go to  
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courses. While 25 students may not seem like a burden to teach, numerous national 

studies show that students learn writing best in smaller classes, even as low as 15 

students. While an additional two students each semester doesn’t seem as if they would 

make a significant difference in the amount of work required to teach a writing course, 

Richard Haswell’s study on the average time an instructor spends on a course suggests 

otherwise. He includes time in the classroom, grading essays, and preparation, and his 

conservative estimate figures 29 hours per week for two sections of 25 students each.4 

But if budget cuts continue to deflate the instructional budget, class sizes will likely 

continue to rise and so will the workload required to teach larger classes.  

Workload was addressed by the Director of the Writing Program at our general 

meeting for Fall 2009. Although specific numbers hadn’t yet been articulated for the 

budget cuts in Fall 2008, administrators and faculty anticipated devastating cuts, and our 

Director shared concerns about the possibility of an increased workloads. To offset an 

increased workload, our Director presented teaching strategies titled, “Work Smarter, Not 

Harder” which incorporated strategies to cut back on time in teaching writing. It included 

methods to save time in preparing for class, teaching, responding to writing, assessing 

writing, and entailed commenting strategies. For instance, instructors were encouraged to 

use rubrics, spend less time commenting on writing, hold fewer office hours, and 

communicate with students via email only during business hours. The Head of the 

English Department even came to one of our English graduate student meetings and 

 
4 The contract created by the English Department for GATs stipulates a workload at .5, or 20 hours a week. 
Given Haswell’s research, the University of Arizona/English Department is already in breach of the .5 
workload contract: GATs are already working 9 hours a week over their contractual obligation. 
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asked for innovative ways to work around the budget cuts in our writing classrooms, such 

as online courses, assigning one less major essay each semester, or only responding to 

one draft for each essay.  

While I am not condemning the response of faculty or administration to budget 

cuts or these teaching strategies, I am pointing out that the managing of the state’s deficit 

by those in government/legislature and even those in higher administration of the 

University had direct implications on how writing is taught and, increasingly, managed. 

Additionally, this demonstrates that faculty and administrators must respond to these 

larger contexts. While their decisions were dominated by pragmatic and financial 

constraints, faculty and administration had to develop institutional savvy in order to meet 

those financial constraints yet still maintain its commitment to writing as a worthwhile 

intellectual endeavor. 

 

Conclusion 

 President Shelton was responding to national and state budget cuts, as well as 

state spending that did not prioritize public education. In response to less University 

spending on writing, the Writing Program then had to alter its own practices, including 

less teacher-to-student contact and less responding to student writing. Additionally, the 

Writing Program developed its own textbooks to generate earned revenue. We can see 

how larger economic systems had direct impacts on the ways in which writing is valued 

at the University and the way it is taught. It affected the working condtions of graduate 
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students, increasing their workload and time to degree, and decreasing their income for 

the amount of work they were doing.  

 This chapter offers a description of my site using the method of ethnography to 

claim that economic conditions influence local literacy practices—what counts as literate 

practices and how those practices are given value. As Brandt advocates, literacy as an 

individual development is tied to literacy as an economic development, and I have 

reviewed the financial context of the state of Arizona and the University of Arizona in an 

attempt to relate the local conditions to larger economic structures. In this way, literacy is 

a commodity, a resource that people seek to gain access to economic mobility and 

material goods. 

 What this chapter also suggests is how different kinds of revenue carry different 

kinds of values. Revenue from federal and state governments must be used in certain 

ways as opposed to revenue generated from private interests, like endowments and 

donations. Monies from private interests can be used according to however Shelton or, 

say, the Writing Program, see fit. In this current budget crisis, we can see Shelton 

actively seek to diversify the funding of the University. While this project doesn’t offer a 

detailed analysis of how different kinds of revenues are differently valued and must be 

put to different uses, my work does suggest that this is an area that further considered 

would illuminate in even more specific ways how literacy is tied to economic structures.  
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IV. EXAMINING STUDENT MOTIVATIONS 

 
“The school does have a major part, they have a major role in making the 
school a good learning environment for students.” 

-- Jen, First-Year Writing Student 

“The way you turn out is up to you. No matter what goes wrong around 
you, no matter what…” 

--Tiffani, First-Year Writing Student 

 

 As I stated in Chapter Two, interviews with students are the backbone of my 

research. Conducting an ethnographic study of my first-year writing classroom led me to 

interview students about their own personal histories, writing experiences, and college 

perspectives. Additionally, many of the interviews centered around our own first-year 

writing class, including discussions of the writing process and the content of our course. I 

focused my first-year composition course around issues in higher education, and students 

used their own experiences at college to situate themselves within the larger context of 

the University and university-related issues. Using students’ own experiences, we then 

looked to see how those issues are related to larger problems at the university, for 

example leading to large lectures, having TAs instead of professors, living in the dorms, 

paying out-of-state tuition, and going to football games. Drawing from their own 

experiences on campus helped students see the real-world application of some of the 

more abstract issues we discussed in class, like tenure or the corporatization of college 

campuses.  
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 Centering the course on students’ lived experiences places students at the center 

of their learning—they must learn to draw from their experiences, think critically about 

them, and relate them to larger contexts. Students do have important (cultural and social) 

resources for teaching, but it is one thing to simply identify them and quite another to use 

them productively in the classroom. In order to discover, recognize, and record these 

recourses, I rely on Luis Moll and Norma Gonzalez’s concept, “funds of knowledge.” 

They define funds of knowledge as “those historically accumulated and culturally 

developed bodies of knowledge and skills, essential for household or individual 

functioning and well-being” (160). This concept has two important implications for my 

project: that working-class and language-minority households participate in legitimate 

knowledge –making practices and that the concept of culture isdynamic and changing, 

composed of lived practices, processes, and interactions. Seen this way, “the actual and 

everyday experiences of students’ lives are privileged over uniform, integrated, and 

standardized cultural norms” (162). As I describe in this chapter, five of the students I 

interviewed self-identified as working-class and minority students, and three of those five 

students were English-as-second-language learners. The lived experiences of these 

students are valuable and worthwhile. The struggles and successes they’ve encountered in 

their personal lives are rich resources for exploration, exactly what John Dewey argues 

for in his pedagogy of experience, which I reviewed in Chapter One. Moll and 

Gonzalez’s concept of funds of knowledge offers a truly student-centered pedagogy, one 

that acknowledges the various literacies of our students lives that the New Literacy 

Studies movement and Brian Street advocate, also reviewed in Chapter One.  
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 In order to access students’ funds of knowledge, I conducted in-depth interviews 

with students, and I review interviews in this chapter. While I acknowledge the difficulty 

of knowing all of my students’ experiences and incorporating all of them into the 

curriculum, I work to understand how experiences and contexts are varied and multiple, 

and I seek to listen to and hear what students bring to the classroom in order to develop a 

curriculum that fosters and engages students with literacy learning. Funds of knowledge 

is vital to uncovering where students are coming from so that we can better understand 

how they perceive the role of college in their lives, and more specifically, the role writing 

plays in their lives.  

In my first chapter, I outline what I see is an unproductive debate between critical 

and pragmatic pedagogies. As the debate is currently set up, teachers must work for or 

against the system, and they must help students fit in with society or help them change it. 

Following Min-Zhan Lu and Bruce Horner’s lead, I claim that if we are to do either, we 

must, in fact, do both. Using New Literacy Studies as my theoretical framework, I locate 

intersections between the two pedagogies, and I claim that we can address many students’ 

pragmatic and local concerns with their careers by locating them in the context of the 

larger (global) society. However, rarely do students have the opportunity to reflect on 

what they mean when they say they want a good job or financial security. For instance, 

Janet Bean illustrates how the changing market from manufacturing rubber to technology 

has dramatically changed what kinds of jobs are available to students in Akron, Ohio. Her 

students struggle to understand what the changing market means for the kinds of jobs 

they will most likely get with a college degree. One of Bean’s students says, “Ironically, I 



81


am going to school to become one of those white college executive types who ultimately 

puts people like my father out of work” (116).  

Lu and Horner describe two dominant notions of a career: one associated with 

new capitalism and the other with an economy built on the idea of the traditional 

“company man,” which I will explain below. The new capitalist notion is associated with 

the neoliberal market of flexibility, mobility, and movement. It is not longterm; there are 

no longer jobs, but projects and “fields of work.” According to Zygmunt Bauman, these 

economies prefer employees “with no previous bonds […] prepared to instantly adjust 

[…] willing to leave the company when they are no longer needed” (qtd. in Lu and 

Horner 122). Individuals must be flexible and risk-taking, detached and mobile. 

Flexibility also includes companies able to identify, fill, and abandon markets, as well as 

corporate hierarchies that are more web-like than the traditional pyramid. Power relations 

are not eliminated but more complex, and work is marketed as teamwork, cooperation, 

and empowerment. Critiques of new capitalism claim that workers are constantly moving 

from job to job, trying to capture the illusive market; demands on workers require them to 

accomplish more tasks and learn more skills without wage increases or improved 

working conditions, as well as denying them stability in their personal lives and work. On 

the other hand, the “company man” of the Fordist regime connotes stability and 

development, the opportunity to stay with one employer, to remain at one workplace, and 

to move upward in the company. Self-discipline, hard work, loyalty, and commitment 

signify the company man, as well as job security and good benefits. Rewards for loyalty 
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and commitment are long-term financial stability. Mobility for the company man is 

hierarchical as he moves up the chain of command.  

Lu and Horner claim that the challenges we and our students face in making sense 

of career choices cannot be separated from these two sets of economic systems. It is this 

challenge, this conflict, that I seek to understand in this chapter in order to build a 

pedagogy that grounds student experiences in the larger economic and ideological 

structures to build awareness and critical reflection. Essentially, I use this challenge in 

understanding the purpose of a college education as a productive tension to build more 

effective pedagogies in the first-year writing classroom. In this chapter, I utilize my 

interviews with students to explore the various challenges students perceive themselves 

encountering as they begin their college career.  

Student interviews reveal the conflicts and tensions they encounter as they make 

sense of their college educations. I theme my first-year writing course around issues in 

higher education as a bridge to link students’ personal (local) experiences with reading 

and writing to larger University contexts. In Chapter Five, I provide a justification and a 

more detailed account of the theme as it relates to teaching institutional literacy, and I 

outline my curriculum. But in this chapter, I detail the challenges and conflicts students 

grapple with as they thought about their own college educations within the larger context 

of the University. Because we had been studying issues in higher education, students 

were able to articulate how they saw themselves located within the University, and like 

Bean’s student, my students were grappling to make sense of what a college diploma 

would mean to their lives. But what struck me about the interviews were the variety of 
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ways students began to orientate themselves to the University as they thought more 

deeply about their own experiences situated within the larger University. I explore 

student motivations in this chapter because, if we are to develop pedagogies that address 

students’ motivations as they are situated within larger society, then we first must make a 

concerted effort to understand what those motivations. As John Dewey and Paulo Freire 

advocate, we must begin with student experiences, and to help students understand their 

experiences at college, we must begin with their motivations for attending.  

 In order to ground my analysis, I rely on the conceptual paradigms of social and 

educational psychology to better understand what was surfacing through the interviews. 

Specifically, I look at self-efficacy and the locus-of-control to examine the interviews and 

understand how students make sense of their motivations for attending college and the 

challenges they encounter. What follows in this chapter is a discussion of the variety of 

challenges and conflicts students perceived themselves encountering with their 

educations. Based on my interviews, my analysis suggests a link, although a tenuous one, 

between the locus of control and the first-generation status.  

 

Self-Efficacy and the Locus of Control 

I use the locus of control to frame my analysis because it was a theme that 

surfaced throughout the interviews as students discussed their relationship to the 

University and the ways they perceived themselves navigating their time here. I want to 

further explore the importance of this concept because, as social psychologist Albert 

Bandura points out, the locus of control plays a significant role in influencing a student’s 
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degree of self-efficacy and relative success at the University. In this chapter, I will 

examine the challenges students faced as they attempted to position themselves within the 

institutional context of the University. For instance, some students felt the University 

administration maintained control in determining the quality of education it provided 

(external control) whereas other students believed it was their own responsibility to 

determine their learning (internal control). And of course, there were many who fell 

somewhere in the middle.  

  My analysis in this chapter suggests that a link exists between the socioeconomic 

background of a student and locus of control. In my study, class is about more than 

parental income – it’s related to race, linguistic background, and educational attainment. 

Specifically, I focus on one element of class background that seems particularly relevant 

here – first-generation status. A student who is the first in his or her family to attend 

college will perceive his or her position in the institution differently. While I do not 

attempt to prove that a student’s class determines where he or she locate control, my 

study does suggest some interesting patterns between first-generation students’ status and 

locus of control that deserve more careful consideration to those interested in institutional 

literacy. 

Patricia McCarthy, Scott Meier, and Regina Rinderer explain in their 1985 article 

in College Composition and Communication the connection between students’ 

perceptions of their writing abilities and the actual written work. Specifically, they focus 

on the assessment of one’s ability to write effectively, and they borrow the term “self-

efficacy” from social-learning theorist Albert Bandura to describe how expectations and 
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outcomes are related in writing. Their connection of a concept from social and 

educational psychology to the field of rhetoric and composition illuminate the cognitive 

conditions of writers, and while several scholars from rhetoric and composition had 

begun to investigate the cognitive processes of writings (Bizzell; Brand; Faigley; Flower; 

Flower and Hayes; Perl). McCarthy, Meier, and Rinderer’s work with self-efficacy 

extended this cognitive tradition within rhetoric and composition and offer insightful 

observations on the self-assessment of one’s writing ability and the quality of the written 

product. In their article, the authors work through some of Bandura’s concepts and share 

findings from two studies in which they test hypotheses using Bandura’s terms. In their 

research project, they found a strong link between a writer’s evaluation of his or her 

general writing skills and the quality of writing. 

“Self-efficacy,” as the authors describe, is the assessment of one’s ability to write 

effectively (465). However, Bandura applies the term more broadly to all human 

behaviors, such as controlling weight or alleviating fears: “individuals will perform a task 

successfully if they know what behaviors will produce desired outcomes and if they 

evaluate themselves as capable of performing the necessary behaviors” (466). In other 

words, when performance improves, belief in one’s abilities increases, and when belief 

increases, performance improves. Bandura identifies strong ties between ability, self-

assessment, and feedback: 

Evaluations about one’s abilities (efficacy expectations) develop as 
individuals attempt a behavior and receive feedback about the quality of 
their performance. Furthermore, efficacy expectations lead to 
performance, followed by feedback and further development of 
expectations. Individuals with strong efficacy expectations evaluate 
themselves as capable, while individuals with weak efficacy expectations 
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evaluate themselves as less capable of effective performance. Efficacy, 
then, can affect what behavior people will attempt in the first place and 
how long they will persist in the face of obstacles. (466) 
 

Bandura also connects self-efficacy with three other psychological constructs: anxiety, 

locus of control, and cognitive processing of information. Anxiety, according to Bandura, 

is correlated with weak efficacy expectations and leads to poor performance. The authors 

connect this to writing: writers with high anxiety tend to be less effective writers while 

writers with less anxiety are better writers. Next, the locus of control signifies a person’s 

beliefs about how much he or she has control or are controlled by external factors, such 

as luck, fate, etc. The authors connect this term to writing and explain “individuals with 

strong feelings of self-efficacy should feel more self-directed because of their sense of 

their own capabilities and, therefore, that they should be more internally controlled” 

(467). In other words, better writers take control of their writing and appear to be more 

self-directed or more internally controlled. Last, cognitive processing of information 

suggests the depth of information processing. For instance, deep processing includes 

abstract thinking, comparing and contrasting ideas, connecting ideas, and looking for 

meaning, whereas shallow processing includes rote memorization. The authors suggest 

that a deep style of processing may be necessary for a strong sense of self-efficacy 

because they retain and store accurate self-evaluations; deep processors are usually 

academically successful, thus having many past successes that would lead to better 

writing (467).  

 The authors used these four concepts as possible predictors of writing ability in 

their study of 137 freshmen in first-year writing courses, and they found that perceived 
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sense of self-efficacy demonstrated a statistically significant effect to writing. While the 

authors admit the findings are by no means definitive, their study establishes the 

important role of self-efficacy in writing. When writers see themselves as capable of a 

task, they are more likely to succeed in completing the task, whereas writers who 

negatively evaluate themselves and their capabilities are less likely to produce good 

writing because they don’t see themselves as capable of utilizing the various choices they 

have when composing or revising writing.  

 Even though the authors’ conclusions do not explicitly address the locus of 

control, the locus of control is a particularly relevant concept for my research. As 

Bandura explains, the locus of control is a component of self-efficacy; the extent to 

which a person sees himself or herself having control over their actions influences an 

individual’s self-efficacy. Individuals differ in whether they believe outcomes are 

determined by (1) factors independent of how they act, such as chance, luck, or fate 

(external controls) or (2) they own actions (internal controls). As McCarthy, Meier, and 

Rinderer suggest, self-efficacy and the locus of control are naturally connected - 

individuals with a strong sense of self-efficacy are more self-directed (or have a greater 

internal locus of control): “Individuals with strong feelings of self-efficacy should feel 

more self-directed because of their sense of their own capabilities and, therefore, that 

they should be more internally controlled” (467). For instance, the greater sense of 

internal control students feel they have in achieving an A grade, the more likely the 

students are able to get the desired A.  
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Meet the Students 

 Issues of class have long been a subject of exploration in the classroom, including 

Marxist scholars and advocates of critical pedagogy, including Paulo Freire, Ira Shor, and 

Henry Giroux. Victor Villanueva, Mike Rose, and Richard Rodriquez have also 

contributed to the rich conversation about the encounters of working-class students with 

academic (middle-class) ways of knowing and thinking. Although much attention has 

been paid to the theoretical components of teaching a liberatory, transformative pedagogy 

in our scholarship and the pedagogical implications of this type of pedagogy, research 

that more fully investigates the kind of socioeconomic backgrounds of our students is 

lagging. As Julie Lindquist argues, our field “continue[s] to operate with a thin 

understanding of the social knowledge – by that I mean epistemological habits rooted in 

community practice and emerging from material conditions – working-class students 

bring with them to that space” (227). In other words, further exploration of what 

constitutes class, including the thinking and learning process of students, is sorely 

needed. 

 My research attempts to contribute to what we know about the knowledge and 

habits of different classes of students. As I stated earlier, interviews with a variety of 

students in my first-year writing course revealed two different groups of students. 

According to how they self-reported themselves, the status of first-generation college 

student was a key identifier between the two groups. In the group of first-generation 

college students, they also reported on several other characteristics. All students self-

identified themselves as minorities, and many students in this group had families who 
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emigrated from Mexico or had family still living across the border. Many of these 

students self-identified as English Language Learners, and all of them reported parents 

with blue-collar jobs. In the other group, all students reported that both parents attended 

college, and these students all had older siblings who also attended college. These 

students also self-reported as Caucasians who spoke English as a first languageand had 

parents who held white-collar jobs.  

 Because class is more than just parental income, I look to these self-reported 

characteristics to understand in greater detail how class is implicated by such factors as 

race, educational background, and linguistic history. All of these variables involve social, 

cultural, material, and economic factors that shape the thinking and learning processes of 

students. Considering the detailed circumstances of class is necessary if we are to fully 

explore how socioeconomic status influences the students who walk into our classrooms. 

 As I described in Chapter Two, I interviewed eight students from two sections of 

my first-year composition class. I followed the Institutional Review Board’s guidelines 

for soliciting participants (described in Chapter Two) and didn’t conduct interviews with 

my own students until after the semester was over and grades had been submitted. While 

interviews were based on the student surveys that were handed out in class, I also created 

interview questions to address in greater detail their home lives and past writing 

experiences (for interview questions, see Appendix C). Since I had gotten to know 

students throughout the semester, I knew my interviewees fairly well and in return they 

knew me. And because grades had already been posted, I think students felt freer to 

critique the course, the University, and to talk more openly about themselves in ways that 
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they thought could have potentially risked their grades or strained our relationships as 

student/teacher. Even though the interviews took place after the semester was over, I still 

held a position of authority as their writing teacher as students talked about the course 

and prefaced their comments with phrases like, “No offense, but…” or “Not to be mean 

or anything, but….” The eight students I interviewed were all female, ranging from ages 

18-20. Below, I offer a brief description of each student to further contextualize my 

findings in the upcoming chapters: 

 

Anna Maria is the first to go to college in her family5. She is 18 years old, a Pre-

Physiology freshman. She identified herself as half Mexican and half Caucasian and can 

speak conversational Spanish. Her father is from Mexico and completed school up until 

the ninth grade, and her mother is from the United States and completed high school. 

Anna Maria’s father was the first in his family to move to the United States, and with his 

limited education and language skills, he worked in restaurants until he opened his own 

lunch cart and then eventually a novelty store until he died. Her mother worked in the 

restaurant business for 25 years until she was laid off and moved from Lake Havasu to 

Las Vegas to work for a linen company. Including her parent’s previous relationships and 

remarriages after the divorce, Anna Maria has multiple half-brothers and half-sisters: on 

her father’s side, she has three younger siblings, and on her mother’s side, she has two 

older siblings, neither who finished high school. Anna Maria was extremely introverted 

in high school in Lake Havasu, but she describes how she came out of her shell once she 

 
5 All student names have been changed. 
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moved to Las Vegas and began to be a more social student. She is very focused on her 

obtaining her degree in physiology so she can become an anesthesiologist.  

 

Cristina is 18 years old and moved to the United States from Mexico when she was a 

freshman in high school. She didn’t know any English when she moved, but she has 

learned it as she progressed through high school. Thanks to several empathetic teachers 

and her friends, Cristina received support to apply to college and received scholarships to 

attend the University of Arizona. Cristina has always gotten straight A’s despite the 

language difference, although she is very self-conscious about her grammar in her 

writing. Both of her parents had two years of community college, and she is the oldest of 

three children. She is the first in her family to attend a four-year institution, and she lives 

on campus and works part-time. Cristina met with me frequently to discuss her writing, 

and she also went to the campus writing center to receive feedback and help with her 

grammar.  

 

Deborah is an 18-year-old freshman majoring in Family and Consumer Science. She 

would like to be a clothing buyer for a major retail company and live in New York or Los 

Angeles. Deborah is from a suburb of New Jersey. Both her parents have college degrees, 

and her two older brothers are currently attending college back East. Deborah 

characterizes herself as an average student, and she explains that she never did well in 

classes in which she wasn’t interested in the material. She found her way to the 

University of Arizona because she didn’t get into any schools on the East Coast, and she 
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talked extensively about the cultural prestige of attending a school on the East Coast 

compared to a school in the West. All of her cousins attend(ed) East Coast universities, 

making her feel somewhat inadequate about her academic abilities. To alleviate the 

pressure of not being “capable” of attending an East Coast school, and removing herself 

from the stigma of attending a local community college, Deborah moved west and loves 

the UA. She joined a sorority but ended up dropping out because the intense pressure to 

attend all meetings and functions didn’t leave her enough time to study for school. She 

describes herself as “addicted” to shopping, and she loves traveling. 

 

Elizabeth is a 20-year-old sophomore majoring in psychology, and she wants to go on to 

law school. Her family is from Tucson, and both of her parents have college degrees. Her 

older sister attended and graduated from the University of Arizona with a degree in sports 

marketing. In high school, Elizabeth was enrolled in Advanced Placement courses, and 

she assumed she would go onto college, although she didn’t end up at the UA her 

freshman year. Elizabeth spent her first year of college attending a private college in 

California and then transferred to the UA because she felt many of the students were 

snobbish. However, she did like the small classes and the demanding workload at the 

private University, and this experience gave Elizabeth a unique insight into issues in 

higher education. She was also very involved in student government and advocated on 

behalf of students during the Transformation and difficult economic times; this too, gave 

Elizabeth unique insight and fostered in her a deep commitment to the University and 

quality of education.  
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Helen is the first of her family to go to college. She is the oldest sibling and is from 

Marana, a neighboring town of Tucson. Her parents divorced and she currently lives at 

home with her mother, grandparents, and younger sister. Helen self identifies as Hispanic 

and Puerto Rican, and she speaks both English and Spanish fluently. Her major is 

nursing, and she is excited about the possibilities of the field; she is even interested in 

possibly becoming a doctor. Sadly, Helen didn’t pass our writing course because of 

health problems; however, she attended class and completed assignments for a majority 

of the semester and was still willing to participate in interviews.  

 

Jen is an 18-year-old sophomore and hasn’t yet declared a major. She is from Tucson, but 

her parents moved here from California for work. Her parents have master’s degrees, and 

her older sister attended the University of Arizona for a degree in education. Jen lives in 

the dorms, although she visits home every once in a while for dinner or to do laundry. It 

was expected that Jen attend college, and she spent her time in high school getting good 

grades and involving herself in activities expressly for her college applications. Jen sees 

herself as a straight A student, which motivates her to do well in her courses; even though 

she doesn’t have a major, she enjoys sampling the variety of general-education courses 

and hopes to find a major that truly interests her.  

 

Reya is an 18-year-old sophomore. She is a first-generation college student and has a 

double major in East Asian Studies and Linguistics. She is from Tucson and continues to 
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live at home with her mother and stepfather. She is Mexican and Lebanese, fluent in 

English, but can speak some Spanish. Her mother and biological father were both from 

Mexico and came to the United States before she was born, and they both dropped out of 

school. Reya has two older brothers from a different father, one of whom has a law 

degree in Mexico. She has a full brother, with whom she lives, and goes to the local 

community college. Reya has battled with depression since the seventh grade and was in 

and out of schools until she found one with the right fit. Once she found a school that 

suited her needs, Reya blossomed both personally and academically. She made friends, 

enjoyed her classes, and cultivated her love of creative writing. Reya is a thoughtful 

student; she actively participated in class and met with me frequently to discuss her 

writing.  

 

Tiffani is an 18-year-old college freshman. She is African-American and the first to 

attend college in her family. Her mother completed some community college but didn’t 

finish, and her father was in the military. Her parents divorced when she was in high 

school, and Tiffani spent a lot of her time taking care of her two younger siblings – one is 

currently in middle school and the other is in high school. Tiffani lives at home and 

continues to look after her siblings much of the time; she also works part time in the 

financial aid office, which she likes, and goes to church. Tiffani is from Tucson, but has 

moved around the city a lot and has experienced the different cultures that exist here. Her 

middle-school years were spent up in the Foothills, a predominately white, upper-class 

area, and Tiffani recalls moments on the playground when her classmates wouldn’t play 
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with her because of her skin color. Tiffani’s family moved when she started high school, 

and she attended large, public high schools with high percentages of minority students 

and low graduation rates for those students. Tiffani sees herself as one of the “lucky 

ones” who was able to make it into college. Much of Tiffani’s extended family resides in 

Louisiana, and in her writing and in interviews, Tiffani has thoughtfully reflected on how 

she navigates the different cultures she has come in contact with. For instance, she has 

discussed how she speaks differently around her family in the South than she does with 

many of her white teachers.  

 

External Locus of Control 

As I show in Chapter Two, state-level and University-wide policies have operated 

with an economic agenda that equates students with their tuition dollars. Many students 

also saw their college educations in this way – they were paying for a product, and they 

wanted a quality product. However, whether students saw themselves as consumers or 

not, students articulated struggles with what they wanted from their college educations. 

Many wanted a “quality education” yet struggled with understanding what that meant. 

Some wanted to learn, to be engaged with their courses, and also had had concerns about 

getting a good job. Also, many students wanted a good job, but like Bean’s student, 

hadn’t fully figured out what that meant.   

Through these interviews, it became clear that students see themselves having 

control over different aspects of their education. What students talked mostly of was the 

quality of education they received, including class size, tuition, and curriculum, and 
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learning, or the amount of knowledge they gained in their classes. However, students see 

the quality of education and learning as different; just because a student finds herself in a 

large class does not necessarily decrease the quality of education, or a student in a small 

class with an engaged instructor does not guarantee any learning will happen. As the 

interviews demonstrate, students’ perceived sense of control over these two aspects 

greatly affects the kinds of thinking, learning, writing, and awareness that students are 

able to achieve. Most interesting, however, is that different perceptions of control seemed 

related to class but, more specifically, if the student was a first-generation college student 

or not. The interviews reveal interesting patterns that suggest the status of first-generation 

does play a role in the way students relate to the University.  

 As an instructor at a large Research I University that draws students from across 

the country, it’s not uncommon that I come across students from affluent backgrounds. 

Their displays of wealth are obvious; Dolce and Gabbana sunglasses, Gucci purses, John 

Hardy clothing, and Range Rovers and Mercedes line the streets. These students sit in 

class with the latest Blackberry models, iPhones, and MacBooks. When I walk on 

campus, I overhear stories of weekends away, flights home, and vacations abroad. As an 

instructor, I can’t help but notice visual displays of wealth, and I wonder how these 

students’ social and cultural backgrounds influence the ways they relate to the University. 

It is these students, the middle- and upper-class students, who operate from an external 

locus of control; that is, they see the University as having the control to determine the 

quality of their education, yet, interestingly, they also have a sense of agency in 

attempting to alter that control.  
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 In our writing class, Deborah talked about her weekends away to visit family back 

East and her spring-break trip to Mexico. This spring-break trip of hers was actually the 

focus of her semester long research project; the University had taken a firm position 

against students traveling to Mexico for spring-break, and she passionately analyzed and 

critiqued the University’s rhetorical tactics it had taken to make this argument. While her 

paper could have used another revision, the passion she had toward the idea that the 

University could “tell her what to do” was obvious. Even though she uncovered multiple 

accounts that told of the drug wars and the danger to traveling Americans, Deborah chose 

to go anyway. Her reasoning was based on personal experience; some friends had already 

been to Mexico for their spring breaks some weeks prior and had a fine time. As she 

explained in class, she wasn’t paying tuition for the University to tell her how to spend 

her free time; she was paying tuition for an education. It was consumerist mentality that 

informed much of Deborah’s (and many others’) thinking in our class. Because she saw 

herself paying for a service, she saw the University as having the control in determining 

the quality of product it sold.  

 According to many middle- and upper-class students, the locus of control lies 

within the University to provide them with a quality education. As Jen explains, “The 

school does have a major part, they have a major role in making the school a good 

learning environment for students.” And Elizabeth: “Well now I know what our 

administration is doing, I know who our administration is, before I didn’t really know. 

Now I know who’s in charge, what they’re doing, what they’re voting on, when they’re 

voting. And, where our money is going and how much money we’ve lost from concerts 
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and stuff like that.” As my interviews show, the middle- and upper-class students clearly 

see authority and control located with the University administration.  

 Since students located control within the University to make decisions regarding 

the quality of education, it only made sense that they would then blame the University 

when it failed to deliver. When asked about what she learned from studying issues in 

higher education, Deborah was clearly frustrated with the University’s ability to provide 

her with ample course choices:  

I cannot get into one class and [tuition’s] killing me because I might have 
to be here five years! Because I cannot run around on the first day of class. 
. .they tell me to bring a Drop/Add form the first day. That’s so much 
pressure the first day of school, I got into classes I don’t even need 
because nothing’s available. I have four classes on Tuesday/Thursday in a 
row from 9:30 to 3:00 with no break, and [I have class] 10:00 to 1:00 on 
Monday/Wednesday. It’s crazy! I’m so frustrated! 
 

Clearly, Deborah is frustrated that the University isn’t offering her the courses she needs 

to graduate, and the classes that she can get into, she doesn’t need. And to top it off, her 

classes are inconveniently scheduled. While I’m not too worried about her back-to-back 

schedule, Deborah is frustrated that the University isn’t more accommodating to her 

needs (classes that count toward her major) and her wants (a more favorable schedule). I 

am, however, more sympathetic toward her getting into courses that count for her major. 

She goes on to elaborate her opinions about course offerings: “It’s not fair that they’re 

making math into huge lectures, which for someone like me, that’s not good at all. I have 

to take business math, and they’re making that into a 300-person lecture. I think that’s 

really not fair that they’re doing that at all.” Again, Deborah blames the University, this 
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time for class size. Her use of the pronoun “they” to denote the University, which she 

uses three times, points out who she sees as responsible for the quality of her education.  

 As the students located the fate of their education in the hands of the University 

and consequently blamed the University for a decreased quality of education, these 

middle- and upper-middle class students were hopeful that they could enact change on 

campus. When asked about the most important thing she learned in our class, Jen began 

to discuss the importance of action: 

When we did our own research . . . and being able to read other people’s 
[research], there are a lot of issues that students can actually make a 
change in if they write to the administration or do enough research so they 
sound credible. It’s kind of the same thing as voting to me. You’re just one 
person, but if enough people do something then they can make the change. 
If enough people write to the administration about budget cuts then, there 
can be a change about that. 
 

Jen’s topic of inquiry was sustainability and she went on to talk about what an important 

and relevant topic it was for students, and that if enough students became aware of the 

issue, that they could make small changes, like taking shorter showers or recycling, in 

order to make a big difference. Even though Jen saw the University as the more 

authoritative and power figure in her education, she does have a sense of agency in 

students to change the University.  

 Like Jen, Deborah also thought students could act collectively in order to change 

University policies. Elizabeth was really passionate about spreading the word: “It was 

important to get the message out, important to critique [the University] and see what’s 

going on because probably half the kids in class had no idea. And I’m sure they told their 

friends who told their friends. I feel like now everyone knows about the issue . . . maybe 
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people [will] stand up, we can do something about it.” At another point in the interview, 

Deborah recalls a specific moment she attempted to take individual action, although 

unsuccessfully. Frustrated that the Retail Department wasn’t offering enough classes, she 

actually called to complain that she couldn’t get into a specific class. The person on the 

phone told her to bring an Add/Drop form to the first day of class, which angered 

Deborah because she felt she deserved to get into the class because she was paying 

tuition: “But you’re coming [to the University] for what? For classes I can’t even get 

into.” Deborah was so angry that she even had her mother call, but to no avail. But 

Deborah certainly is hopeful that students can spread the word and take collective action. 

 As an instructor, I found her passion refreshing, but it was also obvious that her 

motivations were informed by a consumer mentality. Her actions, as well as her thoughts 

about spreading the word, are largely informed by her tuition dollars and getting “what 

she paid for”: “Tuition is killing me because I might have to be here five years,” “It sucks 

that you have to pay all this money and come this far just to take classes at Pima,” and 

“My mom’s the one paying first of all, so maybe they’ll listen to her.” Deborah’s 

pragmatic concern with her tuition dollars is a very real worry of many students, one that 

shouldn’t be overlooked or considered shallow, and I elaborate on this in the next 

chapter. 

 Elizabeth, like Jen and Deborah, also wants to get the message out to other 

students. She sees the potential for students to affect University policy; however, her 

involvement in student government gives her a unique, yet frustrating, perspective on 

how much students are actually willing to do. Her frustration clearly signals that she 
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believes students have the potential to change policy, but nobody cares enough to get 

involved:  

In [student government] we try to inform people to go to the ABOR 
meetings, to rallies, to meetings, but that’s our major problem - getting 
people to come, getting people riled up, getting people interested. Because 
students just don’t care. And that’s what we’re trying to figure out, how to 
get people interested.  
 

Even though Elizabeth has first-hand experience with the challenges of engaging 

students, this frustration stems from her belief that students can, in fact, participate in the 

decision-making processes of the University and enact changes that benefit student 

interests. Elizabeth was so disappointed in students’ apathy toward University politics 

that she returned to the topic again in the interview:  

[Student government] was kind of like overwhelming because our job was 
to get people involved and form a coalition with us. And no one was 
interested. Just because students I think are kind of apathetic. And that was 
the problem the entire year. So it was really overwhelming and frustrating 
and out directors were like, “Well you need to do this. Let’s change our 
outlook.” And all of us interns were like, “You know, I don’t think that’s 
going to work either.” It’s just, no matter what we do, going on the mall, 
people just don’t like to be approached when they’re going to class. It’s 
just not going to work. Students just, no matter what you throw at them, 
they’re just not that interested. 
 

Elizabeth clearly felt thwarted in her efforts to enact change in the University because of 

students’ indifference. Again, her irritation with students stems from her belief that 

students do have the potential power to mobilize and exert control over the University. 

Even though her experiences with student government have shown her that students don’t 

care, she sees the potential of students to enact change on an external locus of control, 

which she sees located within the University administration.  
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  As these middle- and upper-class students sensed that control was located 

externally in the University administration, their sense of responsibility and ability was 

implicated. They blamed the University for large class sizes, rising tuition, and limited 

class options, but students felt that they could influence the locus of control if they spread 

the word, gathered enough interest, and took action. Because these students were 

preoccupied with the quality of their educations and the worth of the degrees, they 

weren’t necessarily concerned with their learning. Grades, fulfilling requirements for 

entry into a specific major, and getting a degree preoccupied students’ minds; as 

Elizabeth says, “I only have two years left, but what is going to happen in the future, 

what is my degree going to be worth in ten years? In fifteen years?” Elizabeth also takes 

up this pragmatic point of view when discussing her general-education courses (Gen 

Eds):  

I don’t like the fact they have required GenEds because its stuff that, 
honestly, it wastes my time because I need certain classes for my major 
that I can’t get into. And like, but then, and then there’s GenEds that you 
have to take, and you try to get into the ones you want, but you can’t, and 
then you end up taking something that I’m so not interested in, like, World 
Perspective or Traditions, and I’m just like, What is this? Why am I here? 
Because like, why do I need to know this stuff? 

 
I further explore this attitude toward a college education in the next chapter, but it’s 

worth mentioning at least briefly in this chapter because this pragmatic approach to 

courses and a college degree is clearly and more forcefully articulated by this group of 

students. While the lower- and working-class students also express practical reasons for 

attending college, and in many cases often have greater reason to do so, it is the middle- 

and upper-class students that are more angry and resentful of courses that take them away 
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from their majors and further away from their degree. They do not look to their classes as 

an opportunity to learn but as a hindrance to getting their degree. College, to these 

students, is not about becoming a well-rounded student or expanding their knowledge 

base, but classes are hoops they begrudgingly jump through because the University 

requires them to do so.  

 

Internal Locus of Control 

 While the middle- and upper-class students placed authority in the University to 

determine the quality of their education and were more focused on getting good grades, 

fulfilling requirements, and ultimately getting a degree, the lower- and working-class 

students articulated concerns about their learning. While these students certainly were 

concerned with getting good grades and graduating with a degree, in their interviews they 

clearly voiced a sense of individual responsibility to be engaged in their courses and learn 

as much as they could. Instead of locating control in University administration to 

determine the quality of education, these students’ placed control within themselves; they 

saw it as their own responsibility to get as much out of their courses as possible, 

regardless of the size of the class, the experience of the instructor, or the cost of tuition. 

 A common theme that arose in interviews with the lower- and working-class 

students was that the problems with the University were symptomatic of the real world; 

problems in the University were just the way things were. Whereas the middle- and 

upper-class students were clearly angry with the University for what they saw as a lower 

quality of education, these students saw problems with the University as par for the 
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course; problems are inevitable and unavoidable. As Tiffani explains, “Everything’s not 

going to be roses. Everything is not going to be all picture perfect. That’s just how people 

are.” Because these students thought that conflicts were part of life, they felt as though 

they had little agency or power in changing policy. Rather than try to mobilize or affect 

change, students articulated complicity during the interviews:  

Classes are big, but I feel like that’s just what I’m used to. When I got 
here, that’s how it was. I just kind of deal with it. It would be nicer to have 
smaller classes, but that’s just how they are. So, [I] just deal with it. 
 
But you know what? I’ll get over it. It’s over crowded in the classrooms? 
It’s fine because I’ll just get over it. I just don’t let it bring me down. 
 
The way you turn out is up to you. No matter what goes wrong around 
you, no matter what. 
 
I was just like wow, kind of sucks. Not like in a bad way. It has its flaws. I 
can deal with it, I’ll deal with it. But, if I’ll live, then I’ll let it be. I’ll 
survive. I’ll deal with it. I’m like well, it happens. We can’t all be perfect. 
We have to move on. 
 
Everything is not going to be all picture perfect. Some things are going to 
be really boring; some things are going to be really exciting. I mean, you 
have to adjust yourself. Some people might think something is interesting 
when you don’t. You have to learn. That’s life. 
 

The lower- and working-class students were more willing to put up with the problems but 

also don’t complain about them as vocally as the middle- and upper-class students. Reya 

even sees the problems at the University as beneficial to her ability to function as a 

student: “I thought these were things I needed to know at the University so I can . . . 

know everything about it. The more I know the more I know how to…it helps me 

proceed with my education. So, navigate around, just know the flaws of the University.” 

Reya’s awareness of the problems at the University doesn’t anger her or cause her to 
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want to spread the word; rather, she accepts them and claims that this awareness actually 

helps her successfully navigate the University. Nor do these students feel as though they 

could change the University. As Anna Maria explains, she doesn’t feel students would 

make a difference, or does she, as an individual student, have enough authority for people 

to listen to her:  

I don’t really see us making a huge difference, but I think that’s because 
more people don’t . . . I don’t know, me personally, I don’t feel like I 
would really make a difference if I went in there and told them how I felt. 
But I know a lot of people, they were trying. But, me personally, I don’t 
really feel like I have much say in it. [Why not?] Just like one of those 
things. I feel like I’d be wasting my time if I tried to talk to somebody . . . 
it’s just how I feel that people wouldn’t really listen. [Why wouldn’t they 
listen to you?] I don’t know. I never really, never really talk to anybody. I 
don’t really like confrontation, so being there and trying to argue 
something to somebody, really just…I guess I’m kind of insecure about it. 
I just wouldn’t. I just don’t see myself doing that.  
 

Anna Maria clearly doesn’t see herself possessing the authority to enact change or spread 

the word. These students don’t see a value in changing the system or making it work for 

them or meeting their needs; they don’t blame the system. Rather, they are complicit in 

the system and see themselves as lacking the authority to make change. Nor do they want 

to.  

 Whereas the middle- and upper-class students located the locus of control 

externally in the larger University system to determine the quality of their educations, 

these working- and lower-class students located the locus of control internally in 

themselves in ensuring they were learning from their classes. As a result, working-clas 

students acceptt responsibility for making the best of their educations, while the middle- 

and upper-class students blame the University for not delivering a quality education. The 
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working- and lower-class students are not passive, but take personal responsibility on one 

level, while not seeing themselves as powerful on another level. Even if classes were 

lecture-style with a boring professor and two hundred other students with little teacher-

student interaction, these students valued the learning they could take away from their 

courses, which they saw as their own responsibility, not the instructors’ or the 

University’s. These two groups of students also valued different aspects of their 

education; the lower- and working-class students valued learning while the middle- and 

upper-class students valued the “quality” of their education, including ease to getting the 

degree. The lower- and working-class students were very concerned with learning and 

finding an area of study that truly interests them:  

Basically to be able to have a choice, like I said, have a choice, to see what 
I really want to do, have a passion for and understand in depth what I want 
to do. 
 
[In lectures] Facebook is a big problem. [Students] tend to do other stuff. 
Stats show that people with laptops tend to do bad in class. Students 
should - that’s part of student responsibility. If they’re in class, they 
should be there to learn. 
 
I think the students should be motivated not just to get a degree and to get 
a job, but because they want to learn. That’s why they should pick their 
classes and the classes they want to take and get information out of it and 
actually use it. I’m using it to learn. That’s what we’re here to do. 
 
Just to learn more about things that interest me so that I feel that being a 
well educated citizen is an important part of society today. 

 
Reya went on to elaborate on an experience of hers that further illuminates this value 

system. In her chemistry lab the previous semester, the lab equipment was old and out of 

date; the computers wouldn’t work and the lab equipment continued to break. She was 

never able to participate in an experiment, which she felt “hindered my lab experience.” 
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Reya was also extremely upset that she wasn’t able to learn to balance equations: “We 

barely started balancing equations and didn’t learn how to do that.” Reya was upset with 

the quality of the equipment, but she was visibly troubled by what she wasn’t able to 

learn. Even though she had received a passing grade in the course, she commented on 

possibly retaking the course so she could have the lab experience and learn concepts, 

which she didn’t fully acquire the first time around.  

 Like Reya, Anna Maria also turns her gaze inward to reflect on her own 

performance rather than the University’s. She commented on a course that she really 

liked, but admitted that if the class had fewer students, “I think I’d be a lot more engaged 

and maybe more susceptible to learn about what he was actually talking about. I would 

have cared more. I just felt like he talked at you. I don’t feel like I gained as much as I 

could have from it.” In her statement, Anna Maria wasn’t voicing anger or blaming the 

instructor or the University; her tone, in fact, conveyed a more disheartened perspective, 

almost wistful that she would have learned more from the course. This tone was very 

different than the middle- and upper-class students who were visibly aggravated and 

slightly hostile toward the University. Anna Maria also thoughtfully reflected on her own 

weaknesses as a student, instead of the University’s: “I think I’m getting better. I’m 

studying more.” 

 The lower- and working-class students also vocalized a willingness to see “both 

sides” of the issue unlike the middle- and upper-class students who tended to blame the 

University. Reya says,  

I definitely try to see both sides, like the student’s side and the 
University’s side. I see both of their flaws. We’re both flawed. Sometimes 
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students can make lots of excuses, I make excuses, I admit it! [What kind 
of excuses do you make?] It’s too late. That’s a big one. It’s too late for me 
to do this scholarship. It’s too late, I’m way too late for deadlines. Too 
late.  
 

Reya’s willingness to admit her own role in the quality of learning she engaged in was a 

common theme in the interviews with the lower- and working-class students. Learning, 

for these students, was a participatory act, both the University and the students had to 

“show up,” whereas many of the middle- and upper-class students expected the 

University to give them an education; they did not acknowledge what role they as 

individuals could play in determining the quality of their own educations.  

 Anna Maria attempts to articulate her position on the quality of education: “I 

think some students are just like, the classes are boring. We want to be, I guess, kind of 

entertained, but at the same time, that’s not really what we’re here for. We should just be 

wanting to learn. I can see both sides, but I don’t know. I’m not really on a side.” Maria 

Elena doesn’t take a side because sees her education as both the University’s 

responsibility and her own; this view allows her to take a more critical perspective of her 

own abilities, as demonstrated in her statement about needing to study more. 

  Tiffani, too, reveals a perspective in which she locates responsibility in herself to 

determine how much she learns: 

I guess that my situation isn’t that bad […] I can strive because it could be 
worse. I can do better. I feel like it gives me more motivation and helps 
me understand more what college is supposed to be about. And you know, 
what I need to do in order to go through that learning education. 
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Conclusion 

 The lower- and working-class students’ construction of knowledge shapes how 

they orientate themselves toward writing, work, and the world. The value systems of 

these two groups of students were quite different; after studying issues in higher 

education, the middle- and upper-class students wanted a “quality education” provided to 

them by the University, while the lower- and working-class students in my small sample 

thought it was their own individual responsibility to learn from their courses regardless of 

the problematic University policies and structures.  

 Most surprising was, as the interviews revealed, how the different value systems 

of socioeconomic classes influenced where they located “control” and what constituted 

that control. I expected that the location of control (internal vs. external) might be 

different among students, but I didn’t expect to find that each group would conceive of 

control differently. The locus of control for middle- and upper-class students was located 

in the University; they saw the University as having the power to determining the quality 

of education – including class size, affordable tuition, qualified instructors, and course 

availability. Control, for these students, was more about determining the quality of the 

product and its availability to them as customers. While they did feel a sense of agency to 

improve the quality of education, they located control within University administration. 

The locus of control for the working- and lower-class students was internally located, but 

also meant something else entirely. For these students, they saw themselves as having 

control over their learning regardless of institutional problems. Control for these students 



110


was their own ability to learn, whereas for the other group of students, it was the 

University’s authority to determine the quality of education.  

 While this is only one teacher’s experience with a few students, the interviews 

demonstrate a very important component in teaching institutional literacy. Attitudes 

about writing and learning in the writing classroom are clearly linked to larger 

perceptions of the University; students’ conceptions of their entire educational experience 

are translated into the classroom. This analysis suggests the need to make this connection 

explicit to students to help raise awareness of how they relate to the University and 

participate as students and learners on campus.  

 I focus on motivations in this chapter to set up the work I do in Chapter Four, 

which addresses the various identities that students must grapple with in my first-year 

composition classroom and in college more generally. Based on the work in this chapter, 

I look to see how motivations do, in fact, affect the identities that students form. For 

instance, a student who is highly motivated to learn from her college courses and be 

intellectually challenged is more likely to adopt the identity as writer, as opposed to a 

student that is motivated by grades is more likely to see herself as a consumer. While 

there are no cut and dry scenarios, I am looking to see how motivations do shape 

identities in the next chapter.
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V. DEVELOPING IDENTITIES AND LITERACY LEARNING 

  

I mostly am just concerned with my degree, so [. . .] the classes that I’m 
majoring in are the ones that I’m going to be mostly focusing in. And like 
I’ll retain that information so I can go to medical school and do what I 
want to do. I don’t really care about my other classes. 

--Anna Maria, student interview 
 
I feel that being a well-educated citizen is an important part of society 
today. You need to know basic stuff and then you need to know above 
basic stuff like what you learn in college. I think that just makes everything 
better if everyone knows more than just how to add and write a complete 
sentence. You need to know everything else on a high level thinking.  

--Jen, student interview 
  

As I have demonstrated in Chapter Three, students arrive at college with a wide 

variety of motivations, ranging from the desire to obtain the degree to the willingness to 

explore new ideas in their classes. In order to understand these motivations, I looked to 

the concept of locus of control to better understand how students are motivated. The 

locus of control illuminated how the different socioeconomic backgrounds of students 

influenced their perceptions of college and their motivations for attending, as well as their 

reactions to our course material. In this chapter, I extend this work to examine student 

identities, which appear to be influenced by motivations. 

These motivations shape the variety of identities students adopt while at college, 

such as full-time student, student-athlete, scholarship student, “A” student, business 

major, partier, or sorority sister. These identities significantly influence the writing 

practices students are willing to engage in and the writing they produce. As teachers of 

writing, we often attempt to help students see themselves as writers. We craft 
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assignments that help them engage in writerly practices, we conference with them about 

their writing, and we assess their writing in hopes of encouraging students to revise. Even 

much of the scholarship on teacher response to student writing promotes teacher 

commentary that constructs students as writers rather than simply students who produce 

writing. However, this approach neglects to consider students’ own motivations for 

writing, which are largely influenced by their expectations for their college experience in 

general. As I examined in Chapter Three, students are motivated for a variety of reasons 

to attend college, which influence how they perceive themselves as students situated in 

the larger institutional context of the University. These motivations are key in 

understanding the kinds of literate practices they are willing (or unwilling) to engage in 

and the identities they develop while here. James Paul Gee argues that identity is central 

to understanding literacy; he defines literacy as an identity kit. Literacy is not just reading 

and writing, but is the as “saying (writing)-doing-being-valuing-believing combinations” 

(526). Essentially, it is not just what you say, but how you say it. While many of our 

students are functionally literate – they know how to read and write – many of them are 

in the process of building new literate identities as they find themselves on a college 

campus. Some of these identities are conducive to our goals as instructors, and some are 

not. And most of our students are negotiating multiple conflicting identities, which the 

student must learn to navigate.  

  In this chapter, I examine the variety of identities students seemed to be 

struggling with the most. I look at student identities because they are rich resources to 

helping students examine why and how they develop those identities as they are situated 
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within the University context and also the social, cultural, and economic contexts they 

hope to be a part of outside of the University once they graduate. I end this chapter on a 

more practical note in discussing implications for writing assessment. Ultimately, I argue 

for a more conscious and practical link between the identities and purposes that students 

see for themselves and those promoted by our responses to their writing.  

 

Construction of the “Self” 

 In his seminal article “Judging Writers, Judging Selves,” Lester Faigley argues for 

a self that is “discursively produced and discursively bound” (411). He explores the 

construction of the self through writing, but he claims that concept of multiple selves 

complicates the goals of writing instruction and the assessment of student writing. In 

particular, Faigley examines assumptions about selves in writing instruction in this 

article. To do this, he analyzes a report reviewing a 1929 college admissions writing test 

for English and a more recent (1985) collection of “best” student essays that includes 

teacher commentary on why the essays were selected. Analyzing the commentary 

provided by the examiners and teachers, Faigley shows how certain particular selves are 

privileged over others, and how the very assessment of writing can create subjects of 

students. For instance, in the 1929 entrance examination, the Commission failed a 

particular writer because he failed to cite the right texts, thus demonstrating the inability 

to formulate taste or demonstrate sufficient intellectual facilities. The student whose 

essay was selected as passing was said to have broader knowledge of the classics and the 

beginnings of mature intellectual capabilities. Faigley’s analysis of the commentary 
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demonstrates a relationship between aesthetic taste and social class, as well as a uniquely 

American “self” that was achieved through competition that the examination fostered.  

 In the writing classroom, Faigley finds that an authentic self is valued among 

teachers during more contemporary times. Less popular are writing courses that focus on 

canonical literature, but more value is placed on autobiographical narratives and a 

student’s ability to be honest. This kind of writing, Faigley claims, assumes that there is a 

“true” self to be identified and that it can be expressed in writing, but given Marxist 

theory of false consciousness, Faigley questions the ability to find one’s “true” self. 

When we ask students to write honestly about what they know, Faigley asks how one can 

express the full self, including the unconscious self? How honest is a writer if he or she is 

repressing some aspect of his or her unconscious self? How do we know if the writer is 

sincere or not?  

 Faigley acknowledges that the kind of self that is valued in student writing has 

changed from the 1929 entrance examination to the 1985 collection of best student 

essays. Even though the field no longer believes in the self that was valued in 1929, 

Faigley claims that writing teachers are still very concerned with the self, and that 

students will be judged by the teacher’s unstated cultural definitions of the self. Faigley’s 

observations about the self are relevant to my own project because teachers are interested 

in who they want their students to be and, as Faigley points out, teachers privilege certain 

selves over others. In this chapter, I use Faigley’s work on the self to argue that students 

have multiple selves, or identities, at work when they come into our writing classrooms. 

These various selves don’t always support the writerly “self” that many teachers attempt 
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to create pedagogies from and cultivate in students – often the other selves, or identities, 

that students bring to the classroom complicate and even directly oppose the writer self 

that many instructors privilege. This chapter attempts to examine the common 

assumption that students are writers in our classrooms and the implications of this in our 

assessment practices.  

 

Students as Consumers  

In his Harper’s article, Mark Edmunson writes about his own experiences with 

students as he examines capitalism’s influence over higher education ranging from 

students who are “considerate, easy to please, a touch depressed” to university 

admissions offices that function more like marketing departments (43). Edmunson offers 

an unflattering image of students as timid and sad, but he admits students didn’t create 

this “cool consumer worldview” (40). Rather, Edmunson looks to college campuses to 

see how they’ve structured themselves after business models and construct a “consumer-

student” instead of cultivating a rigorous and challenging learning environment. In the 

classroom, grade inflation, relaxed major requirements, and large class size are results of 

serving the consumer-student, while outside the classroom, campuses look more like 

Club Med as tuition dollars are spent on renovating student unions, revamping recreation 

centers, and building hotel-like dormitories in hopes of entertaining students.  

 As a large, public university, the University of Arizona is certainly no exception 

to the capitalist mindset of campuses. As I walk around our campus, our recreation center 

is currently undergoing a multimillion dollar renovation while funding for the library is 
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slashed. The Student Union was completely overhauled in 2003, boasting restaurants 

such as Chik-Fil-A, Burger King, Panda Express, Papa John’s Pizza, Bruegger’s Bagels, 

and even a Clinique makeup counter inside the bookstore. This summer, several new 

dormitories are being erected while multiple colleges and departments will be shut down 

this fall due to budget cuts. As recently as June 2009, the University has decided to use 

Centennial Hall, the performance hall typically used to host music, dance, and other 

cultural performances, as a lecture hall to seat 1,200 students for lectures. And when 

students arrive on campus this fall, they will be paying the highest amount of tuition in 

history. Like Edmunson, I too see a changing physical landscape perpetuating the 

“consumer-student” identity on campus, and Edmunson’s term “consumer-student” is 

particularly relevant to my work here. His term “consumer-student” thoughtfully suggests 

that students navigate several different identities while on campus; identities which often 

conflict with each other. As Edmunson sees it, and I think many of us would agree with 

him, a “student” should be engaged and passionate about learning, whereas the 

“consumer” identity exhibits a cool, passive attitude that is concerned with getting the 

product, the goods. If one of the most important practices of “student” is learning, then 

the practice of “consuming” can complicate how, when, and if students are learning, and 

the writing classroom offers us a site to examine students navigate the consumer identity 

in the writing classroom.  

 In “Accommodating the Consumer-Student,” Leah Schweitzer also examines how 

the business model of higher education has created an educational marketplace in which 

the consumer-student (and their parents) have learned to manipulate the market. In 
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particular, Schweitzer looks at how directed-self placement (DSP) perpetuates a 

consumer-market as the student has a choice about what “product” he or she wants; 

however, Schweitzer also defends DSP because it is consumer-friendly in that it allows 

the student an individualized experience and students are more likely to attend an 

institution where they feel like individuals and not indistinguishable, as part of the herd. 

However, she warns that our student-centered pedagogy should cater to a consumer and 

not the student. Like Schweitzer, John Levin in “The Business Culture of Community 

College: Students as Consumers; Students as Commodities,” also acknowledges the 

highly competitive higher-education market and the role of students as both consumers 

and commodities. He argues current influences of globalization and neoliberalism have 

moved the community college away from its mission of expanding educational and 

training opportunities, and especially its mission of access for underrepresented and 

minority groups. Even though Levin writes about the community college, I think this 

article applies just as much to four-year institutions as it does to two-year institutions and 

the consumer influence is causing academic institutions, two- and four-year alike, to 

adopt policies, practices, and curriculum designed to meet the needs of the consumer 

rather than the student. Institutions operate less in an academic way with less attention 

paid to the thoughtful, critical, and reflective student.  

 As a writing instructor, I would like my students to engage in creative and 

intellectual activity while they are in my course—I want to see them participate in the 

confusing and often messy process of learning to write. I hope to see them write multiple 

drafts and understand that genuine revisions improve both their ideas and their writing. 
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Essentially, I want my students to see themselves as “writers.” Although I would like 

them to, when students step into my classroom, very rarely do they see themselves as 

writers. Instead of writers, I think a more apt term would be “students in a writing 

classroom.” Their concerns with maintaining GPAs so they can keep their scholarships, 

get into their majors, or graduate with a degree often overshadow the writerly identity I 

attempt to cultivate in them. While I can’t fault them for these very pragmatic concerns, 

nor do I think I should, their concerns outside the classroom complicate if and how they 

see themselves as writers in my classroom.  

 Anna Maria is a first-generation college student and a science major. When asked 

about why she came to college, she explained, “Because I want to be an anesthesiologist, 

I have to be. In order to get a degree in anesthesiology, you have to go to a university and 

you have to go to medical school.” When asked about her other courses, she explains, 

“Well I mostly am just concerned with my degree, so [. . .] the classes that I’m majoring 

in are the ones that I’m going to be mostly focusing in. And like I’ll retain that 

information so I can go to medical school and do what I want to do. I don’t really care 

about my other classes.” When asked why she isn’t concerned with her other courses, 

Anna Maria explains that she doesn’t see them helping with her science courses. She 

thinks her general education courses are pointless because she is here to take her science 

courses and get her degree, which is required if she is to go onto medical school. Many 

other students share similar sentiments on the purpose of college: 

“I want to go to law school, so I figure I better go to college [. . .] You just 
go to college to get a better job.” 
  
“I want to get a good job.” 
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“To prepare for my future. For some reason, I’m programmed to think 
ahead, to prepare high school for college, and college for the future. And, 
hopefully to get a degree in something that I enjoy and to go on and get a 
career with that.”  
 
“Well, I thought one day I want to be a doctor. Well to be a doctor, you 
can’t just like be a doctor, you have to go to college.” 
 
“You have a good job. Good job, pay check, drive a nice car, you have a 
good house.”  

 

As Anna Maria’s explanation and others demonstrate, many college students see a college 

degree as their ticket into the next round of life. T. R. Johnson in “School Sucks” views 

the desire of “getting-a-good-job” as a fetish of the students; it is a fantasy, an all-

consuming ideal that they strive for (645). It consumes them and dictates how they 

navigate the university; a college degree is the ultimate goal, a status symbol that offers 

access to goods in a consumer-driven culture. Elizabeth, another student I interviewed, 

explains that a degree will help her with her job. She wants a law degree, although she 

doesn’t want to be a lawyer. She figures that whatever job she does get, the law degree 

will signify greater prestige and authority: “But I [will] have a degree so it means more so 

I can do more with it, [. . .] being able to have more clout.” But when students find 

themselves in classrooms, faced with essays, tests, readings, and projects – those 

activities become obstacles to “getting-a-good-job” rather than opportunities to engage in 

intellectual and academic practices. 

 So consumed with the product, but not just any product—an idealized, fetishized 

product according to Johnson—students undermine their ability to participate in the 

process of learning, thinking, and writing while at the university. Students obsess over 
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grades, the determining factors that allow access to the degree and “getting-a-good-job”: 

“I know it’s not the end of the world to get a B but to me it is. I feel like I have to get 

straight A’s. It was really hard for me because I got a B in my calculus class this semester 

and I felt like a complete failure for that,” “An A means that I have done what I needed to 

do, I did what was expected of me, and I did it well. So I’ve succeeded,” and “Straight 

As! Straight As! A, A, A, A, A! I need to get that A,” “Even if I get can A, I’m like, ‘Can 

I do more to get than just an A?’” Grades, too, become an idealized fantasy (and product) 

students must “have.” In the writing classroom, this poses particular problems as we 

center our classrooms around the process of writing, the act of brainstorming, drafting, 

and revising. As consumers of grades, students are more often preoccupied with the 

product of the course, the grade, instead of the challenging and often messy process of 

learning to write.  

 I had an interaction with a student at the end of this past spring semester that I 

think illustrates many students’ obsessive preoccupation with grades. This particular 

student was concerned about his grade at the end of our very last class. At this point in 

the semester, grades were essentially set in stone; students had one last reflection to write, 

but it wasn’t worth very many points and wouldn’t significantly alter grades. I told the 

student he was receiving an A in the course, but he was concerned if it was a high A or a 

low A. According to my grade book, he was missing two homework assignments, but he 

was still getting a solid A and the missing assignments wouldn’t significantly affect his 

grade, even if he had done them. He appeared extremely flustered that he was missing the 

two assignments, so I offered him the chance to come by my office and I’d give him 
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credit for them, if he had in fact turned them in when they were due. Back at my office 

later that morning, he brought both homework assignments in, and both had check marks 

in their usual spots. (To show that I’ve read the homework and that the student received 

credit, I usually put a small check mark right by the student’s name). The check mark on 

the first assignment had the same blue ink as my grade book; I had clearly made a 

mistake in my grade book, and I gave him the credit. The other homework, however, had 

different colored ink from my grade book and a right-handed check mark on it. But I’m 

left-handed—my check marks are backwards. This student was blatantly attempting to 

cheat for one point in a class that he was already getting an A in.  

 The consequences for cheating at the University of Arizona are fairly dire: failing 

the course, academic probation, and in certain instances, expulsion. In an effort to secure 

his A, he also put it at risk by engaging in unethical practices. The student also risked his 

“getting-a-good-job” by attempting to maintain the means (his grade) to get there. 

Students’ consumer mentality and fixation on the degree causes students to literally 

become obsessed with grades, many times at the very cost of getting that grade and 

degree. Kelly Ritter, in “The Economics of Authorship: Online Papermills, Student 

Writers, and First-Year Composition,” argues that a consumer culture defined by 

convenience causes students to see themselves as consumers and participate in dishonest 

practices in the writing classroom, specifically using online paper-mills. Ritter argues that 

this consumer culture creates consumers, not students, which conflicts with their identity 

of author in the writing classroom (603). Ritter explores this contradiction as she 

investigates the student/author binary that is perpetuated by online paper-mills. She 
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claims the current consumer-mentality of society constructs students as consumers and 

that online paper-mill websites draw on this identity of students, sidestep issues of 

authorship, as well as construct the university as a monolithic, uninterested, yet necessary 

aspect of their “getting-a-good-job.” Students then participate in questionable writing 

practices because of the student/author binary that has been constructed: “Students, 

skeptical of their own abilities as new agents in academic discourse and aware of the 

prestige that published authors gain in the academy, might seek out these ‘complete and 

coherent’ products elsewhere” (608). While they understand the value of being an 

“author,” they don’t necessarily understand the value in the process of being an author, of 

engaging in conversation, research, and revision.  

 This student/author binary is helpful to my own analysis of student as writers and 

how they see themselves participating in the writing classroom. For many, workshop 

days are not an opportunity to discuss their writing with peers, but a day that they must 

attend in order to get points. Homework and readings are not occasions to engage with 

ideas of the course, but rather tasks to complete in order to get points. Class activities 

aren’t used to interact or collaborate with classmates but mandatory exercises they must 

go through the motions if they are to get points. All activities are boiled down to points—

what counts and for how much. “How much is this worth,” they ask. “Will I be docked if 

I don’t use this in my essay?”  

 In office hours, I appreciate students who come to talk to me about their writing, 

but cringe when they ask me what they “need to do” in the essay to get an A. While they 

may think they’re engaging in writerly practices by visiting with the instructor, students 
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seek to crack the code by figuring out what the teacher wants in hopes of getting the A. 

As another student, Tiffani, explains, she appreciates student/teacher conferences and 

office hours, but it’s clear what her intentions are: “I think with [conferences] you get a 

better sense of what the teacher wants and they can read what you have and they can tell 

you what’s right, what’s wrong, and you can change whatever.” Students cultivate a 

writer “self”; however, it is only so they may achieve a passing grade in the course, a 

mentality of the consumer mindset of both the University and our students.  

 

Students as Writers 

 Much of the scholarly research in teacher response encourages instructors to write 

comments that construct the student as a writer. Nancy Sommers and Lil Brannon and C. 

H. Knoblauch’s seminal articles that appeared in College Composition and 

Communication in the early 1980s set the scene for teacher response by explicitly 

connecting teacher response and writing assessment to learning and writing. Most 

scholarship on teacher response extends Sommers and Brannon and Knoblauch’s notion 

that commenting should help the student engage in writerly practices, such as the act of 

revision, anticipating the readers needs, and communicating ideas clearly (Straub; Straub 

and Lunsford; Anson; Phelps; Sommers; White).  

 Nancy Sommers advises instructors against comments that focus on error because 

that kind of reading appropriates the student’s writing to fit with the instructor’s own 

expectations instead of considering the student’s intentions. Essentially, Sommers argues 

that control and responsibility be given back to the student by using generative comments 
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that push the student back into the writing process. Vague, rubber-stamped comments 

like “be precise” and “think more about your reader” don’t help a student revise because 

those kinds of comments suggest that writing is simply a matter of following the rules. 

The identity (and related practices) that Sommers hopes to encourage through 

commenting is a “student writer”; one that drafts essays, incorporates feedback, and has 

something to communicate with her readers. Her “student writer” is actively involved in 

the composing process and not focused, like so many of our students are, on the finished 

product.  

Similarly, Lil Brannon and C. H. Knoblauch argue that authority should be given 

back to the student writer. Student drafts may not always meet the instructor’s sense of 

correctness, but Brannon and Knoblauch argue that the writer’s intentions matter more 

than the instructor’s “Ideal Text”: “Teachers need to alter their traditional emphasis on a 

relationship between student texts and their own Ideal Text in favor of the relationship 

between what the writer meant to say and what the discourse actually manifests of that 

intention” (161). Quite simply, they want teachers to give control back to the students. By 

doing this, students will have to make their own decisions, question those decisions, and 

develop new strategies for creating the meaning they intended to come across in the 

writing. The transfer of responsibility, as Brannan and Knoblauch say, is essential if 

students are to engage in meaningful writing in the classroom. 

Sommers’ and Brannon and Knoblauch’s theory of response clearly attempts to 

construct the student as a writer, one that is actively engaged in revision, understands that 

writing is collaborative, and is willing to request and accept feedback, take risks, and 
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shoulder the responsibility of crafting a text that is thoughtful, engaged, and effectively 

communicates with its reader. I think, however, that while this scholarship values the 

writer self and attempts to give control to the students, it assumes that students will take 

this control to become better writers. But can we expect students to take this authority 

and attempt to further cultivate a writing self when, as my research shows, students 

clearly have agendas beyond cultivating a writerly self? Additionally, if we are to hand 

control of the writing back over to students, then we must consider what a student’s goals 

actually are so we can better help students understand how writing can help them do this.   

 

Students as More Than Writers 

 Even though much scholarship in writing as well as our pedagogies value a 

writing self in the classroom, their participation is always motivated by factors outside 

the classroom. Often, students are concerned with their grades for eligibility reasons: 

scholarships, entry into a major or college, sports teams, clubs, and fraternities and 

sororities. Good grades also carry prestige and cultural capital. And students for the most 

part identify themselves as writers because of these outside motivations and extrinsic 

rewards. Essentially, students must see themselves as writers because that is what gets 

them the A. What is important to point out is that students are more than just writers, and 

that this writerly identity is cultivated by intentions beyond our classroom walls. Very 

rarely do students adopt a writerly identity for the sole desire of wanting to be a writer; 

instead, students navigate multiple identities, such as consumer, writer, scholarship 

student, athlete, or prenursing major, that cause them to adopt a writerly identity as a 
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means to achieve some end. Frequently, students see themselves as writers so they can 

learn writing skills that will help them in their other, more important classes, and they 

engage in classroom activities and the writing process to find out “what the teacher 

wants.”  

 Jen is “undecided,” meaning she hasn’t yet declared a major. She sees herself at 

the UA to get a degree, but hopes to find a field that interests her: “But I know that I will 

need a college education, so right now I’m just playing around with classes until I find 

something that does interest me and then I’m going to follow through with that.” Jen’s 

identity as an “undecided” student prompts her to think differently about her courses 

differently than Anna Maria who, as a science major, finds her general education courses 

pointless because she doesn’t see them preparing her for future science courses. Jen also 

sees herself as an A student: “I know it’s not the end of the world to get a B but to me it 

is. I feel like I have to get straight As. It was really hard for me because I got a B in my 

calculus class this semester and I felt like a complete failure for that. Even though I know 

that that’s not a big deal, it’s just a B, grades are that important to me that I want to keep 

the straights A.”Jen’s identities as undecided and a straight A student influenced how she 

saw herself as a writer in our writing course, and the kind of practices she engaged in: 

“But personally, myself as a writer, I learned that doing a lot of drafts and editing helps 

me. Because I could tell when I got a draft that was a little more polished, looked over, in 

workshopping or by you, that I got better feedback, so, the more drafts that I could do, 

the better my final product was.” Jen saw herself as a writer in our course, but as her 

interview reveals, she does so in order to get an A. And Jen was a good writer; she did 
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the readings, participated in class discussion, drafted her essays multiple times, and came 

to office hours on a regular basis. Jen wrote about topics she found interesting and was 

aware of her audience and the choices she needed to make in order to communicate 

clearly to them. 

 Like Jen, Reya was another student juggling multiple identities that influence how 

she sees herself as a writer. Reya is a first-generation college student and received 

financial aid. When asked what she thought the purpose of college was, she answered, 

“I’m using it to learn. That’s what we’re here to do.” Reya was double majoring in East 

Asian Studies and Computational Linguistics, which both stemmed from her interest in 

her Japanese language courses. In discussing her decision process for picking a major, 

Reya explains, “I made sure that I got two majors that I would get plenty of jobs with. 

Like be a teacher, or I could work in a computer company. Give myself plenty of 

options.” While Reya is passionate and excited about her major, she also sees “getting-

the-degree” as the ultimate goal because it will grant her access to material goods and 

cultural capital: “But, yeah, I want to learn. That will eventually bring change, I need 

change. [What do you mean, change?] Like change to grow as a person, get my own 

place, start working, being a member of society.” Reya works to juggle both identities as 

a learner and as a degree-seeker; she’s chosen her major based on her interests, and she 

hopes to enter a career that builds off her interests.  

 Reya is also motivated to see herself as a writer because of the prestige that comes 

with good grades, as well as approval from friends and family: 

Growing up, I always thought, ‘Straight A’s! Straight A’s! A, A, A, A! I 
need to get that A!’ And that at would impress my mom and she would be 
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happy. I always wanted to make my mom happy, make everybody else 
happy and be proud of me. I would just care about ‘Oh I’m so proud of 
you, you did so well.’ That’s all I cared about. It’s more like a prestige 
thing for me to strive for that A. 
 

Reya goes onto explain that grades mean “I earned it and I learned what the course 

wanted me to learn. Plus jobs will obviously see that I did all this work and I worked hard 

getting As. It will be easier to get a job that way too, but it’s more of a prestige kind of 

thing.” Reya is able to acknowledge the importance of grades, both for her personally and 

on the job market, and these goals greatly influence her ability to see herself as a writer in 

our course. As a writer, Reya was very involved in the writing process. In class, she was 

actively involved in discussions about the course topic, and she consistently revised her 

essays for content. As an instructor, I was impressed with Reya’s dedication to the 

writing process, and as her explanation reveals, Reya saw her revisions as attempts to 

figure out what I wanted: 

I really enjoyed doing the workshops, because last semester the workshops 
were really unorganized and nobody knew what to say. You gave us 
handouts and guides to help us that we didn’t get that last semester. We 
were lost. I think it really helped this semester and it really helped my 
writing. [How did it help your writing?] You gave us exactly what you 
wanted. You wrote it on paper, you told us, and last semester I didn’t give 
the teacher exactly what they wanted. 
 

The irony of Reya’s compliment is that is completely contradicts most writing teachers’ 

pedagogical goals. We don’t want students to figure out what the teacher wants; we want 

them to become active, engaged writers. Reya does see herself as a writer in our 

classroom; however, her goal of “getting-the-degree” and her identity as an “A student” 

causes her to approach writing as a set of rules the teacher has developed, and it is her 

task to figure them out. I am not suggesting that this is the “wrong” way to approach 
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writing but simply that this is how students frequently see writing in our classrooms. If 

we are to develop pedagogies and curriculum that are more effective in meeting the needs 

of our students, instructors must acknowledge the various roles that students occupy 

while in our classrooms. I am not arguing that we completely abandon any attempt to 

help students become thoughtful, engaged writers, but as writing instructors, we must 

recognize student needs even when they contradict our larger pedagogical goals.  

 Another student, Tiffani, is from Tucson and found herself at the University of 

Arizona because of location and financial reasons: “So I kind of applied for UA and 

thought maybe I can go to [the local community college]. And I ended up getting into UA 

so I was like, ‘I guess I’m going to UA.’ I didn’t want to stay at home, but I had to 

because of financial stuff.” Tiffani sees the purpose of college is “to basically to be able 

to have a choice, to see what I really want to do, to have a passion for and understand in 

depth what I want to do. It’s a step to do what I need to do.” For Tiffani, college is the 

ticket to “getting-a-good-job.” On the topic of grades, Tiffani explains, 

I don’t know, it’s important for me, education wise, school wise [because] 
you could get disqualified for school. It’s not like, ‘Oh, you’re getting a D 
so just do better next time.’ It’s like, ‘No, you could get disqualified.’ And 
then the fact that I have scholarships and stuff that I actually have to have 
a certain GPA for, so there’s a lot of things I have to work on so I don’t 
lose my chance. It’s not easy as you know, ‘Oh my parents pay for my 
education.’ I have to work for mine. 

 
Besides her scholarships, Tiffani also works between 10-20 hours a week in the 

Admissions office, and she also has a younger brother and sister at home that she must 

watch over. Tiffani is also the first to go to college in her family, and she wants to set a 

good example for her siblings: “When I graduate, it will mean a lot because I’ll be the 
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first one in my family to actually graduate from college. So it’ll be like I’m setting an 

example, [and I want to] go to grad school eventually or right after. It would be like a 

stepping stone to go higher and higher in life.” Tiffani was already navigating multiple 

identities when she stepped into my classroom—first-generation college student, part-

time worker, older sister, and straight A student—which all influenced her writing 

practices and were manifested in her writing.  

 Again, I’m not arguing that we abandon pedagogies that promote a writerly self, 

but awareness of the variety of selves that students bring to the classroom can help us 

develop pedagogies and curricula that are more effective and speak more clearly to 

student needs. If Leah Schweitzer claims we accept the consumer (because it is 

unavoidable) but we should consider the student in our pedagogies and admissions 

practices, how then, do we consider the various motivations (besides consumerism) that 

students bring to the classroom? 

 

A Rhetorical Approach to Assessment 

 If students are coming to our classrooms with a variety of identities, then 

following a theory of response that constructs students as writers ignores the complexity 

of students’ writing situations. As these interviews reveal, students must juggle multiple 

identities in the classroom, which shape the kinds of students and writers they become as 

well as the writing itself. Often we assume that students want to be writers, but when we 

see our students as only writers, we fail to see how their writing embodies their multiple 

identities. This then presents problems when we read and respond to student writing. 
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What are we actually responding to in their writing? Their writerly identity? Their 

student identity? Their other identities? Their entire college experiences? While the 

scholarship on teacher response assumes students are only writers, the interviews suggest 

otherwise, and we risk the quality of our teaching and the effectiveness of our responses 

when we assume students identify themselves as only writers in our classrooms and when 

we do not consciously consider the other identities that work in conjunction with that of 

“writer.”  

 Acknowledging that student writing embodies their multiple identities is crucial if 

we are to assess their writing in ways that are accountable and accurate. In 

(Re)Articulating Writing Assessment, Brian Huot proposes a rhetorical approach to 

writing assessment, one that accounts for the audience, context, and purpose of any 

evaluative action, ranging from responding to student writing in the classroom to large-

scale assessments. Locally developed standards that account for the specific context of 

the composing and reading of student writing allows for a more ethical and, in 

assessment terms, valid assessment methods. As Huot argues, “we need to begin thinking 

of writing evaluation not so much as the ability to judge accurately a piece of writing or a 

particular writer, but as the ability to describe the promise and limitations of a writer 

working within a particular rhetorical and linguistic context” (107). In other words, 

administrators and instructors must understand the specific role assessment plays within a 

specific program, institution, and even community.  

 If we are to develop assessment methods that are valid, reliable, and ethical, then 

Huot’s notion of rhetorical assessment is particularly useful in considering students’ 
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identities as they navigate their college education. As the interviews demonstrate, 

students view themselves and their college writing as vastly different than the scholarship 

on response to student writing does. We can use Huot’s rhetorical approach to assessment 

to extend Sommers’ and Brannon and Knoblauch’s work on teacher response; instead of 

assuming students as writers, Huot’s rhetorical assessment illustrates the various 

circumstances of students’ lives that influence their identities and their writing. I suggest 

expanding our notion of what constitutes a “writer” in our classrooms because students 

clearly do not see themselves as solely writers. By being more rhetorically aware of 

students’ purposes for writing, we can then consider the other identities at work with 

“writer” and shift our gazes beyond our classroom walls to consider how students’ life 

experiences influence their writing practices and their writing. While this certainly 

complicates our notion of writing in the classroom and how we assess that writing, if 

students don’t see themselves as only writers, then we must (re)examine our assumptions 

of our students in order to create pedagogies that can better engage students.  
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VI. INSTITUTIONAL LITERACY 

 
 As I discuss in Chapter Three and Four, the internal/external locus of control 

illustrates the importance that motivation has in the identity formation of college students 

in the first-year composition classroom. An investigation of the locus of control 

demonstrates how the home and personal lives of students impact the ways they motivate 

themselves and identify themselves as students (or not). This issue also impacts the work 

we do in the writing classroom as instructors; if we are to develop effective pedagogies 

that engage students with their experiences, then instructors must work to better 

understand the connection between experience and current practices. As Glynda Hull and 

Karen Schultz and Luis Moll and Norma Gonzalez have pointed out, instructors will 

never be able to know all the out-of-school experiences and practices of each student, but 

this isn’t the goal. Instead, the locus of control can aid instructors in reconceptualizing the 

relationship between students backgrounds and experiences and their motivations, 

identities, and habits as students. Additionally, Moll and Gonzalez’s concept of funds of 

knowledge can aid instructors in valuing those out-of-school experiences and practices 

that students often bring with them to the classroom.  

 Up to this point, I have located and identified these important resources in our 

students’ lives. However, it is one thing to simply identify these resources but quite 

another to use them effectively in the classroom. I now attempt to develop a critical 

theory of literacy, which I term “institutional literacy”, to provide a way for students to 

engage with their motivations and desires for attending college. This theory treats 
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students’ motivations and desires as a resource to understanding the university and 

exploring their relationships to the university. This theory allows me to develop a 

pedagogy that is centered on student experiences. And when students examine those 

experiences not as an end goal, but a means to building awareness of themselves and their 

relationship to the university, they develop the literate know-how to successfully 

participate in university structures. I explore what constitutes this “literate know-how” in 

this chapter, but essentially students become more savvy of the university, its history, 

hierarchies, and ideologies.  

 This chapter is a pragmatic application of my research to the first-year writing 

classroom. I begin this chapter by defining “institutional literacy” to establish the 

theoretical and pedagogical concepts I rely on in developing a curriculum. I then describe 

my own curriculum and show how its various components work to help students become 

more literate of the university. Using scholarship from New Literacy Studies, I will 

explain what I mean by being “literate” in the university.  

 

Literacy as Identity  

 I return to Deborah Brandt’s concept of sponsorship because it exposes the ways 

individual acts of literacy are tied to ideology and power. As I explain in Chapter Two, 

Brandt examines literacy as it’s tied to sponsors and economic structures. She defines 

literacy as a commodity, one that is valuable and gives access to upward mobility, social 

privilege, and material goods. Brandt says, “Sponsors are a tangible reminder that literacy 



135


learning throughout history has always required permission, sanction, assistance, 

coercion, or, at minimum, contact with existing trade routes” (19).  

  In much the same vein as Brandt, James Paul Gee examines how literacy is 

connected to power and authority. He defines literacy as an identity kit that is about much 

more than reading and writing and language: “At any moment we are using language, we 

must say or write the right thing in the right way while playing the right social role and 

(appearing) to hold the right values, beliefs and attitudes” (526). As Gee explains, “It is 

not just what you say, but how you say it” (525). For instance, Gee describes a 

hypothetical situation at his local dive bar. He would be grammatically correct but 

inappropriate in asking his tattooed drinking buddy, “May I have a match, please?” 

However, it would be appropriate but not correct to say, “Gimme a match, wouldya?” 

But if he asked this while spreading a napkin across the barstool seat to avoid getting his 

new designer jeans dirty, Gee would have said the right thing, but his actions would have 

been wrong. So not only is it important to know what to say and how to say it, but Gee 

explains that what you are and do when you say it is equally important.  

Being “literate” is more than just knowing how to read and write in a particular context, 

but knowing how to act and behave. Gee describes this literate behavior as “saying 

(writing)-doing-being-valuing-believing combinations” (526). Gee calls these many 

combinations Discourses, which are ways of being in the world, and Gee equates 

Discourses as a sort of identity kit –for example, the Discourses of construction workers, 

lawyers, or academics. In order to show how literacy is tied to access and authority, Gee 

claims there are primary discourses, those learned in the home, and secondary discourses, 
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that are attached to institutions or groups one might encounter later. He argues that all 

discourses are not equal in status, that some are socially dominant – carrying with them 

social power and access to economic success. 

 Discourse does not equal literacy. Rather, the concept of Discourses extends our 

understanding of what it means to be literate. As Brandt and Brian Street have argued, 

literacy is a social practice. Learning to read and write occurs within larger contexts 

which shape what it means to be literate in that particular context. For instance, being 

literate as a factory worker is different than being literate as a boardroom executive or as 

a member of a street gang. The value systems and practices of a particulate context will 

shape what it means to be literate and what constitutes literate practices. Gee’s concept of 

Discourses complicates what it means to be literate – it’s not just reading and writing, but 

the ability to know the beliefs, attitudes, and values associated with a particular context, 

even including clothing, gestures, and body positions. To be literate then, is to know how 

to be.   

Gee’s concept of Discourse highlights the various Discourses associated with the 

university—Discourses of professors, administrators, part-time faculty, students, student-

athletes, student-workers, a student of physics or a student of literature, students 

associated with Greek life, students on scholarship, etc. Discourses highlight the 

challenges of learning new identities and also balancing them, which is helpful in 

theorizing about students in the first-year writing classroom. Sure, many may already 

know how to read and write, but many of them don’t yet know the kinds of reading and 

writing at the university, or know how reading and writing is valued at the university, or 
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how to be at the university—they are in the process of developing their own identity kits 

as college students. 

 Because Discourses involve the development of identity according to Gee, failing 

to fully display an appropriate identity is tantamount to announcing that you are a 

pretender, beginner, outsider, and/or nonmember. Tension and conflict inevitably arise as 

individuals attempt to learn new Discourses, particularly dominant Discourses. Gee’s 

work helps us see how students must learn and juggle multiple Discourses at the 

university. Not only are they developing identities as college students, but many are 

bringing with them other identities that may or may not mesh with the new identities they 

are developing. Institutional literacy is a way for students to explore these identities and 

understand those identities in relation to the university. Additionally, Gee’s work with 

Discourses highlights the misunderstandings that occur between many students and 

teachers about the purpose of the first-year writing classroom. Many teachers attempt to 

cultivate identities for students, which many students simply do not want. And when we 

think of our students learning the new (dominant) Discourse of the university, Gee’s 

model suggests the difficulty in acquiring new discourses and the consequences for 

students when they are unable to or do not want to.  

 Lisa Delpit critiques Gee’s model of literacy because she claims it is deterministic 

to think that one’s discourse “locks” one into lower-class status, and one must accept the 

lower status of his or her own nondominant discourse in order to learn a dominant 

discourse. Whether or not students can learn a dominant discourse is not the issue, 

according to Delpit. The real question is whether they should attempt to do so. As 
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Chapters Three and Four show, students certainly do want to learn this discourse for a 

variety of reasons. And I want to help them learn this discourse. As Min-Zhan Lu and 

Bruce Horner argue, it is unconscionable to ignore students’ pragmatic and financial 

concerns for attending college (114). Equally unconscionable is to “assume we already 

know what individual students might mean by the words they use to voice those 

concerns, and that they’ve had the change to fully probe and articulate what they might 

mean” (114). I rely on Lu and Horner in using the first-year writing classroom as a space 

to help students examine their own positions within the university in order to help them 

learn the discourse of the university. Gee’s definition of literacy as an identity kit exposes 

the difficult and complicated nature of learning how to effectively be in the university, 

which I think is integral in helping students learn to examine their own reasons for 

attending college. When literacy is understood to be an identity kit, it becomes 

exponentially more difficult to help students become literate of the university. I am not 

claiming that instructors should determine the identities of students but that we can help 

them more clearly articulate their own identities and why they want to cultivate their 

identities. While we certainly cannot accomplish all of this in the first-year writing 

classroom, we can begin to help students understand the university, including its history, 

hierarchies, and ideologies, and provide them a space to actively examine their 

relationship to the university.  
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Institutions as Rhetorical 

I draw on Jeffrey Grabill’s work to theorize how I am defining universities in this 

project and why I want students to be literate within them. According to Grabill, 

institutions are not monolithic, stagnant structures. Rather, they are made of people and 

therefore moveable: “Institutions are people; they are the systems by which people act 

collectively, whether you call that system a school, a particular corporation, or a 

community literacy program” (7). Institutions are both concrete and discursive places, 

local and concrete spaces that are “given life” through writing (legislation, policies, 

regulations, business plans) (8). Grabill explains, “Institutions are local systems of 

decision-making within which people act rhetorically in ways that powerfully affect the 

lives of others” (8). If institutions are written, Grabill claims they can be rewritten.  

I define universities as institutions because institutions give shape and meaning to 

literacy practices. All literate practices occur within or in relation to institutions, and any 

attempt to understand literacy must consider institutions and how they make certain 

literate practices possible or value certain literate practices over others. When many 

students come to the first-year writing classroom with motivations and desires that differ 

from the instructor, the misunderstandings over the purpose of the first-year composition 

classroom can be better understood by investigating how institutions shape classrooms or 

how individuals speak and write the way they do.  

 Grabill makes an argument for participatory institutional design where individuals 

can intervene to change institutional systems and therefore alter the meaning and value of 

literacy. Grabill identifies the agency individuals have in shaping the very institutions 
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they are a part of. His theory of institutions is one that is aimed at change, and Grabill 

claims effective change cannot occur unless those individuals whom the institution seeks 

to serve are able to participate in decision-making: “Infrastructural access means access 

to the processes of decision-making within an institution [. . .] Access means not only a 

place at the table, it means the rhetorical ability to participate effectively and the 

structured requirement to listen to what others say” (124). Users must be integrated into 

the design of institutions because literacy programs are often unsuccessful because those 

whom the literacy program is supposed to serve are never asked what they need. Their 

lived experiences are rarely at the center for educational planning and pedagogy, and as a 

consequence, “we set out on our mission to make them literate, and in a variety of ways, 

they tell us to go away” (6).  

In “Institutional Critique: A Rhetorical Methodology for Change,” James Porter, 

Patricia Sullivan, Stuart Blythe and Jeffrey Grabill rely on the concept of institutions as 

dynamic structures as they develop a rhetorical methodology for institutional change. 

They claim institutions can be changed through rhetorical action because institutions are 

rhetorically constructed human designs. Porter and his coauthors propose a methodology 

of institutional critique in order improve the conditions of those affected by and served by 

institutions: students, part-time faculty, local communities, and even those not 

traditionally served by the university. They define institutional critique as an 

“unabashedly rhetorical practice mediating macro-level structures and micro-level actions 

rooted in a particular space and time” (612). Uninterested in simply reporting on the evil 

nature of institutions, Porter and his coauthors seek a methodology that leads to change 
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and restructuring—an actual “action plan.” Cautious not to demonize the institution or set 

up a struggle “against” the institution, Porter and his coauthors locate their critique at the 

site of intersections between the macro and micro levels. Global critiques (of the 

discipline or administration) ignore local conditions, and local critiques (of the 

classroom) perpetuate notions of static institutional structures that are beyond change. 

Their critique occurs in the “material and discursive spaces” that link macro-level 

systems to more local spaces, such as classrooms. Institutional critique helps locate those 

relationships. 

Understanding institutions as local and changeable is important to the ways I 

conceive of institutional literacy. As Grabill points out, institutions confer meaning and 

value to certain literate practices over others. And, if literacy is an identity kit that one 

must learn to succeed at the university, we must help students develop literate practices 

(identity kits) to navigate and potentially change university structures. In this way, the 

classroom is an active site in civic participation. It does not prepare students for action in 

the future, but is an actual site of democratic participation as students examine the 

university’s value systems and internal functions, examine their relationship to the 

university, and explore their own reasons for attending college. It is this inquiry that 

changes the nature of the university from a scary, overwhelming, static site to one 

composed of students, teachers, staff, and administrators.  

Porter and his coauthor’s institutional critique helps us see that change cannot 

occur through classroom practices alone, or through individual departmental changes, or 

abstract theorizing. This classroom is certainly one site for change, but it has to be 
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situated in relation to the larger institution, as part of the larger institution, or as a 

manifestation of the larger institution. The classroom is an important location to do this 

work—it is a local manifestation of institutional values. When we ask students to engage 

in literate practices in the classroom level, those practices are in fact related to larger 

institutional values. Institutional literacy is a means to explore those relationships. It does 

not entail simply knowing how to read and write at the university, but institutional 

literacy makes visible those connections between the macro and the micro, the local and 

the global, the classroom and the university. Institutional literacy is a method to engage 

students with their individual experiences as they are related to larger institutional 

structures. Through probing individual experiences and their motivations and desires for 

attending college, I hope they develop an awareness of their own identity kits they are 

currently forming or hope to form, as well as the identity kits valued by the university. I 

don’t aim to impose an identity on students, but help them actively articulate their own 

identities in relation to the university.  

I suggest this theory with an eye toward change—I hope students will see 

themselves as active participants of the university community and seek to change it to 

better meet their needs. At the very least, I hope students walk away with a more complex 

understanding of their own motivations and desires for attending college and use this to 

better navigate their time at the university, whether that be adopting a new frame of mind 

toward their education or changing their student practices. This might range from 

proceeding along with their educations no differently than they had before, to making 

radical alterations to their college educations, and everything in the middle: changing 
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majors, joining organizations or clubs, adopting a minor, taking new courses, studying 

more, studying less, reading the student newspaper, going to office hours, or attending 

more campus events. What follows is a brief rationale for my course theme and overview 

of the first-year writing courses I teach, and then my practical application of institutional 

literacy in my own first-year writing courses. I outline my curriculum and the guiding 

concepts that I rely on.  

 

Why Issues in Higher Education? 

For the last several years, I have focused all of my writing courses on issues in 

higher education. Depending on the specific course, I may change readings or 

assignments, but I continue to focus my course on issues in higher education because that 

focus provides a bridge in linking students’ personal experiences and motivations for 

attending college with the larger university. I came to issues in higher education and not, 

for instance, a curriculum focused on careers outside academy because I want students to 

become institutionally literate. Even though many students come to college with very 

pragmatic career and financial concerns, a curriculum focused on just their career 

concerns (while certainly useful) doesn’t address my primary concern with helping 

students become reflective and active participants within the larger structures that shape 

their lives, including the university. A pedagogy focused on issues in higher education 

certainly does address the career concerns of students, but it does so in the context of the 

larger social, cultural, and economic contexts. Students explore their career concerns as 

well as other motivations for attending college as they are influenced by and in reference 
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to those larger structures and the role of the university, which allows them to develop the 

awareness, reflection, and actively participation demanded of a democratic society.  

I use issues in higher education in both our developmental writing course, English 

101+, and the standard second-semester writing course, English 102. The English 101+ 

course is distinctive in that it attempts to integrate lower-performing students into a 

standard first-semester writing course. English 101+ is a regular English 101 course with 

an additional weekly workshop (the “+”) that focuses on invention, craft, and revision. 

The design of the course was intended to offer students the standard rigor and 

expectations of a regular English 101 course but offer additional support through the 

workshops to support students in better articulating their writing choices through 

revision. The course goals include the ability to analyze complex texts through close 

reading and analyze the choices and textual conventions writers use to achieve their 

purpose in specific contexts (Modarres et al. 28). The standard assignments include a 

literacy narrative, a textual analysis, a text-in-context, and a revision.  

This issues in higher education approach seeks to give these students greater 

awareness of the institution in hopes of creating a greater sense of agency to navigate the 

university, and the assignment sequence was designed to help students think critically 

about the assumptions, beliefs, and values at work in literacy narratives to gain a deeper 

understanding of how they stories they have told themselves their entire lives about the 

kinds of students they are may or may not be serving them well. This theme is 

particularly well suited for this student population because many students have been 

marginalized in the educational system, particularly lower-performing students, minority 
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students, students with disabilities, and athletes. By using the university as a site of 

exploration, students are introduced to conversations happening within universities, 

including the purpose of a college education, general education requirements, grade 

inflation, tenure, corporatization on campuses, college athletics, etc. Studying these 

issues makes the university more visible to students. It becomes less of a monolithic 

behemoth; it becomes, as Grabill advocates, a local place constituted of people. Students 

gain a better sense of what a university is, and they begin to see that they are part of this 

system. Ideally, students walk away with a greater sense of agency and control. As I 

discuss in Chapter Three, students with strong senses of self-efficacy have a stronger 

sense of capability and an internal locus of control. The course will help students develop 

a more internal locus of control by helping them reflect on how much they have control 

or are controlled by external factors. Better writers tend to take control of their writing 

and appear to be more self-directed or more internally controlled. Student interviews in 

Chapter Three reveal that many of them feel overwhelmed by the university and lack 

control over their educations. A course focused on issues in higher education would 

hopefully reduce feelings of incapability and lack of internal control by making the 

university structures more visible and tangible. Students can see how the university 

functions, why it functions that way, and hopefully revise the way they see themselves 

moving within the university, which is especially important given their placement into 

English 101+ as lower-performing students.  

In English 102, issues in higher education act as a bridge between close reading, 

research, and making a public argument. While my English 101+ course introduces 
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students to issues in higher education through close analysis and reflection of the self, 

English 102 asks students to turn their gaze away from themselves and instead, critically 

examine the university more closely. English 102 builds on the close-reading and 

analysis strategies learned in English 101+, but focuses more on rhetorical analysis and 

student’s own personal interests. Because English 102 may be the last writing class that 

many students take, it is structured to help them become more independent writers – 

more conscious of how they write and what their strengths and weaknesses are, as well as 

more aware of what steps to take to improve their writing. The key concepts and skills 

taught in English 102 are rhetorical analysis, research, reflection, and revision, and the 

goals of the course are to help students read texts to assess how writers achieve their 

purposes with their intended audiences, to develop arguments that use persuasive appeals 

appropriate for the intended audience, and to conduct research and use evidence in their 

writing (Modarres et al. 33).  

Even though English 101+ and 102 are separate courses, I see them functioning in 

a continuum. So does the Writing Program. English 102 builds off the thinking, writing, 

and learning of English 101+. However, I use issues in higher education in English 101+ 

to help students turn their gazes inward at their own experiences, and then in English 102 

I use issues in higher education as a mode of analysis as students engage in research and 

make a public argument. Even if students aren’t able to follow me from English 101+ 

into English 102, I build in this movement from the personal to more public action in 

both of the courses. In the sections below, I outline the major components of my 

curriculum and explain the theoretical connections to my pedagogy that I describe in 
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Chapter One. There are smaller assignments in each of the courses that help move 

students along this continuum from the personal to the public, but what I outline below is 

the overarching movement between the two courses . 

 

Interpreting Experience through Narrative 

 One of the intersections between critical and pragmatic pedagogies that New 

Literacy Studies helped me articulate in Chapter One is the use of experience in 

theorizing about literacy learning in the classroom. Individual histories and experiences 

are fruitful resources for investigating why one’s literacy looks the way it does, and using 

narrative is a way to engage students with their experiences in order to help students 

develop critical awareness and reflection that active participation requires. I begin asking 

students to think about their experiences through writing a literacy narrative (for 

assignment sheet, see Appendix D). Students begin by writing personal narratives about 

their own histories as readers and writers. Then, reading narratives from writers like Amy 

Tan, Sherman Alexie, Malcolm X, and Gerald Graff, they contextualize their stories as 

college students in their own literacy narrative. By locating the curriculum in narrative 

and asking students to think critically about their experiences with reading and writing, 

this unit emphasizes the importance of student perspectives, a message that I believe is 

especially important to communicate to a population of students who frequently do not 

see themselves as “good at writing.”  

 As New Literacy Studies claims, students’ personal histories and experiences are 

rich resources for analysis (Street; Lu and Horner). Paulo Freire and John Dewey claim 
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we must begin with student experiences as a means to engage in reflective and active 

participation. Additionally, Moll and Gonzalez’s concept of funds of knowledge also 

encourages instructors to value the lived-experiences and practices that students bring 

with them from their homes and local cultures. While the funds of knowledge concept 

promotes a reconceptualization of student experiences among teachers, it also encourages 

students to consider more deeply their lived experiences and home lives. The narrative is 

not an end, but a means to develop understanding and awareness of those experiences, 

and students must engage in active reflection, as advocated by Friere, to make sense of 

their experiences. However, Dewey and Friere both caution against simply celebrating 

that experience and using that experience only as an end. While I agree, I do want to 

point out that celebration of experience is important for the student population in English 

101+. As I’ve said before, many students in this class don’t believe they are good at 

writing. Spending time describing those experiences and thinking about their histories 

validates the struggles many of these students have encountered. As Street and Grabill 

claim, struggle, conflict, and violence are done in literacy’s name; quite often literacy 

learning involves encounters with ideological and economic structures that conflict with 

what individuals currently know or have. Their experiences are marked by struggle and 

conflict, and acknowledging and validating those struggles in vital to instill a greater 

sense of confidence and capability in these students.  

The importance of students’ experiences is emphasized again in another essay, the 

text-in-context essay. In this essay, I ask students to view their experiences thus far as 

college students as a text and examine it in the larger context of the University. Students 
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read articles about issues in higher education and watch a documentary specifically about 

issues at the University of Arizona, "Declining By Degrees.” Students are introduced to 

such issues as the consumerist attitudes of many students, high drop-out rates, lack of 

student engagement, professor workloads, and student diversity. Student then write a 

critical essay, which examines their own college experience in the context of an issue 

they believe is particularly relevant to their college experience, or one they find 

compelling or problematic. Either way, students must use their experience as the 

foundation in thinking about the university’s values and functions. Students must address 

how they are located in the university, and how the university affects that location. 

Students must consider the mutually constituted relationship they have with the 

university—they must learn to identify their own values and motivations that shape their 

identity as a student, and how the university seeks to reinforce or challenge it, and 

sometimes both. For instance, some students chose to write about class size. Many 

students have large lectures classes with hundreds of students. They draw from their own 

experiences with class size to examine how they see themselves writing, thinking, acting, 

and being in those large classes, and how their own motivations and identities cause them 

to behave this way. In turn, students begin to grapple with how large class sizes position 

them as a certain kind of student and how much it meshes with or contradicts how they 

see themselves.  

Using experience as the foundation of student learning prepares students to 

engage in learning that is meaningful and relevant to them. Many students don’t see their 

experiences as worthwhile, and many even see their college experience (thus far) as 
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inadequate to write an entire paper on. However, when we starting making connections 

between their experiences and larger structures, like the economic structures Brandt 

refers to, students do become very interested and invested in understanding their 

experiences from this new perspective – especially when they examine their experiences 

at the university. As I discussed in Chapter Three, students are very invested in their 

college educations, whether they see themselves here to get a degree and a good job, or to 

acquire a more humanistic general education (and of course, all those who find 

themselves somewhere in the middle). Students seek a return, and they are all very 

interested in learning about the issues that affect the quality of their return.   

 

Engaging in Dialogue through Research 

 While the literacy narrative and text-in-context essays ask students to closely 

analyze their personal experiences, my unit on research relies on student experiences and 

builds on the close-reading and analysis strategies learned in the narrative unit. Research 

allows me to foster a relationship with students based on dialogue, an asset model of 

learning, and the social construction of knowledge. Research on issues in higher 

education enables students to move beyond their personal experiences and reflect upon 

the University so they can transform it (for assignment sheet, see Appendix E). Through 

research, students engage in their world, and come to know it and understand it. 

 Through the process of dialogue, I attempt to develop a mutual relationship with 

students as they research the institutional contexts. Dialogue allows us to create a process 

of learning and knowing that involves theorizing experience. Specifically, students 
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conduct research on a controversy related to higher education, an issue that they have 

personal experience with or concern for. Topics range from guns on campus and the 

“going green” movement to budget cuts and raising tuition costs. The unit on research is 

taught in English 102, and because this is the last writing course that many students take, 

it is structured to help them become more independent writers—more conscious of their 

rhetorical choices in writing and what steps to take to improve their writing. Instead of 

“dumping” information into students as if they were empty vessels, as Dewey warns 

against, I guide students through a consideration of issues in higher education. Research 

allows me to teach students how to think; it enables me to act as a resource or a guide and 

not as the sole authority in the classroom, hoarding and dispensing knowledge as I see fit. 

Rather, the process of research allows the students and me to engage in a dialogic and 

mutual process of learning. 

 Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed positions instructors and students as partners; 

however, in the writing classroom, there are fundamental power issues that prevent me 

from being a true partner, equal in power. The first-year writing course is a requirement 

that all students must take and pass, and I “give” grades that determine the worth and 

value of their work and determines who passes and who stays behind. I cannot be a 

partner. Rather, I think guide is a more appropriate metaphor because it not only 

acknowledges the knowledge I do have but also the choice students have in determining 

the conditions of their learning. I can provide students with the space and resources to 

engage in critical thinking, but it is ultimately up to them to participate.  
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 As a guide, I am able to participate in dialogue with students, which allows us to 

construct knowledge and meaning together. I am not the sole authority in the classroom, 

especially when students get deep into their research topics. Students become experts in 

their own right, and together we prose problems and create new conditions of meaning-

making. They arrive at new understandings though dialogue as they share challenges of 

the research process or pose questions about the nature of their research topics with each 

other (and myself). Together, we work toward answers, possibilities, and new ways of 

working through the challenges of research.  

  

Participating in Reflective Action through Public Argument 

 As students move through the research, they see themselves implicated in the 

issues they study and become increasingly challenged in understanding the issue and 

obligated to address it. Through research, the issue they research is localized, made 

tangible for them, and students extend their practice into a public argument about their 

research topic. The public argument allows students to engage in reflective action, or 

praxis, as they must make thoughtful arguments to the University community. In addition 

to the public persuasive piece, students must write a reflection on this piece of writing 

(Appendix F). 

 In the persuasive public piece, students make an argument about their issues and 

attempt to persuade their audience. The public piece of writing is sent out to an audience 

outside of our classroom and usually takes the form of a letter to the editor, a pamphlet or 

flier, or a letter to somebody involved in the issue. Students must consider their own 
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rhetorical situations, including what argument they want to make, who their audience is, 

and what they, as students, could reasonably ask of their audience. After students have 

crafted their persuasive piece, they must then reflect on their choices they make in 

writing the piece and explain their decision-making processes. They might address why 

they’ve made a particular argument, why they’ve used the evidence they did, what 

audience they chose to write to, or how they established their ethos.  

 The two assignments work together to illustrate that theory and action cannot 

exist alone. Freire explains that “[W]hen a word is deprived of its dimension of action, 

reflection automatically suffers as well; and when the word is changed into idle chatter [. 

. .] it becomes an empty world, one which cannot denounce the world [. . .] there is no 

transformation without action” (87). Dewey also agrees that education should result in 

action; education must help students “to not only adapt himself to the changes which are 

going on, but have power to shape and direct those changes” (qtd. in Campbell). The end 

goals of praxis are different for the two theorists because Freire seeks liberation while 

Dewey seeks to create capable citizens. However, the central role of praxis in effecting 

change is vital for both theorists. As Freire claims, change without reflection creates 

action for action’s sake (88). Action requires authentic thought and reflection in order for 

it to be truly reflective practice that seeks informed change.  

 I require that students actually send out their persuasive pieces; students must 

think critically about their rhetorical situations and what they would be willing to send 

out, especially when their name is attached to the writing. The change they are arguing 

for may not happen. For instance, students may argue for lower tuition or a increased 



154


funding for blue lights across campus without achieving their goals. Nonetheless, the act 

of writing is itself reflective practice. Saying the “true word,” as described by Freire, is 

dialogue among students and the University community, which in and of itself is praxis.  

 

Conclusion 

 I would like to close my project with an anecdote. After an interview with one of 

my students, Reya, we stood by the door of my office talking about her plans for later 

that day. She said she was going to work. I asked where she worked, and with a shy 

smile, she said Burger King. I asked her if she liked working there, and she explained the 

hours were really great and she really liked her managers. She thought the pay could be 

better, but it was close to home and on the bus route. Also, she mentioned it was hard to 

go to school and work at the same time. With a laugh, she said she hopes she can 

graduate from college because she doesn’t want to work at Burger King forever. Reya 

went on to tell me that she liked our course because she never realized that students who 

work while going to college were something worth thinking about.  

 All semester, Reya had been engaged. She worked furiously on her writing, 

participated in class discussions, and wrote compelling papers. She was motivated in my 

class, and through interviews, she revealed she was highly motivated to find a major she 

founded personally engaging but also useful in finding a career. Reya’s engagement with 

her own experiences reflect New Literacy Studies’ commitment fostering interactions 

between local and global literacies. Throughout the semester, Reya began to see the 

connections between her own lived experiences with riding the bus, working at a fast 
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food chain, and taking out student loans with larger social and economic contexts. 

Through writing her own narrative and researching student loans, Reya reflected deeply 

on her own experiences as they were situated within the larger world, as well as how 

those experiences have shaped her into the student she currently is.  

Integrating lived experience into the first-year writing course can help motivate 

students by debunking the myth that their educational backgrounds or their struggles with 

language are problematic or inadequate or that they are somehow “lacking” the ability to 

be good writers. Instead, using critical reflection to work through experience can help 

students better understand their experiences as worthwhile and meaningful. Additionally, 

a funds of knowledge perspective emphasizes the interaction of the student with larger 

social, cultural, and economic structures. Instead of focusing on stagnant stereotypes of 

cultural norms, students direct their attention toward how their everyday experiences 

unfold, how they think about those experiences, and why they think that way, and how 

that impacts them now as students. This perspective requires that both students and 

instructors think more contextually about education and the role of social, cultural, and 

economic structures in the development of literacy learning and the ways in which these 

often competing forces play out in students’ lives. As instructors, we must recognize our 

students’ pragmatic concerns and their investment in education, which many times are at 

odds with those of their teachers. It will be increasingly important for writing instructors 

to design curricula that both address pragmatic concerns, such as the desire for a good job 

or financial security, and help students begin the careful process of reflection and critique 
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that enables them to interpret their experiences and the larger institutional and economic 

structures that shape their lives.  
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APPENDIX A: STUDENT SURVEY ON WRITING EXPERIENCES 

Student Survey on Writing Experiences: 
You are invited to participate in a study on writing assessment in the writing classroom. 
This study is focused on understanding how students think of their writing, and how they 
see assessment practices shape their understanding of their writing and themselves as 
writers. This survey asks you to answer questions about your experiences with writing in 
the classroom and your opinions about those experiences. Filling out this survey is 
optional and will not influence your grade. Answer as many questions or as few of them 
as you want. Be as specific and as detailed as you need to be. If you don’t have enough 
space, feel free to write on a separate sheet of paper. On the last page of the survey, you 
will be asked if you would like to further participate in an interview. If you would like to 
participate, you will need to sign a consent form. Participation is voluntary, and your 
participation will in no way influence your grade in your writing course. Even if you sign 
the form, you can change your mind at any time without penalty, and I won’t use the 
information that I received from you. If you have any questions, contact Stephanie Merz, 
the primary investigator, at smerz@email.arizona.edu.  
 
WRITING HISTORY: 
1. What kind of academic writing assignments have you done in the past (high school and 
college)? Circle all that apply: 
 
Research paper 
Book Report 
Descriptive Essay 
Compare/Contrast Paper 
Cause/Effect Paper 
Argumentative paper 
Persuasive Paper 
Literacy Narrative 
Analysis 
Literature Review 
Annotated Bibliography 
Other: 
 
 
 
2. To what extent do you like writing in school?  
 
 
   1    2      3      4      5 
Very much    Somewhat          Not at all 
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3. In what ways do you think you are a successful writer? Circle all that apply. 
 
I brainstorm/freewrite to generate ideas. 
I allow myself plenty of time to write the essay. 
I make outlines for my essays. 
I get feedback from others on my paper. 
I ask my instructor for feedback. 
I write multiple drafts of my papers. 
I can conduct research well. 
Other: 
 
4. Describe/What challenges do you face as a writer? 
 
I procrastinate. 
I don’t ask anyone for help.  
I only write one draft. 
I write the night before the paper is due. 
I don’t conduct enough research. 
Other: 
 
 
 
 
REVISION: 
1. How often have you revised your writing before?  
 

1   2     3      4      5  
Very frequently   Sometimes       Never 
 
 
 
2. If you revise your essays, why do you do so? Circle all that apply: 
 
Instructor required me to. 
I was unsatisfied with my writing. 
Classmates told me I needed to. 
I didn’t understand the assignment the first time I wrote it. 
Other: 
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3. If you revise your essays, what do you do? Circle all that apply: 
 
Rewrite the entire essay. 
Rewrite sections or paragraphs. 
Take out unnecessary or confusing writing. 
Add a couple sentences here and there. 
Reorganize paragraphs. 
Edit for grammar, punctuation, and spelling. 
Other:  
 
 
 
4.Describe the extent you think revision helped you become a better writer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
WORKSHOPPING: 
1. What kind of workshopping activities have you participated in? Circle all that apply: 
 
Whole group workshop 
Small group workshop 
Partner workshop 
Read-Arounds 
Peer Editing 
Other: 
 
 
  
2. What about the workshop(s) did you find helpful? Circle all that apply: 
 
Being able to read my classmates’ papers. 
Having someone else point out what I did well in the draft. 
Having someone else point out what I needed to improve on in the draft. 
Having to point out what needed improvement in other people’s drafts. 
Having to point out what was successful in other people’s drafts. 
Other: 
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3. What about the workshop(s) did you find unproductive?  
 
The feedback I received from my classmates wasn’t critical enough. 
The feedback I received didn’t address the main things I needed to do in the draft. 
The feedback focused on grammar, punctuation, and spelling and not the content. 
Nobody took workshops seriously. 
I would give really good feedback, but I wouldn’t ever receive good feedback. 
Other: 
 
 
 
 
 
4. To what extent did you find the workshops helpful to your writing? 
 
 
    1    2    3  4      5 
Very helpful  Sometimes helpful   Not helpful 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RESPONDING TO FEEDBACK: 
1. When you receive teacher comments on your writing, what do you usually do?  
 
Don’t read them. 
Glance at them. 
Read them and never look at them again. 
Read them and make an appointment with the instructor to go over them. 
Read them and work to incorporate the suggestions into my draft. 
Other: 
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CONFERENCES: 
1. Have you ever had a teacher-student conference about your writing? If so, please 
describe what happened during the conference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. How helpful do you find meeting with the instructor? 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
Very helpful   Sometimes helpful     Not helpful 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you would like to further participate in this research study by being interviewed, please 
write your name and your preferred email address below so that I may contact you. 
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APPENDIX B: GRADUATE STUDENT WORKLOAD 

 GATships are based on a .50 Full Time Employment scale, defined by the University of 
Arizona as a 20 hour/week workload. Recent data published by Richard H. Haswell 
conservatively estimates the average GAT workload for freshman composition courses 
over one semester as follows (all data are calculated as per student figures): 
 
Individual evaluation of 4 out-of-class papers  = 160 minutes or 2.7 hours 
 
Other evaluation and diagnosis    = 70 minutes or 1.2 hours 
 
Number of students in courses    = 25 
 
Conversion to hours – 230 minutes/student * 25 students  

 = 5750 minutes or 96 hours 
Class preparation and in-class time teaching  
       = 135 hours 
 
Total time devoted to 1 section   = 231 hours/semester 
        2 sections   = 462 hours/semester  
 
Breakdown 
    
462 total hours / 16 weeks (in a semester) 

 
 = 29 hrs/week, 9 hours above the .50 FTE workload outlined by UA. 

 
It has been suggested that freshman composition class sizes will be raised due to 
anticipated budget cuts. This is not a lobby for additional pay, a lowering of class sizes, 
an increase in benefits, or course releases. We are sharing this information in hopes that 
the University will honor its contractual obligations in order that GATs can fulfill their 
responsibilities as researchers, and continue to maintain the university’s elevated 
academic reputation. We also firmly believe that the fiscal irresponsibility of university 
administration cannot fall on the backs of its graduate students. The quality of education 
provided by English GATs (who service over 6000 students) will drastically plummet 
with any increase in workload.   
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APPENDIX C: STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
Demographics 

 Name 
 Age 
 Grade 
 Area of study 
 Hometown 
 Family Education Levels 

 
General Background Information 

 What can you tell me about your hometown? 
 What was life like for you growing up? 
 What was high school like for you? 
 What was writing like for you in high school? 
 Tell me how you came to college? 

 
Perspectives on College 

 Why are you at college? 
 What do you think the purpose of college is? 
 What will your degree mean to you? 

 
Current College Experience 

 What are you classes like? How do you like them? 
 What kind of student are you now? (Activities, study habits, grades) 
 What is writing like for you at the UA? 
 How important are grades to you? 
 How important are grades to your parents? 
 What does an A mean to you? 
 What does an F mean to you? 

 
Follow Up Questions (If Necessary) 

 What do you think the purpose of our writing class was? (not the content) 
 Can you tell me your most memorable moment from the course? (reading, class 

discussion, personal revelation) 
 In terms of the theme of the course, what was the most important thing you 

learned? 
 In terms of the writing for the course, what was the most important thing you 

learned? 
 Do you think the theme helped you learn to write? How so? 
 Has your writing changed in the past year? How?  
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 What was difficult about studying this theme? 
 What was your general impression of the UA before you took this class? 
 What is your general impression of the UA after the class? 
 Now that your more aware of issues that surround the university, how do you 

think you’re a different student? Maybe in terms of how you think, your opinions, 
how you act, how you study, things you do differently now? 

 How do you see “issues” in higher education affecting you, if at all?  
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APPENDIX D: LITERACY NARRATIVE ASSIGNMENT SHEET 

 
Paper One: Literacy Narrative  
 
For the first essay this semester, you will write your own Literacy Narrative. You will 
examine some aspect of your writing or reading life and how it helped you “shape” your 
“story” about how reading, writing, or language works. The purpose of this essay is to 
vividly portray some writing or reading experience of yours and then to discover in that 
experience some “nugget” or realization of how you understand reading, writing, or 
language to work in your life today. 
 
For strategies, you will have to use descriptive detail, vivid scenes to recreate your 
experience in writing, and then weave in reflections to support some central idea that you 
find in the process of drafting and exploring your experience.  
 
Your central idea will work best if you let it be something you discover through the 
drafting process. In other words, you don’t need to know what your realization is today. 
You will arrive there eventually. This will also work best if it is your truth, your unique 
story – not some shared cliché about writing that we might see on a Hallmark card. Even 
if this is your truth, you can speculate about why your central idea might be a common 
experience for others.  
 
The bottom line: Use brainstorming to explore some significant experience with reading, 
writing, or language to discover and then support some statement about reading, writing, 
or language in a personal narrative essay. Your “evidence” for your statement will be 
vivid, descriptive detail of your experience. You will also comment on, or reflect on, the 
significance of your statement in your writing life.  
 
This paper should be 2-4 pages long, double-spaced, 12 point New Times Roman Font, 
and have proper MLA format. It should have a clear, controlling idea, a sense of 
structure, and plenty of appropriate support and writer’s voice. You will be graded on 
content, development, organization, and expression. 
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APPENDIX E: CONTROVERSY ANALYSIS ASSIGNMENT SHEET 

Essay Two: Controversy Analysis Essay 
 
Most controversies, especially those in education, are rarely black and white. Most 
controversies have various groups involved, and each group is involved for different 
reasons. Some groups have more power than others, and some groups have much more to 
loose than others, even though they have little or no voice in the controversy. Paper Two 
will be an opportunity for you to explore a local controversy in higher education in its 
entirety; that is, you will use the research to explore the full complexity of a controversy 
and arrive at a more thorough and detailed understanding of a complicated and elaborate 
controversy surrounding our educational system.  
 
Paper Two is both a research paper and an analysis paper; that is, you are going to 
research a controversy in higher education and analyze how the different groups involved 
in the issue make their argument in order to persuade their audience(s). You will not be 
taking sides in your paper, nor will you prove how one side is correct and the other 
wrong. The purpose of this paper is for you to come to a deeper, more complex 
understanding of the controversy and how the many different groups involved make their 
arguments, and why they make their arguments.  
 
Your goal will be to explore, describe, and analyze the various positions of the groups 
involved in order to find out what’s really going on. Here are questions that you’ll need 
to address in order to arrive at a fuller understanding of your issue: 

 What is the history of this issue?  
 When did it start to become a problem?  
 What material, economic, and social factors have shaped this issue?  
 Who has been involved, and why have they been involved?  
 What do the different groups involved have to gain and loose based on the 

outcome of the issue?  
 What do the different groups involved value?  
 How do those values shape how they make their arguments and why they make 

their arguments? 
 
Almost all of your research will be conducted online. We will spend time as a class 
learning to use our library’s website, and you will also spend time outside of class 
gathering sources about your issue. When you have found sources about your issue, you 
will also need to consider the rhetorical situation of the source: Who wrote it? Where was 
it published? Who is the audience? Where is the author positioned in the debate? How 
does the writer make their argument; that is, what rhetorical strategies do they use? Are 
they successful in persuading their audience? This is where your work from Unit One 
comes into play; you will need to analyze and evaluate the sources you find in order to 
gain a more nuanced understanding of the issue.  
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While you may already feel very strongly or have existing opinions about the issue you 
will explore, you must withhold judgment when conducting research. Since we are 
already biased in someway based on our life experiences and current positions, I ask that 
you set aside any preconceived notions or preferences so you can fully consider and 
understand all sides of the issue. If you approach your research and analysis with biases, 
then your research and analysis will be biased, and therefore, less legitimate and less 
credible. Given all that is at stake in education, we cannot neglect the responsibility to 
critically examine and consider all sides of an argument.  
 
  
How to organize your research: 
There are several approaches you could take. You could begin with a description of the 
historical background of the argument, how it was received by the public, and how it was 
discussed in the beginning. Then you could move on to discuss how it is discussed in 
contemporary times. Another option would be to divide the issue by the groups involved. 
Another would be to examine the issue as presented by the experts in scholarly journals 
as compared to the popular media. Refer to Writing Public Lives pages 158-162 for more 
ways to organize your draft. But this all depends on what you see as significant and what 
aspects of the argument you want to highlight.  
 
Requirements: 

 Your essay must have at least FIVE credible sources. At least TWO of them 
should come from scholarly journals or books from the library. 

 You must conduct ONE interview. This can be an in-person interview, over the 
phone, or via email.  

 This paper should be between 6-7 pages, MLA format. 
 This paper must have a works cited page, so be sure to keep track of all of your 

sources.  
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APPENDIX F: PUBLIC PIECE AND REFLECTION ASSIGNMENT SHEET 

Paper Three: Making Writing Public: Persuading Your Audience & Reflection 
 
In Paper Two, the Exploratory Research and Analysis Essay, you conducted extensive 
research and analyzed your sources in order to come to a more thorough and detailed 
understanding of the complicated and elaborate issues surrounding higher education. 
Based on this newfound understanding you have on your issue, you are now able to make 
an informed argument. Unit Thee is composed of two different pieces of writing: the 
persuasive piece of writing, and a reflection on this piece of writing.  
 
The persuasive piece: 
This piece of writing will be sent out to an actual audience. You will make an argument 
and attempt to persuade your audience. You must first think about your position and the 
argument you want to make. What do you want to see happen? Then think about you 
audience – who can help you make this change? Lastly, think about what form you would 
like your argument to take. A letter to somebody influential? An opinion piece in a 
newspaper? A pamphlet to hand out? A presentation to your classmates? These are just 
suggestions, but if you have something else in mind, let me know. 
 
The reflective piece: 
This writing should show me that you’ve made informed choices as you wrote your 
persuasive piece. It might be helpful to think of this writing as an argument to me which 
defends the decisions you’ve made. You should walk me through your thinking process 
as you wrote the persuasive piece: 
 
What argument did you make, and why?  
How did you arrive at your opinion? 
How did you create your argument in your piece? 
What kinds of evidence did you use, and why? 
 
What audience did you choose to write to, and why? 
What action did you want your audience to take? 
How did you think your audience might react to your argument?  
What changes or tweaks to your argument did you make in order to better convince your 
audience? 
 
How did you establish your own ethos? 
How did you appeal to your audience? Did you appeal to them through logos or pathos, 
or a combination of them? And why? 
 
The length of the reflective piece is up to you. Like I said in class, the length should be 
long enough to cover everything, but short enough to keep it interesting. The persuasive 
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piece and reflective piece will be handed in together. We will discuss in class how and 
when you will want to send out your persuasive piece of writing.  
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