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Abstract: 

This thesis is comprised of candid photographs that virtually explore the relevance of 

community literacy and engagement. More specifically, this paper will delineate how the 

researcher navigated new experiences and academic challenges within a community-serving 

organization. While the organization, Wildcat Writers, is the main focus of this research, 

personal reflection will be the primary mode of composition. This stylistic choice was made in 

order to provide a creative alternative to traditional research.  

After participating in several events, meetings, and courses, the researcher feels 

compelled to provide insight into how artistic projects make meaning in academia. However, it is 

also important to note that more traditional aspects of research, such as literature review, will 

also be present within this thesis. The intent of this project is ultimately to amplify the presence, 

history, and personal impact of the University of Arizona’s Wildcat Writers outreach program. In 

light of current events, the thesis will conclude with a reaction piece to the pandemic in order to 

portray how this research has adapted in response to historically unprecedented events. 



 

 

Artist’s Statement:  

 

 My work virtually explores the emerging relationship between community engagement 

and student involvement. Although not initially intended, the COVID-19 pandemic has largely 

shaped the outcome and presentation of my work. However, this pictorial showcase is inspired 

by my colleagues, mentors, and peers who were unable to attend the showcase that was 

originally planned.   

 

 While my photographs are amateur and candid, they are accurate depictions of the 

hardworking individuals who volunteer their time in order to ensure that all students have access 

to culturally relevant and satiating pedagogies. Hopefully, my work honors their collective 

efforts.  

 

 Overall, my work will delineate my artistic and professional process through a 

reflectional essay assisted by photographs. The intent of this approach is to demonstrate the 

boundlessness of making meaning in academia.
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Emerging Literacies of Community Engagement: 

A Virtual Showcase of Wildcat Writers 

In order to accurately depict the process of this thesis, it is necessary to display how the 

thesis was established. During my second year at the University of Arizona, I enrolled in an 

upper level English course that focused on African American Literature. This course included a 

partnership with Wildcat Writers. Wildcat Writers is an award-winning organization which 

partners high school and college classes in order to facilitate reciprocal learning. The overall goal 

of Wildcat Writers is to engage students in meaningful partnerships that promote college 

literacies and pertaining pedagogies (“Wildcat Writers”). Once I learned more about the 

organization, I was determined to become more involved.  

During my time as a class participant, I was able to coordinate with my professor, Dr. 

Stephanie Troutman-Robbins, in order to secure a position in the organization. Initially, I was 

interested in becoming a volunteer since the undergraduate internship position had already been 

filled. However, Dr. Troutman-Robbins and I came to the conclusion that the organization would 

most benefit from placing me in a research role. In addition, I also needed to determine the 

project that I would submit to the Honors College in order to complete my honors requirements 

for my bachelor’s degree. Since I had previously worked as an event coordinator for the Women 

and Gender Resources Center at the University of Arizona, we chose to design a project that 

highlighted my strengths. In fact, the first time Dr. Troutman-Robbins and I met outside of class, 

we had already decided that my project would primarily focus on creating a community 

showcase.  
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 Around this same time, my English class went to our partnering high school for the first 

time. I remember being surprised that we were encouraged to get to know one another before we 

were placed into groups. Typically, groups are assigned or chosen during the first week of 

classes before anyone has time to engage in conversation.  Even though this seems like a small 

gesture, I appreciated having the time to converse and choose partners based upon common 

interests. While I have had classes in the past that allow us to do short introductions, I have never 

had a course that dedicated as much time to interpersonal relationships. This carries importance 

because it changed the dynamics of the groups that were formed within the course.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The photo included above is a visual representation of the first meeting that I spoke about 

in the previous paragraph. Prior to this photo, we played an altered form of speed dating. Instead 

of the ordinary questions that primarily focused on school, there were questions about our 

interests and hobbies. Focusing on questions and topics that are not traditionally considered 

academic thereby modified the way I viewed the proximity between professional and personal 



Walters 3 

 

identity. Essentially, I came to the realization that in order to create a meaningful project with 

our partnered classes, we must equally incorporate personal and professional components. 

The overall project for our class was to co-create a zine comprised of creative pieces 

from each student. Zines are an excellent representation of how creative alternatives can provide 

vast insights into personal experience as it relates to academia. Some of the students in the class 

chose to write a short poem or reflectional piece based upon their personal experiences. While 

the topics of these artworks were largely different, all of them provided insights into unique 

perspectives. These creations allow for further discussion in regard to taboo and unexplored 

topics. My topic was in response to a post that I had seen on social media. Although it has a 

rather serious tone, the piece was created in order to highlight the different ways in which 

women are treated as a commodity.   

 

Although I did not initially intend to create a comic (shown below) in conjunction with 

the reflection paper I was assigned in the graduate course I took during my first semester of this 
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thesis, it was surprisingly helpful in regard to organizing my thoughts and experiences. More 

importantly, it gave me the opportunity to acknowledge how I have begun to position my views 

in accordance with conventional ideas of scholarship. The very fact that I was “surprised” that 

the comic was helpful is an example of this. After completing seven panels, restarting many of 

them several times, I realized it had been quite a while since I was encouraged to use my creative 

brain for an academic purpose. Even though English is labeled as an art degree, it is quite rare for 

a professor to require anything outside of analytical interpretation. Unfortunately, I have 

previously been led to believe that analysis requires the removal of creativity and self-identity. 

Students are told that they must not incorporate first person pronouns in research in order to be 

taken seriously. However, I have rediscovered the value of creative processes and how they can 

work in tandem with scholarship despite being positioned in juxtaposition from a formal 

standpoint.  

 If I am being honest, I first decided to create a comic because I believe in the old saying 

“practice what you preach.” In this case, I felt it was necessary to fulfill the same requirements 

that were being placed upon the students that I observed. Throughout the semester, I was given 

the chance to observe a Wildcat Writer partnership between the University of Arizona and 

Tucson High School. By the end of this partnership, the UA students were asked to create a 

comic and the high school students were asked to peer review their partner’s work. 

Consequently, I have completed a similar project: 
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 Admittedly, I am not the best artist. I struggled quite a bit with deciding on a style of 

comic and as you can see, I never settled on one. But I think that adds to the character of the 

comic. Based upon how critical the high school students were of the UA students’ work, it would 

most likely be daunting to present this during class. In all transparency, this comic technically 

doesn’t meet the requirements that Charisse, my peer and a University of Arizona instructor, 

provided to me. I was supposed to create at least 10 panels, but these took me far longer than I 

would like to admit. An example of her student’s work has been included below: 
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This made me appreciate the work of the students more than I had previously. As per the 

instructions, I created a comprehensive narrative that depicted my journey with Wildcat Writers. 

At first, I was going to make the comic serious in order to appease the part of my brain that told 

me I needed to maintain my professionalism. However, I soon realized that if I made my comic 

in that way, it would not be an accurate representation of my experiences. So, many of my panels 

include jokes that reflect my personal feelings during specific events. The uppermost left panel 

depicts the first board meeting that I attended with Wildcat Writers. Everyone, aside from me, 

are cartoons that are dressed relatively professionally. Due to my lack of artistic skills, I did not 

base the cartoons on actual people. I chose to draw myself in stick-figure form because I wanted 

to demonstrate how I felt out of place in a new space. Despite everyone warmly welcoming me, 

it was intimidating to be surrounded by individuals who had experience in a field that I had no 

experience in. In the larger scheme of things, this panel somewhat sums up the WW board 

because they are academic professionals who work outside of conventionality in order to 
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advocate for marginalized students. I no longer feel out of place around the board and I think that 

is mainly because they are not structure around a hierarchy. Despite having positions, the board 

is a collaborative effort that relies on the knowledge and experience of everyone, not only the 

people in higher positions. This reminds me of the teaching style that Borderlinks, an 

organization that I was exposed to when taking the graduate course for the first half of this thesis, 

has adopted. Instead of basing a person’s value on their education level or status, Borderlinks 

operates under the thought that experiential knowledge is of equal value to intellectual 

knowledge.  

 

 In the upper right panel and in the picture above, I have recounted the first meet and greet 

held by WW. The purpose of this event is to allow high school teachers and UA professors to 

introduce themselves to each other in order to identify perspective partners to work with in the 

future. Similar to the introduction I had as a student participant, WW gives agency to 
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administrative participants instead of deciding partnerships for them. As a result, partnerships are 

more likely to be successful and it seems fair to assume that this improves retention rates as well.  

On the right side of the panel, I included brownies that one of the UA instructors, Kristin, 

made. I mostly included these because they were the most memorable part of the meet and greet 

for me. Humor aside, this event allowed me to see how WW bases partnerships off of interest in 

similar projects along with course planning styles. This adds a human aspect to partnering which 

is not typically seen in organizations of this type. I feel that this specific quote from Haraway, 

the reading in Engl 696E (the graduate course I took part in), works closely with the idea I am 

trying to convey: “We are also bound to seek those points of view, which can never be known in 

advance, that promise something quite extraordinary, that is, knowledge potent for constructing 

worlds less organized by axis of domination” (Haraway 585).  It seems as if WW works under 

the idea of situated knowledge (also known as experience) in order to fill gaps of traditional 

partnering of team teaching. As a result, new communities are created. Instead of only having 

one collective community, WW has several communities with different interests and outcomes 

that happen to have a similar goal in mind.  

 Moving on to the middle row, the left panel was mostly included for comic relief. Even 

though most of the panels contain something funny, this one more or less relocates the viewer 

into my personal life. The very large pink mug (although not life size) is based upon the mug that 

I drink my coffee out of most mornings. Compared to the first panel that I included myself in, 

this panel is more of a self-portrait. Yet again, I am bound by my artistic ability. In my mind, this 

panel has two primary functions. One of my main goals with this comic was to make it more 

personal than simply drawing depictions of what happened over the course of the semester. I 

think this specific panel does this because it shows me outside of my academic element. I think 
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that showing the moments where I struggled, even if the struggle was mainly getting out of bed, 

is crucial to my journey. In reality, I didn’t arrive to Charisse and Max’s meeting disheveled. I 

arrived on time in professional attire because I had a responsibility to uphold. However, I don’t 

want students, peers, and even my advisors to only see the moments where I excel. I think 

presenting struggles is a way to recognize people for who they are…. humans.  

 

This panel also works to display my appreciation for what teachers do on a daily basis. I 

only attended four class periods that Charisse and Max partnered on (as shown in the picture 

above). They do this every day. I have become so accustomed to professors showing up on time 

in their professional identity, with little regard to how they got there every morning. I’m certain 

that professors struggle as much as I do to get out of bed every morning and part of their job is to 

mask these struggles in order to maintain professionalism. While speaking with some of the 

returning instructors, I found that WW partnerships rarely go according to the original plan. A 

large portion of these partnerships is dedicated to the knowledge that you must have a flexible 
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mindset in order to follow through with plans. In a way this combats the idea that struggles, or 

obstacles must remain hidden from students. In fact, most WW staff advised new participants to 

rely on student feedback to know what is and isn’t working during the partnership. This is a 

unique idea because this allows students to actively engage in what they are learning.  

 

Directly in the center, I chose to put a heart-shaped panel where I drew students at their 

desks. The panel says “Students are always at the center” because this reflects not only my 

experience in WW, but in community literacies as well. To further depict the importance of the 

students, I have included my favorite photograph of Charisse, Max, and some of their students. I 

have heard several comments that I would categorize as visionary simply because they work to 

hone students personal and intellectual skills. For example, I heard some of my classmates 

talking about how they do not grade for grammar in their introductory English classes. Before 

this course, I had never heard of this idea. This tactic allows students to present their identities 
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and to develop themselves as a person as opposed to only developing an academic identity. By 

not grading for grammar, this also conveys the acknowledgement that everyone does not begin 

college with the same knowledge or skill set. It also works to the idea that student development 

is more important than meeting arbitrary department requirements. For example, as part of my 

senior seminar I was required to reflect on my experience in the English department based upon 

six outcomes. Even though the thought of condensing my four years of experience into six 

outcomes seemed demeaning, I gave it a shot.  

Unfortunately, I was majorly disappointed (which I expressed in my reflection to the 

department) at how there was no mention of personal or even professional growth on the 

outcomes. Each time I discover a new method to avoid traditional practices of scholarship, I am 

bound by six old methods that seem to hold greater weight in determining my value. However, I 

feel that 696E and WW has greatly helped me notice the spaces in my life that effectively and 

creatively work against societal expectations. This reminds me of one of the readings in Engl 

696E by Jackson: “I face the point in my career when I am expected to put myself ‘on the 

market’ and relocate in order to advance professionally” (Jackson 496). Although Jackson’s 

point directly relates to her identity as a Native scholar, this appears to be similar to the argument 

I am making. In order to market yourself as a professional, you must jump through hoops that 

industries put in place to make people complacent in their own devaluing. By placing 

preferentially value on one part of a person’s identity, traditional practices encourage individuals 

to erase all other aspects of themselves. 

On the righthand panel in the middle row, I included the first time I observed Charisse 

and Max’s class. This visit was conducted at Tucson High School. During this visit, a few of 

Charisse’s students were asked to present on what they have learned about comics and how this 
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applies to what the Tucson High School students had been learning. However, Charisse 

explained to me that the students who presented did not create their PowerPoint on their own. 

Instead, the entire class contributed to the slides. Although Charisse voiced that she wished she 

would have prepared the material with her students more, I thought it was executed nicely. My 

main reasoning for this is because the high school students were highly engaged in what the 

college students were explaining. At some points, the high school students even helped the 

college students describe the point that they were trying to convey in better detail. Charisse also 

informed me that her class was entirely comprised of first year, first semester freshman. Because 

these students were so close in educational stages, they seemed to relate to each other much more 

than when I participated in WW. Even though I enjoyed my WW experience as a participant, my 

class consisted of mainly juniors and seniors in college. While speaking to other students that 

previously participated in WW, they claimed that the partnership felt like a mentorship at times 

because it had been so long since they had been in high school. Personally, this didn’t bother me. 

But I think that the high school students that I partnered with were less engaged with our class 

than Charisse and Max’s class. However, this could also have to do with identity and some 

students simply not relating. Evidently, the WW staff made some comments about how every 

couple of years or so there’s a class that just doesn’t ‘click’ with the content and the partnership.  

On the bottom row, I wanted to focus on my conclusions of my experiences and what I 

am looking forward to in the future. Originally, I was going to make the left panel a picture of 

the places I was able to visit during Engl 696E. My drawing capabilities didn’t allow this. What I 

did draw is a little town that I see as the communities I have seen or become a part of as a result 

of my experiences this year. Due to this graduate seminar, I am now able to see the importance 

of place-based learning and discussions of community as it relates to scholarship. Some settings, 
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such as the cannabis symposium, were disappointing because of its lack of student inclusion. 

Whereas, other spaces such as under a freeway overpass where a play was held, were much more 

inclusive and accommodating.  

Although the Engl 696E class was highly critical of the Mirra reading, I do think there 

are some point that have resonated with me. I think that WW and 696E have made me more 

empathetic because I was placed into several roles that allowed me to develop new parts of my 

identity. In Mirra’s book she quotes Baldwin in saying, “It was books that taught me that the 

things that tormented me most were the very things that connected me with all people” (Mirra 

17). Although I do not entirely agree that teaching empathy is dependent upon English teachers 

alone, I do think that this speaks to my previous point about how struggles can form community. 

After completing my comic, I have also discovered a new format to convey empathy. Pictures 

are a universal language and by me creating drawings about my experience, I have placed people 

in my shoes. In some cases, such as the middle-right panel, I depicted my actual point of view 

from the spot I was standing. The viewers are quite literally seeing what I saw through my eyes. 

Building community can take various formats and can inform you about different aspects of a 

person’s identity.  

The final panel in the lower righthand corner is essentially an announcement of the 

showcase that was supposed to be held in the Spring 2020 semester. I thought this was a nice 

way to end my comic because it shows the work that was originally supposed to be completed. 

What I have learned in this class doesn’t stop at the end of the semester or the end of this page 

for that matter. The drawing is simple, and I think I redrew this specific panel about four times. I 

finally settled on the shoes because I liked the idea of including a visual representation of what 

the showcase would have consisted of. The showcase itself, represents something much bigger 



Walters 14 

 

for me than displaying the work of WW. I think that this represent a community that has been 

formed by the work of staff, instructors, students, and sponsors. Overall, my comic depicts how 

all of my panels are interconnected and you cannot have one without the other. But the concept 

showcase also represents the development of literacies as well. In order to co-create and 

collaborate with one another at any level, people are forming new literacies that they may not 

have previously known about. As I said before, it is rare for students to meet all of the board, but 

I think this is important for each respective party to see the collective work and outcomes of the 

program. While I don’t literally think that academia is a joke, I do believe that alternative 

formats, such as comics, should be considered a form of academic work because they have the 

power to universally create empathy and understanding, even between different communities.  

 On a surface level, WW can be interpreted as solely an educational opportunity. 

However, WW creates a format where underrepresented identities can co-create pieces of self-

expression. This reminded me of an earlier piece I read in 696E by Haraway: “We seek those 

ruled by partial sight and limited voice – not partiality for its own sake but, rather, for the sake of 

the connections and unexpected openings situated knowledges make possible” (Haraway 590). In 

context, Haraway is speaking about how research is primarily developed from an unbiased 

standpoint, but Haraway argues that this is not possible. Instead, Haraway believes that situated 

knowledge based upon experience and subjectivity is how research should be conducted and how 

history should be conveyed. Wildcat Writers seems to mirror this concept because it relies on the 

previous knowledge of the board and students in order to be successful. As far as I am aware, 

little to no traditional research has been conducted for WW. However, my main point is that WW 

does not perform under traditional standard, and yet, it is successful. In 2017, WW was honored 
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the Peter Likins inclusive excellence award because they exemplify inclusive practices from 

every level (“Wildcat Writers”). 

Inclusivity was one of the first attributes I ever recognized in relation to WW and the 

board. I attended my first board meeting on February 15th after speaking to Dr. Troutman 

Robbins about what my involvement could look like within the organization. Even though I was 

unfamiliar with the board, they made me feel welcome to the group and, more importantly, 

welcome to come back in the future. During this meeting, a considerable amount of time was 

taken to discuss accessibility to events and what methods WW could use in the future to make 

partnerships more accommodating. Instead of focusing on a goal from a business perspective, the 

WW board takes into consideration the human perspective. This is most likely the case because 

WW work is based upon the interactions of college faculty and students and high school faculty 

and students. Wildcat Writers is also inclusive in regard to the way in which they run the board. 

The board is open to faculty who are currently taking part in WW as well as previously involved 

individuals.  

More recently, the board has been expanding its student inclusion by incorporating an 

intern and research position for undergraduate students. The most interesting part of the board is 

that they strive to represent the students in their program in their own light, not in the light the 

board wishes them to be seen. Basically, the board is mainly concerned with providing a positive 

experience that allows students to display their own identities. As a result, the board members’ 

goals are reflective of student identity and future needs that come along with these identities.  

However, another important component of planning the showcase was developing a grant 

proposal. Even though grant proposals are typically created by graduate students, I found the 

process and skills needed to complete a proposal to be quite helpful. I have included the 
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Director’s Grant proposal that would have been turned in below in order to convey the 

considerations that went into the planning of a showcase event:  

Project Description: 

  More specifically, Wildcat Writers is expecting to host a reception and provide a semi-

formal dinner for 50 guests in April. Originally, we anticipated support from both the department 

and the college, however, recent budgetary constraints prohibit such contributions. We tried to 

secure free space for the event, but both The Poetry Center and the Alumni Building declined our 

requests. As a result, the event is now scheduled to take place in the University of Arizona 

Student Union. During the reception and dinner, we will present a program that features student 

work, teacher testimonials, a brief history of Wildcat Writers, an introduction to the board 

members, program overview and statistics, and an appeal for sponsorship and support. While the 

presentation methods are considerably interdisciplinary, the event, as a whole, is as well. This 

event is the product of an undergraduate student’s honors thesis as well as collaborative work 

between university and high school students. Each classroom aims to complete a different project 

which largely reflects the incorporation of several disciplines. As a result, the Spring Showcase 

will both display these completed projects and encourage future partnerships that will further 

expand our interdisciplinary opportunities.  

 

Detailed Budget: 

Catering: 

(1) Nacho Bar ($12 a person) = $600 

(2) Vegetable Niçoise Salad ($18 per pound) = $36  

(5) Miniature Cupcakes ($12 per dozen) = $60 

(3) Water ($4 per gallon) = $12 
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Subtotal:                                                           $708 

Sales Tax (5.6%):                                             $39.65 

Standard Tip (15%):                                        $112 

Grand Total of section:                                 $859.65 

 

Location: 

Room Reservation (Required all-day reservation) = $165  

Projector = $90 

Microphone = $25 

Grand Total of section:                              $280.00 

 

Transportation: 

Parking in 2nd Street Garage ($4 per person) =   $200 

Grand Total of section:                              $200.00 

 

Programs: 

(50) Printing = $71.50 

Subtotal:                                                       $71.50 

Tax (6.1%):                                                   $4.36 

Grand Total of section:                              $75.86 

 

Miscellaneous: 

Miscellaneous/ unexpected expenses = $84.49 

Grand Total of section:                            $84.49 
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Grand Total:                                                $1,500.00 

We attempted to reserve other areas such as the Poetry Center and the Alumni Building. 

Both declined our request. As a result, we must include budgeted items such as parking and 

Student Union provided caterers. Parking is budgeted because we no longer have the option for 

the free parking that was included with the Alumni Building. Our estimate is based upon the 

hourly rates of the 2nd street garage multiplied by how many guests we expect to attend. 

Originally, we had planned to use a different caterer, but the Student Union requires that all 

events are catered by their approved providers. However, it is important to acknowledge that we 

have chosen the most cost-efficient items from each of the catering menus. Even though it is our 

priority to arrange a reception with a filling meal, we also recognize the importance of being 

cost-efficient. Additionally, we have included other expenses such as programs and a projector 

because we feel it is necessary to acknowledge our participants and supporters, while displaying 

the other events that have taken place throughout the year. Finally, we have calculated a 

miscellaneous/ unexpected expenses category because we may need to purchase last-minute 

items such as dining ware. Largely, these expenses will lead to the expansion of our 

interdisciplinary opportunities, while cultivating the existing partnerships.  
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 The picture above represents one of the many ways that the pandemic has changed 

learning. While learning outcomes remain intact, the mode of transmission has largely changed. 

Due to the pandemic, the showcase was no longer a viable option. I attended a total of six Zoom 

calls with Charisse and her students. Yet again, the primary focus was checking in on their well-

being as opposed to strictly speaking about academic tasks. In order to fulfill my thesis to my 

best ability, I decided to create a photo showcase that depicted the most important events from 

WW functions. Unfortunately, the pandemic has led to the cancellation of all WW events and 

meetings. For some classrooms, such as Charisse’s and Max’s, the partnerships were never able 

to meet. While the long-term implications of this are unknown, the pandemic has most certainly 

been devastating to WW.  
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